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ABSTRACT 

 

 This dissertation investigates the influence of religious cultural consonance on well-

being. In particular, I ask if religious conceptions of ideal acolyte identity and behavior buffer 

daily stressors experienced by socially and economically marginalized Brazilian Pentecostals. 

Between 1960 and 1985, the Protestant population of Brazil quadrupled. This expansion 

however, is disproportionately among Brazilôs poor, disenfranchised, and minority populations. 

This research posits that Pentecostal communities offer an alternative cultural-landscape to 

create identity, power, and statusðwhich may contradict, compensate, and even challenge the 

dominant norms. Thus, religious cultural consonance may be a specific mechanism that 

marginalized Brazilian Pentecostals utilize to mitigate the physiological and psychological stress 

of their daily lives. 

 This mixed-methods research is conducted in Ribeirão Preto, São Paulo, Brazil. The 

project utilizes two specific communities: The Assembléia de Deus (AD) and Igreja Universal 

do Reino de Deus (IURD). The AD is theologically more sectarian than the IURD, advocating a 

greater separation between their faith and the secular world. This cross-cultural comparison is 

valuable for examining potential differences in the interaction of religiosity and sectarianism in 

the appraisal and embodiment of psychosocial stress. Research therefore focuses on: (1) the 

construction and distribution of religious cultural models of ideal personhood and lifestyle; and 

(2) evaluating well-being through psychological health measures in relation to religious models. 
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 This research offers an understanding of how religion influences psychological well-

being. More specifically, this research empirically shows how religion is a cultural institution 

that can offer an alternative and attainable set of life goals and identities. By conceiving religion 

as composed of a series of cultural models, differential adherence or cultural consonance with 

religious and secular ideals can be evaluated by their influence on mental well-being. Ultimately, 

this research will contribute to understanding the ways culture and religion shape psychological 

health.  
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction  

 It is a warm and humid Monday night in Ribeir«o Preto, one of Brazilôs most prosperous 

and rapidly growing cities. Standing outside the cast iron gates of a large, domed building, I 

witness a steady stream of crentes (Pentecostal acolytes or ñbelieversò) arrive by foot and by bus, 

alone or with friends on motorcycles, and in every make and model of automobileðfrom the 

popular VW beetle to shiny new Mercedes SUVs. A three hour drive north of the state capital of 

São Paulo, Ribeirão Preto is often referred to as the California of Brazil for its sunny and warm 

climate, and its wealth compared to the rest of the country. In contrast, however, the material 

landscape of high-rise condominiums which cast long shadows onto the numerous favelas 

(shanty towns) belies the popular narrative of this cityôs opulence. Within this context of wealth 

disparities, steady streams of Pentecostal Brazilians filter into the local church. What draws a 

diverse crowd to this church and other Pentecostal institutions? The answer lies somewhere in 

the glossolalic utterances and the upbeat hymns that spill out of the church and fill the air. People 

go for the relief that the religion offers them from their daily struggles. They go for the promise 

of salvation and the hope of future security. They go to personally interact with the Holy Ghost 

that can help them achieve these imagined futures.  

 Ribeirão Preto represents a microcosm of a rapidly changing Brazilian religious 

landscape. Over the past 30 years, Pentecostalsðwho are known for their emphasis on the Holy 

Ghost aspect of the Christian Trinityðhave grown from a small dispersed population of 3.2 

million to over 25 million. New members range from impoverished farmers to the urban upper-

classes (IBGE 2010). Though Pentecostals are considered unique in Brazilða country which has 
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long been described as the most Catholic place in the world (Mariz 1994)ðCatholic catechisms 

and sacrament are slowly being replaced with the glossolalic utterances of the Holy Spirit and 

healing blessings. Crentes seek an active and direct relationship with God, mediated through the 

gifts of the Holy Spirit. In doing so, they aim to redefine themselves in opposition to a world and 

Brazilian society that they view as corrupt and sinful. By eschewing popular dress, drink, and 

cultural institutions such as Carnaval, samba, and futebol, crentes challenge what it means to be 

ñBrazilianò through their concerted efforts to bring Godôs Kingdom to this nation.  

 This research asks what it means to be a faithful crente within a modern urban Brazilian 

setting. More specifically, what constitutes a successful Pentecostal life? How do these 

Christians conceive of the ideal lifestyle and what knowledge, behaviors, and rewards does it 

entail? As many crentes will readily explain, it is not easy to be a member of a minority religion 

that demands substantial commitment from members even as they are viewed with skepticism by 

other Brazilians. For example, male evangélicos (Protestants) who eschew certain Brazilian 

institutions (e.g., machismo, futebol (soccer), and cerveja (beer)) because of their faith often 

experience sanctioning from the larger community. Some are excluded from social networks 

(and the associated political and economic capital) because of their asceticism, whereas other 

crentes are chastised for being part of a cult lead by charlatans. Conversion to and participation 

in an evangélico faith is thus not free from broader social, political, and economic consequences. 

Yet, the numbers of Brazilians who are filling the pews and converting to Pentecostalism are out-

pacing every other religion.  

 What is the appeal of a faith that demands so much? Various researchers have addressed 

this question by highlighting the positive health and social impacts of religious community life 

(Brusco 1995; Chesnut 1997; Mariz 1994; Smilde 2007). Religious studies scholar R. Andrew 
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Chesnut (1997) describes the appeal of Pentecostalism through its ability to mitigate the 

discomforts and stresses of ñdis-ease.ò That is, through a pneumatic, charismatic style of 

Christianity, Pentecostalism instills a greater internal locus of control in its members. By 

encouraging an individual relationship with the divine, crentes can invoke power and agency by 

wielding the Holy Spirit through glossolalia and other gifts of the Spirit, and through divine 

blessings of health and financial prosperity. The radical transformations that occur due to these 

crente-Spirit relationships cannot be understated. Testimonies that highlight how lives changed 

from pre- to post- conversion occupy a central place within Pentecostal discourse. Such 

discourse serves to reify the churchôs orthodox narrative while it transmits the faithôs cultural 

logic to potential neophytes.  

 Though ethnographic insights are valuable, research has not empirically tested whether 

adherence to the ideals of the Pentecostal faith results in decreased ñdis-ease.ò This study 

addresses this lacuna by examining whether religion buffers daily stressors experienced by 

socially and economically marginalized crentes (Pentecostal believers or acolytes). 

Fundamentally, this project is based in cognitive anthropology, which views culture as shared 

structures of knowledge that shape thoughts, values, and behaviors. I aim to identify particular 

crente cultural models that shape conceptions of an ideal life. While these models are ñlimitedly 

distributedò in the sense that they are isolated to a subcultural community, I hypothesize that they 

alter the influences of more widely distributed models in dominant society.    

 This dissertation investigates whether limitedly distributed Pentecostal models moderate 

or replace more widely distributed Brazilian cultural models of a successful lifestyle. I consider 

how the ideal Pentecostal lifestyleðwhat crentes refer to as A Vida Completaðshapes mental 

health in relation to two broader societal models of success (ideal family life and ideal material 
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li festyle). I focus on two congregations of Brazilian crentes that occupy opposite ends of the 

Pentecostal spectrum (Freston 1999). On one end, the Assembléia de Deus (AD) is known for 

sectarianism, ideological self-distancing from worldly and secular influences, and an emphasis 

upon the Pentecostal gift of tongues (i.e., glossolalia). On the other end, the Igreja Universal do 

Reino de Deus (IURD) is a neo-Pentecostal congregation that uses a Health and Wealth gospel to 

emphasize the acceptance of worldly blessings (e.g., material prosperity and health) in exchange 

for obedience and faith. The IURD also applies the Spiritual gift of exorcism over demonic 

forces that cause illness and suffering. In general, scholars view the discourse and cultural 

practices of the AD as more traditional and conservative than neo-Pentecostal denominations, 

such as the IURD, who do not enforce behavioral taboos or monitor members (Birman and 

Lehmann 2005; Chesnut 1997; Freston 1995; Oro 2004). In this study, I focus on the traditional 

AD and the neo-Pentecostal IURD churches to better understand shared and divergent 

understandings of the ideal crente religious lifestyle. Comparison between the religious 

communities will show how limitedly distributed models interact with dominant culture models 

in shaping psychological health and well-being. 

 This research hypothesizes: (1) Regardless of denomination, Brazilian Pentecostals share 

a model of an ideal religious lifestyle; (2) Consonance with Pentecostal cultural models 

correlates with increased well-being; (3) Religious models will exert a greater effect on well-

being than secular cultural models; (4) Limitedly distributed religious cultural models will 

interact with dominant cultural models in shaping patterns of psychological health. 

 In order to test these arguments, this research is separated into two phases. The first phase 

establishes a limitedly distributed model of A Vida Completa. An additional goal of cultural 

domain analysis is to understand variation of the limited modelðboth how the model differs 
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conceptually among Pentecostals and how it is differentially distributed. A combination of 

qualitative and quantitative methods will be used. In the second phase, I examine the relationship 

between secular and religious consonance and measures of psychological distress. This final 

hypothesis testing stage is conducted through structured interviews and psychometric scales. 

  The validity of my arguments and findings will be assessed by situating my research 

project within the larger Brazilian Pentecostal cultural landscape. Discussion of relevant theories 

for conceiving religion within a cognitive anthropological framework will facilitate a nuanced 

understanding of how religion-as-culture connects to physiological and psychological health. 

This study is presented in the following chapters:   

 Chapter 2 provides an essential background of Brazilian cultural history. The unique 

historical conditions that gave rise to Brazilians continue to reverberate through modern 

perceptions of race, class, and gender. Some of the cultural institutions that are cornerstones of 

the ñimaginedò Brazilian community are targets for Pentecostal critique. Such conscious 

distancing from dominant society results in the creation of a unique ñOtherò identity.  

 Chapter 3 reviews the major traditions that comprise the crowded and complex Brazilian 

religious marketplace. Brazil is home to Christian and spiritualist faiths which compete with one 

another for participants and new members. Brazilians have a broadly pluralistic approach to 

religious belief. They opportunistically participate in various faith-based rituals, which often 

occur as a response to diverse daily stressors. Major Brazilian religions, including neo-

Pentecostals and Charismatic Catholicism, combine aspects of other faiths to attract and retain 

converts. Within this milieu of exchange and competition, I examine the roles of two Pentecostal 

denominations, the AD and IURD. These two congregations are more fully described through 

historical and contemporary accounts.  
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 In Chapter 4 I focus on the connections between culture, stress, and illness. This section 

reviews stress research that involves potential stressors, the physiological and psychological 

manifestations of stress, as well as coping resources which buffer the effects of stressors. I 

specifically highlight the role that society and culture play in exposing individuals to different 

degrees of stress. Using a mixture of primate and human studies, it is clear that social status, 

resource inequality, cultural incongruence, and cultural dissonance result in stress and associated 

psychological and physiological manifestations. Moreover, I show how this view of psychosocial 

stress is the underlying mechanism of cultural consonance theory and a crucial link between 

religious adherence and measures of psychological well-being.  

 Chapter 5 provides an overview of research that investigates the correlations between 

religion and health. This section begins with a discussion of early theories and approaches to the 

study of religionðincluding its origins, functions, and hypothesized selective advantages. Next I 

review studies that investigate religion and health linkages. This body of work is derived largely 

from psychology, which is the most prolific social science field to investigate the topic. 

Throughout this review, I address common findings as well as deficits that hinder the 

advancement of the study of the religion-health interaction. I next highlight important 

anthropological research on the religion-health connection, including ethnographic studies which 

help to identify the roles of knowledge transmission, identity, and meaning response (also known 

as placebo-response) in incidences of religious healing. I conclude by offering several ways in 

which a cognitive anthropological approach to religion can yield new insights and research 

agendas.  

 In Chapter 6, I provide an ethnographic description of Ribeirão Preto, its people, and two 

important AD and IURD religious rituals that occurred on a Saturday in September. Importantly, 
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I describe some of the discourse, doctrine, and rituals that enable comparison and contrast 

between the two religious communities. Interviews with church members provide a glimpse into 

their daily lives, their trials, and their successes. Often, crentes discuss their religion in óbeforeô 

and óafterô terms, or their lives pre- and post- conversion. By doing so, they weave their 

biographies into narratives that reflect the major promises of their faith: to heal and radically 

change the emotional and financial lives of its members. It is a reification of what they view as 

the good Pentecostal life, or A Vida Completa. 

 Chapter 7 outlines the methods used in this dissertation research project. I first provide a 

detailed description of the two main phases of data gathering. The methods of each phase and 

their benefits and drawbacks are discussed in detail. Cognitive anthropological methods of 

cultural consensus and cultural consonance are discussed as they pertain to this study. For 

example, I consider some of the unique methodological challenges of studying two religious 

communities concurrently. Finally, I discuss my ambiguous position as an agnostic researcher 

who wishes to build rapport and participate in (as well as observe) religious rituals, as I maintain 

ethical integrity.  

 Chapters 8 and 9 focus on the cultural domain analysis of A Vida Completa. In Chapter 8, 

I review the findings of the first phase of research. Through pilesorts and ranking tasks which are 

analyzed through multidimensional scaling and cultural consensus analysis, I show evidence of a 

shared model of the ideal Pentecostal lifestyle and evaluate its constitutive components. Using a 

novel form of residual agreement analysis, I dig deeper within the cultural consensus data to find 

evidence of shared deviation of each church away from the aggregate answer key. As a result, I 

show that perceived differences within these two congregations are a matter of emphasis rather 

than kind. 
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 In Chapters 10 and 11 I show the results of the second hypothesis testing phase used here. 

In these chapters I lay out the data and show how cultural consonance can be used to measure the 

influences of religion on patterns of stress and depression among crentes. Further, I investigate 

whether these limitedly distributed Pentecostal models interact with the more widely distributed 

models of dominant society. As stated in my hypothesis, I expect that religious models will be 

more highly valued than the models of dominant society. Thus, religious more than secular 

models will be more highly correlated with psychological health. Importantly, however, because 

these crentes still occupy spaces within dominant society, they are still subject to dominant 

models which exert an influence as habitus. Therefore, I suspect that religious models will 

moderate the influence of secular models on well-being. I explain my findings by offering a 

model that is informed by the work of Marshall Sahlins and Louis Dumont and that shows how 

religion operates as high-level schema which reorganizes the meanings and relationships of 

subordinate cultural models.  

 In the final chapter, I review my research findings and evaluate its theoretical and 

methodological contributions to anthropology and the study of religion. I also consider some of 

the limitations of this research, and how these confines provide rich avenues for further 

ethnographic and scientific inquiry into the role of religion on well-being. I emphasize that this 

study is not the final word concerning the health effects of faith; rather my research outlines a 

novel way to study religion. The use of these cognitive methods promises to provide many more 

new insights and questions into one of the most studied, debated, and misrepresented cultural 

institutions.  

 

 

 



9 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: The Historical and Cultural Context of Brazil  

 The story of Brazil is one of contradictions. It is a nation of joy and sensuality but also of 

saudade, a Brazilian term with no English equivalent, but approximates a sense of melancholy, 

sadness, and longing. It is a country that believes in a ñracial democracy,ò but defers to the innate 

differences between classes. Brazilians are a people with a devotion to family, but a machista 

attitude that threatens to undermine the marriages.  While others may see incongruence of 

opposing cultural institutions, Brazilians revel in their caminho do meio (middle way), which 

allows for a fluid mixing that aptly describes the social body as it does the individual bodies of 

Brazilians.  Embodied in their national dish, feijoada, Brazilians maintain that the mixture of 

black beans, red meat (e.g., beef and pork), and white rice is representative of the three raças 

(races: African, Indigenous, and European) that make up their national identity. It is a recipe, 

Brazilians contend, that creates a product greater than their constituent parts. 

 This caminho do meio extends outward into the religious landscape as well. Brazil, which 

has long been described as the most Catholic place in the world, also houses one of the fastest 

growing Pentecostal populations in the world (Mariz 1994). Catholic catechisms and sacrament 

are being replaced with the glossolalic utterances of the Holy Spirit and healing blessings. These 

Christians seek an active and direct relationship with God, mediated through the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit. In doing so, they aim to redefine themselves in opposition to a world and Brazilian society 

that they view as corrupt and sinful. By eschewing popular dress, drink, and cultural institutions 

such as Carnaval, samba, and futebol (soccer), crentes (ñbelieversò) challenge what it means to 

be ñBrazilianò through their concerted efforts to bring Godôs Kingdom to this nation.    
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 Thus, the história  (both ñhistoryò and ñstoryò) of Brazilian Pentecostals must begin with 

Brazil itselfðits history and peopleðin order to understand how crentes are both a product of 

their nationôs past, but relentlessly aim to change its future. This chapter provides a brief 

background on Brazil. Focusing on Brazilôs rich yet complex cultural milieu this chapter first 

discusses the countryôs ódiscoveryô and settlement as a European colony. Since the earliest days 

of Portuguese control, Brazil has exhibited characteristics that came to define the nation. The 

chapter then explores the role of race and slavery in the creation of Brazilian identity. Many of 

the unique characteristics of Brazilian culture are derived from the mixture of European, 

Indigenous, and African cultural groups. This chapter then considers how Brazilôs social 

hierarchy developed and how classism absent of class consciousness prevails in the minds of 

many Brazilians. Finally, gender is examined through the pan Latin American ideals of 

machismo and marianismo. Discourses of gender and sexuality have been key aspects of 

Brazilian nation building. Thus, these behavioral scripts are the location, more than any other, for 

Pentecostals efforts of societal change.  

ñDiscoveryò 

 The story of modern Brazilian people begins in 1500, when Portuguese explorer Pedro 

Álvares Cabral made landfall with his fleet on the uncharted northeastern coast of South America 

after being ñblown off-courseò on route to India. Whether this discovery was accidental or 

intentional is still a matter of debate; a few years earlier, the Treaty of Tordesillas (1496) granted 

all lands west of 42°30'W longitude to Spain and those lands east of the meridian to Portugal. 

While the treaty conceded most of the known Western Hemisphere to Spain, it left the 

undiscovered South American bulge to Portugal. Regardless of whether Cabralôs landing was 

intentional or not, he and his fleet ultimately took harbor in what is now the state of Bahia. When 
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he wrote to the Portuguese king, the shipôs scribe, P°ro Vaz de Caminha described the land and 

its inhabitants thusly:    

In appearance, they are dark, a bit reddish, with good, well formed faces and 

noses. They go naked, without any coveringéand in this they have as much 

innocence as in showing their faceéAnd one of those maidens was completely 

dyed, both below and above her waist, and surely was so well made up and so 

round, and her shameful part (that had no shame) so gracious, that many women 

from out land, seeing her countenance, will feel shame in not having theirs like 

hersé And as we walked across the river many of them were dancing and 

rejoicingéAnd they did it well. 

 

It seems to me that people of such innocence if we understood their speech and 

they ours, would soon be ChristianséI believe it was not without cause that God 

has brought us here.  

 

But the land itself has very good air, fresh and temperate. There waters are many; 

infinite. And if the King approves, we can take advantage and give (the land) 

everything. (my translation, Caminha 2012 [1500]) 

 

 Although Caminha certainly wrote from a colonial perspective, painting an unrealistic 

Garden of Eden, his prose reified themes that colored Brazilian consciousness for the next 500 

years: a sensuality and exotic beauty that would come to define a mistura raçial (mixed-race) 

nation (Parker 2009); a land of unrealized 

potential; and fertile ground for Christianity to 

flourish. In practice, this ñnew world in the 

tropicsò both lived up to and fell short of 

initial impressions. Later accounts of the 

native inhabitants of Brazil were more 

antagonistic, focusing on their savagery and 

cannibalism. After indigenous peoples failed 

to meet labor the demands of European 

Figure 2.1 Depiction of indigenous women and 

children performing cannibalism. Bry 

1592/Art Resource, NY 
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masters, Brazil engaged in a slave trade unmatched in the world. And the mixed race, Christian 

nation came about not through fraternity, but through forced penetrations and compulsory 

conversions. Furthermore, the boundless productive capacity of the land and its people has never 

been fully realized in the eyes of modern Brazilians. It is not so surprising that Brazilians also 

embody great sadness, and longingðsaudade. It is a yearning for an idealized past that never 

quite existed and that does not quite match the realities of the present. Saudade, as such, is the 

essence of the história da Brasil.  

Slavery 

 Brazilôs history is one of underdevelopment; a condition that led to a prolonged 

dependency on a slave-based agricultural system, patron-client style relationships, as well as the 

wealth disparities the country suffers from today (Parker 2009). For instance, the first colony was 

not established for 30 years after Portuguese ñdiscovery,ò and the first printing press was not 

delivered for another 300 years in the mid-1800s. The underdevelopment of Brazil was in line 

with Portugalôs mercantile economy and approach to colonization. Compared to European 

colonial powers of the time, the Portuguese population was a fraction of the size of other naval 

powers (i.e., the English, Spanish, and Dutch). Lacking the resources of manpower, Portuguese 

colonization focused on setting up trading and military posts, minimally manned, in order to 

procure and trade resources, and to protect Portuguese interests (de Abreu 1997). To supplement 

the limited Portuguese manpower on the continent, colonialists did what many other Europeans 

in the Americas didðthey utilized indigenous and African slave labor to extract and produce 

resources. Under this Portuguese model, expansive or extensive bureaucratic and cultural 

institutions were unnecessary in a colony that was comprised primarily of slaves and that existed 

solely to generate wealth for the Portuguese crown. In effect, this mercantile colonialism stymied 
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economic development and perpetuated an agricultural slave based economy. It had the 

additional effect, however, of setting the conditions for a unique melding of disparate peoples 

and cultures, a melding not seen elsewhere in the Americas.   

 The early colony was separated into 13 captaincies that extended from the Atlantic coast 

to the unexplored jungle interior. Donatários (grantees) who received the captaincy land 

holdings were largely wealthy merchants and petty nobility. The new Brazilian colony was 

viewed by Portuguese elites as backwards and primitive, so few were willing to take the 

economic and personal risks associated with relocating to the Americas. As a result, many of 

these captaincies were run in absentia, and struggled with limited resources, absentee leadership, 

and hostile indigenous groups (Skidmore 2010). Out of 13 original captaincies, only two became 

economically viable. Despite this early setback, the economy of Brazil improved in the early 17
th
 

century when sugar, produced on vast latifundias (plantations), supported 90 percent of the 

economy. Soon, Brazil became the principle sugar supplier to Europe. First focusing on sugar 

and then coffee, Brazilôs early economy centered on plantation-based agriculture, and required 

substantial physical labor to tend fields and orchards. To meet these labor demands, Brazil 

installed human slavery on a scale that surpassed systems anywhere else in the Americas. 

Indigenous populations were first to be enslaved by the Portuguese, who often employed 

bandeirantes (raiders) to sack and pillage native villages (Monteiro 1994). While Indigenous 

populations provided an accessible supply of slaves, their susceptibility to European diseases, 

and a resistance to forced labor made them unattractive to many plantation owners. European 

masters were forced to look elsewhere for their human labor. 

 Around 1550, Brazil became involved in the trans-Atlantic slave trade (Skidmore 2010). 

Though superficially similar to other slave-based colonial economies in the Caribbean and North 
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America, a variety of factors characterized Brazilian slavery as incredibly brutal and yet oddly 

fraternal between master and slave. These characteristics contributed significantly to the future 

social structure of the nation (Freyre 1986). Portuguese imperial wealth in Western Africa and 

the countryôs relatively short distance from Africa resulted in the forced enslavement of over 8 

million Africans between 1550 and 1888. This was more than any other American colony and 

accounted for 35 percent of total slave trade in the Americas (Conrad 1972). Within a matter of 

decades, the slave population in Brazil ballooned so that those in bondage outnumbered the free 

population. New slaves were so easy to acquire that many Brazilian landholders did not concern 

themselves with the presence of a sizable female slave population to produce new slaves. It was 

cheaper to obtain new Africans than to rear a child to working-age (Skidmore 2010). The almost 

effortless replacement of slave-labor made the working conditions significantly more brutal for 

Brazilian slaves than for their North American counterparts. The harsh demands of sugar 

cultivation, along with brutal rapes, whippings, mutilations, and amputations made each 

individual slave a temporary investment. Whereas the life expectancy of an American male slave 

was 90 percent of the age of his master, Brazilian slaves only lived 60 percent as long (Skidmore 

2010).  

 Brazil also practiced slavery longer than any other country in the Americas. The abolition 

of slavery was conducted slowly over time, starting with a series of unenforced laws that banned 

the importation of new slaves in the 1830s and 1840s. The Law of the Free Womb declared all 

children born after 1871 free. In 1885, slaves over the age of 60 were granted freedom. It was not 

until 1888 that all slaves were given freedom, though without indemnities to either the former 

slaves or their masters (de Azevedo 1995). The result of Brazilôs massive involvement in the 

trans-Atlantic slave trade was a population that includes the greatest number of people of African 
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descent in the world outside of Nigeria (Skidmore 2010). Additionally, the drawn-out and 

intermittent emancipation of slaves left many with no skills or opportunities for social and 

economic advancement. As such, they remained tied to the sugar and coffee fazendas 

(plantations) essentially living and working as serfs, resulting in a disproportionate number of 

Brazilians of African descent living in poverty today (Holston 2008). 

Race and Miscegenation 

 The combination of mercantile colonialism and a massive slave-based economy lead to 

Brazilôs current ethnic and racial composition. During its nascent years, colonial Brazil had a 

dearth of white European women. Portugal made no efforts to engage in widespread or extended 

colonization of Brazil. In line with mercantile doctrine, the colony was treated as a place to 

extract resources in order to enrich the Portuguese crown. As such, individual Portuguese men 

made the journey across the Atlantic to seek their fortunes in the service of the Empire. 

Unsurprisingly, European colonists and landholders, indigenous laborers, and explorers engaged 

in sexual relations (both consensual and nonconsensual) first with indigenous women and later 

with African slaves. Unlike elsewhere in the Americas, these mixed offspring were not 

necessarily relegated to the same status as their slave mothers (Parker 2009). At times, the mixed 

offspring became liminal members of the plantation ñfamilyò as  crias (house-reared), malungos 

(foster-brothers), or muleques de estimação (favorite houseboys), or even born free (Parker 2009; 

Skidmore 2010). As such, these individuals became new (though liminal) additions to an 

emerging colonial society, whose biography of mixed heritage would become the national 

identity (and discourse) of the people.  

 The undefined and variable social position of these new Brazilians left many in penury 

but allowed some to rise in the ranks of colonial society. Because manufacturing was outlawed in 
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the colony, early mulatos (black + white) and mamelucos/caboclos (Indian + white) were 

required to sell their own labor in the few non-slaved dominated sectors of the economy. For 

many males, this entailed working as marauding bandeirantes, who sacked Indian villages and 

enslaved their denizens. These acts reproduced the slave-based economy and cycles of violence, 

in addition to producing more children with liminal identities (Skidmore 2010). Overtime, as the 

African slave trade increased, and production became possible in Brazil, many took jobs in semi-

skilled professions in urban sectors.  For a lucky fewðwho were the legitimate (or recognized) 

offspring of white landholders and their African or Indian slaves, mistresses, or wivesðthey 

were capable of inheriting land and property, thus opening access to social statuses unavailable 

to mixed-race individuals elsewhere in the Americas.   

 Ethnic mixing has caused a fluidity of possible ñracialò classifications, which has led 

some scholars and commentators to describe Brazil as a ñracial paradiseò or ñracial democracyò 

(Freyre 1986). In fact, this notion of the racial democracy between Brazilôs ñthree racesò is a key 

component of the história da Brasil that composes national discourse. In short, the narrative of 

racial democracy states all Brazilians are the product of the miscegenation of Indians, Africans, 

and Europeans. From this mix, a new, Brazilian body emerged, that is greater than its constituent 

parts. This perceived blurring of racial boundaries ensures that all Brazilians, regardless of ethnic 

background, are full and equal citizens under the law (Bailey 2009). 

 Today, Brazilian racial classifications often refer to cor, or the color of oneôs skin, and 

are extremely complex and malleable. Oneôs racial classification is not only determined by the 

color of oneôs skin, but also by other physical characteristics (e.g., nose and lip shape, hair 

texture) and by social traits such as wealth and the appearance and status of a spouse. The 

Brazilian racial classification scheme thus lacks any real consensus for what racial term is most 
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properly ascribed to a large suite of individual traits (Harris 1964; Perlman 2010). For example, 

it is not at all uncommon for two children in the same family to identify as different cores, or for 

an individual to describe him/herself differently throughout life.  

 That is not to say however, that Brazilian notions of race are not hierarchically arranged. 

Those who are most characteristically European enjoy greater symbolic capital than those with 

darker skin. And those with more negro features are ñabstractly regarded as innately inferior in 

intelligence, honesty and dependabilityò and seen to be ñless desirable, less handsome or 

beautifulò (Harris 1964:21; see also Almeida 2007). Therefore, it is not unusual for expecting 

mothers to verbally express their desire for lighter-skinned babies (Burdick 1998), or for people 

to physically alter their appearance through hair treatments and plastic surgery, in order to appear 

more Caucasian (Edmonds 2010). As a socialðrather than as a biologicalðreality, racial 

classifications can also be modified through other social markers of class, including profession, 

the neighborhood one inhabits, and of course economic wealth. The intersection of social capital 

and ñraceò is very much an institutionalized aspect of Brazilian society. For example, there exists 

the popular saying, ño dinheiro embranqueceò (ñmoney whitensò) (see Harris 1964). Evidence of 

this embrancamento (whitening) appears as early as the 18
th
 century in Brazil. Census records 

from the late 1700s indicate that morenos inherited land, married European (i.e., white) spouses, 

and then subsequently identified as ñwhiteò (Skidmore 2010). Thus, converse to the rule of 

hypodescent that governs American notions of race, Brazilian classifications of cor is built upon 

the prejudiced marks of race, more than the actual heritage of individuals (Wagley 1965).  

 The notion of branqueamento is not simply a Brazilian cultural policy; it was once a 

political plan that the government hoped would civilize Indians and blacks by diluting their 

genetic stock through interbreeding. In 1823, the Brazilian Minister of the Empire (Prime 
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Minister), Jos® Bonifa§cio de Andrada e Silva, wrote that miscegenation will ñmake of them all 

one sole body of the nation, stronger, better educated, and more entrepreneurialò (Holston 

2008:68). It is thus unsurprising that only 5-6 percent of modern Brazilians self-identify as negro 

despite the African heritage of over 50 percent of the population (Skidmore 2010). The legacy of 

branqueamento has led many branco and moreno Brazilians to downplay or ignore their African 

heritage and identity, opting instead to identify as white or brown, utilizing whatever 

ñwhiteningò that their physical features or social status can provide.  

A Racial Democracy 

 Such racial fluidity has given rise to a national discourse that Brazil is a racial democracy 

whose inequalities are class distinctions rather than racial discrimination. Such discourse 

depoliticizes racial discrimination, affirms institutionalized inequalities, and ignores the 

historical conditions that disproportionately elevate the whitest Brazilians to a high social status 

and that condemns darker skinned Brazilians to wallow in abject poverty. The term ñracial 

democracyò and the implied harmonious existence of Brazilôs three races are commonly 

attributed to Brazilian anthropologist Gilberto Freyre. In The Masters and the Slaves 

(1933[1986]), Freyre argued that Brazilian slavery was more humane and gentle than slavery 

practiced elsewhere in the Americas. He described a fraternal or familial relationship between 

the casa grande (plantation house) and the senzala (slave quarters), suggesting that the intimacy 

between master and slave reduced social distance and encouraged cultural sharing. Writing of his 

own childhood, Freyre (1986:278) maintained, ñ[It was] our Mammy who rocked us to sleep, 

who suckled us. Who fed usé(Or) the mulatto girl who initiated us into physical love and, to the 

creaking of a cot, gave us our first complete sensation of being a man.ò As a result of this 

intimacy, Freyre (1986:181-182) claimed that the two races never ñreached that point of sharp 
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antipathy or hatredò that characterized other slave regimes, and that any antagonism between 

whites and blacks and Indians, any racial ñfriction,ò was ñsmoothed by the lubricating oil of a 

deep-seated miscegenation.ò Freyreôs influential arguments created an image of racial harmony 

embedded at the core of a óhumanistic slaveryô: 

The social history of the plantation manor house is the intimate history of 

practically everything Brazilian: of its domestic, conjugal life, under a 

polygamous and slave-holding regime; of the life of the child; of its Christianity 

reduced to a family religion and influenced by the superstitions of the slave 

quarters. The study of the intimate history of a people contains something of a 

Proustian introspection. It is as if one were meeting oneself (1986:xliii). 

 

The idea that fraternity and intimacy between master and slave created a uniquely ñBrazilianò 

people and culture came at a time when Brazil was desperately searching for a national identity. 

Freyreôs thesis was quickly incorporated into national discourse, creating the mythical notion of 

racial democracy, a national charter that denies racial discrimination and strife. Burdick (1998:5) 

aptly describes the power of this discourse:  

éthe myth of óracial democracy,ô which teaches Brazilians to interpret inequality 

mainly in class, not color, terms, remains powerfulé[it removes the] conceptual 

scheme to interpret and analyze their experience of color prejudiceé The poor 

black does not necessarily perceive the connection between his racial condition 

and his poverty. 

 

 Although Brazil did not experience the same degree of explicit institutionalized racism that 

marked segregation in the United States (for example, there were never laws banning 

miscegenation or the creation of separate public spaces), the myth of racial democracy covered 

up and depoliticized racial discrimination, ultimately removing any room for contestation and 

stymieing race consciousness. 

 Although Freyreôs portrayals of Brazilôs race relations have been resoundingly critiqued 

for depoliticizing racial inequities and ignoring the brutality of slavery (e.g., Scheper-Hughes 

1992), his thesis that Brazilian slavery was different than elsewhere in the Americas is true 
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(Skidmore 2010; Wagley 1979). Inter-racial reproduction and the easy replacement of slaves 

resulted in more Brazilian blacks freed by their masters than their North American counterparts. 

By the mid-1800s, 40 percent of the population in some parts of Brazil was counted as 

emancipated slaves, though many merely traded enslavement for serfdom (Skidmore 2010). 

Brazilian slavery also did preserve more African heritage than elsewhere in the Americas 

because Brazilians sorted slaves according to naçoes (nations), cultures and languages (Mariz 

1994). As long as they converted to Christianity, slaves were largely allowed to keep and 

practice aspects of their language and culture. Thus, as Freyre notes above, the proximity of 

slave and master did allow for the transmission of African (and Indigenous) folk beliefs to a 

white master and his (their) children. This cultural syncretism extended within folk Catholicism 

and enabled a piecemeal preservation of African and Indigenous beliefs. This resulting synergy 

has allowed all segments of Brazilian society to become (minimally) familiar with African and 

Indigenous belief systems, as they currently manifest in folk Catholicism and in various Afro-

Brazilian faiths. These themes will be more fully explored in Chapter 3.   

Patrimonialismo, Class, and Poverty 

 Patrimonialismo is based on the patron-client relationships that form the basis of the 

hierarchal social organization in Brazil and throughout much of Latin America (Campante 2003; 

Theobald 1982). In Brazil, the deference of the masses to the elite is a legacy of a weak 

centralized government, slavery, and continued economic inequality. The nearly non-existent 

development of central social institutions in Brazil for 300 years ensured that local landowner 

consolidated large amounts of political and social power (Parker 2009). This and Brazilôs 

continued economic reliance on agricultural products limited opportunities for emancipated and 

free Brazilians, thus keeping the populace tied to land that they did not own for survival. The 
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patron-client relationship that developed between the fazendeiros (wealthy landowners) and the 

masses ensured the continued political consolidation of power for the elite, and the barest of 

necessities for the poor. In return for cheap manual labor, the patrões (bosses or patrons) 

supplied employment opportunities, meager living arrangements, and an occasional monetary 

advance or gift to buy food, medicine, a hospital visit, or funeral expenses (see Scheper-Hughes 

1993). In other words, in return for abiding by the rules of the patrão and for legitimizing his 

power, the laborer received (a semblance of) protection and security. This relationship of 

unequal partners was a strategy of power consolidation for one side and a tactic of survival for 

the other.  

 The cycle of patrimonialism, which led lower status people to defer to and rely upon 

elites and their political apparatus, created a population that was passive to a hegemonic system 

(Linger 1993). Patron-client systems institutionalize vertical social relationships, naturalize class 

differences, and promote nepotism and an uncontrollable bureaucracy; vertical relationships 

further stymie (though they do not completely eliminate) the formation of horizontal 

relationships of solidarity and legal challenges to the system (Gay 1998). This system is one of 

several reasons that Brazil, unlike its counterparts elsewhere in Latin America, did not 

experience popular revolutionary attempts that seriously threatened the power or authority of the 

reigning elites. Even Brazilôs independence from Portugal, which made the Kingôs son, Dom 

Pedro I, the emperor of Brazil, was a calm affair that did little to challenge the existing socio-

economic order. Similarly, the military coups of 1889 and 1964 served to prop up the status quo 

and to consolidate more power in the hands of privileged Brazilians (Perlman 2010; Skidmore 

2010).The history of Brazilôs revolutions, driven by elites for elites, ensured the entrenchment of 
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institutions (e.g., legal systems, naturalization and reproduction of social systems) which in turn 

diminished the empowerment of the lower classes and any sense of horizontal solidarity. 

 This strong sense of social hierarchy permeates Brazilian society: it is reproduced in the 

phrase ñvocê sabe com quem está falando?!ò (do you know who you are talking too?!); the 

jeitinhos (ñdodgesò, corner-cutting, and the invocation of social connections) that elites easily 

employ to bypass rules, laws, and lines; the VIP parking and lounges that are in most restaurants 

and supermarkets; and the popular telenovelas (soap operas) that typically utilize class 

distinctions as a central plotline. These features of Brazilian society may seem strange to people 

living in the United States, where the myth of the American Dream has depoliticized class 

hierarchy. The myth of racial democracy similarly obfuscates integral features of Brazilian 

society, such as racial prejudices and inequalities; however, in contrast to the U.S. where the 

wealthy support a óclasslessô society, in Brazil, the poor support the patrimonial system most 

vehemently.  

 Perhaps no scholar has done more to understand the Brazilian character than Roberto 

DaMatta. As a Harvard trained anthropologist, DaMatta has shaped many of the popular and 

academic understandings of Brazilian society. Through analyses of various public performances 

including Carnaval, the lottery, and jeitinhos, he identifies a fluid dyadic Brazilian cultural logic 

that creates distinctions between the individual (a faceless individual, equal under the law) and 

the person (whose biography and social networks confer preferential value) and the alternative 

spaces of the rua (a masculine place of strangers and individuals) and the casa (a feminized place 

for family and persons) which they occupy (DaMatta 1991).  A recent sociological study tests 

some of the assertions of Brazilian culture put forth by DaMatta. Among his claims are a 
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Brazilian preference for a paternalistic style of government, and the acceptance of social 

hierarchies as a necessary part of society. As the lead researcher, Alberto Almeida finds: 

The results confirm many of DaMattaôs conclusionséBrazil is a society 

organized principally on a logic of class hierarchyéThey believe that the relation 

between patrão (boss) and empregado (employee) should ensure the patrão with a 

position of superiority, inside or outside of worké.(For Brazilians) there is 

always someone on top of the hierarchy, be it a boss or the government; there is 

always a superior and inferior person and the former has more rights than the 

latter, precisely because they are socially superior. (my translation, 2007:92-93)  

 

 This belief is most prominent among Brazilians who occupy lower socio-economic status 

positions. Brazilians who are unemployed and who have lower levels of education are more 

likely to support patron-client relationships, as well as confer greater authority and superiority to 

those higher up among Brazilôs socio-economic ladder.  

 Why do lower socio-economic status Brazilians approve of elite and governmental 

power? The socio-historical circumstances discussed above have certainly helped to normalize 

and institutionalize vertical rather than horizontal social relations. In fact, the história of Brazilôs 

nation-making (both as history and discourse) has centered on themes of domination, 

submission, and hierarchy (Parker 2009). But for the day-to-day lives of many Brazilians, this 

capitulation to hegemonic patron-client style relationships has been forged out of necessity to 

combat poverty (Scheper-Hughes 1992). The GINI coefficient, a measure employed by 

international organizations such as the World Bank and the United Nations, is a measure of 

wealth income distribution. A number of 1 denotes absolute inequality, whereas 0 signifies 

perfect equality. A country rarely receives a score over 0.70; extremely stratified countries such 

as South Africa and Haiti have GINI coefficients of 0.65 and 0.59, respectively (CIA 2012). 

Brazil, despite recent improvements, is one of the most economically stratified nations in the 

world with a GINI coefficient of 0.54: people with the upper 10 percent of incomes control 
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nearly 43 percent of the wealth; the bottom 20 percent controls less than 3 percent of the wealth 

(World Bank 2009). 

 Despite this context of extreme social stratification, an upper-middle class has rapidly 

emerged, complete with the conspicuous consumption that accompanies such status. 

Advertisements for European fashions, American consumer electronics, and luxury automobiles 

contend for store fronts and billboard space in Brazilian cities. For many of the respondents in 

this study, these images are reminders of their marginalized position within Brazilian society 

while they also give hope for achieving a better lifestyle. On the peripheries of these cities are 

the homes of Brazilôs poor, including those of some of my informants. These Pentecostals, 

largely from the IURD membership, locate themselves within favelas and government housing 

projects, known as conjuntos. Favelas are slum communities that are constructed on land that is 

co-opted rather than purchased. Houses are constructed over time, built piecemeal from 

purchased and castoff materials such as wood, cinderblocks, and corrugated sheet metal. 

Conjuntos are usually government housing communities comprised of humble one or two room 

concrete dwellings on small lots, built far away from the eyes of the city elites (Figure 2.3).  
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Figure 2.2 Home construction on a conjunto lot 

Residents are often former favela denizens who have been forcibly removed from their homes 

and placed into government housing. Whether living in a favela or a conjunto, the general 

experiences of life are the same. Within these neighborhoods, the violence of poverty takes over, 

and residents must wage daily battles for income, while coping with the presence of drugs, 

alcohol, prostitution, disease, and physical and psychological violence.  

 Despite these hardships, poor Brazilians remain largely optimistic about life 

opportunities. In a 30-year longitudinal study of favela residents in Rio de Janeiro, Janice 

Perlman (2010) finds that a majority of research participants felt that their child had the same 

opportunity to succeed in life and to become a gente (a ñpersonò) as does the child of a 

businessman. Perlman (2010:335) explains,  

éthe respondents had so thoroughly internalized the fiction of equal opportunity 

that to say their children had less than a fair chance would be to admit their failure 

as parents rather than the result of a closed and unjust system. That helps explain 

the absence of anger or rebellion among most community residentséthey blame 

themselves [and the community] for any failure in upward mobility. 
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Indeed, the myths of racial democracy and the telenovelas that consistently portray kindly 

patrons and rags-to-riches stories are contrasted with images of poor Brazilians as thieves, 

gangsters, and murderers on Brasil Urgente and other news shows. These factors have all but 

naturalized Brazilôs social hierarchy while simultaneously instilling false hopes for advancement.  

 Employment and advancement opportunities in Brazil are changing as the country goes 

through a massive modernization process. Driven by new economic treaties, not to mention the 

global spotlight of the Olympics and World Cup (both to be held in Brazil in the next four years), 

production and construction in Brazil are booming. This modernization project, however, is not 

without its consequences. The effects of globalization in Brazil, as elsewhere, have reduced the 

personalistic vertical ties that provided an important social connection to the laborer. Within this 

new system, writes South American economist Otto Wadsted (2006), ñthe workerôs identity is 

now given by a carteira (registration card) with numbers and symbols, while formerly the patrão 

called his name and identified him as a person. If something goes wrong, social security is slow 

and inefficient; the patrão ówould have known betterô.ò Thus, the rapidly changing economic 

position of Brazil has increased the wealth inequalities within the country while it has similarly 

limited the personal ties that the poor utilized for survival and advancement (Kottak 1992). 

Indeed, for many Brazilians, the social leveling mechanisms at work within extended kin 

networks make familial relations both a strategy for survival and an impediment to economic 

advancement (Kottak 1967). Thus, within a context in which modernity is disrupting traditional 

social structures, it makes sense for poor Brazilians to favorably view the patrimonial system.  

While many feel discontent with the governmentôs current level of services, they continue to 

defer upwards for leadership and aid. 
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 Within a vacuum of traditional patron-client relationships, which coincides with periods 

of rapid industrialization and modernization, Protestant churches have flourished in Brazil. It is 

possible that these churches, such as the hierarchically-oriented IURD church, reproduce patron-

client relations that have been weakened in contemporary Brazil. Doctrine that focuses on health 

and wealth is particularly attractive for poorer Brazilians since it offers a means of circumventing 

institutions which have occluded them from prosperity. As will be explored Chapter 3, the 

personal relationship with God that Pentecostalism offers, and the promise of earthly rewards in 

return for faith and worship fills a psychological and social gap in the worldview of many 

Brazilians.   

 

Figure 2.3: IURD youth leader, Maria, evangelizing in her conjunto neighborhood 

Gender in Brazil 

 The historical conditions that brought about Brazilian racial miscegenation also shaped 

their gender and sexual identities. These characteristics, behaviors, and roles are tied to the 

socio-historical circumstance from which they were developed: a slave-owning society whose 
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political and economic power was concentrated within local plantationôs casa-grande. Within 

this historical setting, the Brazilian prototype of the family emerged. As Richard Parker 

(2009:33) describes: 

(The family) consisted of a nucleus composed of the patriarch and his wife as well 

as their legitimate children, all living together under the single roof of the 

plantationôs casa-grande. On the periphery of this core, however, there 

existedé(the patriarchôs) concubines or mistress, his illegitimate children, his 

slaves and tenant farmers, his friends, and clients. 

 

As such, the ideals of Brazilian gender and gendered relations are constructed out the notions of 

power and authority. This may make Brazilian gender norms seem banal, especially when 

compared to other countries in the global south. But in reality, what makes a Brazilian view of 

gender distinct is the manner by which it is integrated within an omnipresent Brazilian notion of 

authority and submission, celebrated by the entire nation during Carnaval, and embodied among 

the entire class spectrum. 

 Brazil society is rigidly carved out into gendered space. A centrifugal male orientation 

marks the ruas (streets), praças (squares), and cidade (city), and the actions which take place 

there (e.g., professional work, drinking), as masculine domains, whereas the centripetal female 

orientation feminizes the household (casa) and designates it as a site of reproduction and nurture, 

and as a place that protects from an outside world composed of individuals and strangers. The 

masculine and feminine gendered organization of Brazilðoften referred to as machismo and 

marianismo respectively - shapes the thoughts, perceptions, expressions, and actions of 

Brazilians perhaps more than any other cultural force (DaMatta 1991).  

 Machismo in Latin America is attributed to the confluence of many historical, cultural, 

and social factors. Machismo has been defined variously, and includes both positive and negative 

traits. Commonly, the term signifies the desire to dominate others through competition, 
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aggressiveness, intransigence in male-male relationships, and sexual conquest in female-male 

relationships (Anders 1993; Hardin 2002). On the other hand, machismo can also take on aspects 

of masculine chivalry (i.e., caballerismo), such as supporting and defending the family, and 

having a strong ethical code (Arciniega et al. 2008; Mirandé 1988). While these characteristics 

apply to men in many societies, they are particularly valued in Latin America, and are 

institutionalized and reproduced across societal institutions. Male bodies and roles are given 

preference over women in both the domestic and public realms; and males preside over 

production and the material rewards of labor. However, the difference between traditional 

machismo and caballerismo shapes the outcomes of such behavior. Whereas a man 

demonstrating caballerismo will direct his attention to the safety and prosperity of his family, the 

machista male will direct his resources to the ruas and barzinhos (bars) where males compete for 

dominance against each other, and to sexually dominate garotas (young women). In the 

following discussion, I focus on the more negative side of machismo. These traits are more 

prevalent among lower socioeconomic classes of Latin America (Almeida 2007; Arciniega et al. 

2008) from which the majority of Pentecostals are derived, and proscriptions against these anti-

social machista behaviors are recursive themes within religious sermons.  

 According to Elizabeth Brusco (1995), the roots to such masculine behavior lie in the 

legacy of colonialism. Miscegenation was a normal part of society for early Iberian colonists. 

Unlike North American colonization in which entire families moved from Europe to the 

Americas, Latin American colonies suffered from a dearth of European women. As discussed 

above, these conditions encouraged Iberian colonists to initiate sexual unionsðoften through 

coercion and forceðwith indigenous and slave women. More bluntly, Iberian colonization 

differed from North American colonization through ñthe degree to which sexuality was made 



30 
 

part of the conquestò (Hardin 2002:6). Power meant permission to dehumanize Others, through 

the enslavement and subordination of Indians and Blacks, and the rape of women. Masculinity is 

thus tied to a dominant status over men and women, effeminizing the former and sexually 

conquering the latter.  

 In Brazil today, machismo continues to be based upon inter-male subordination and 

female sexual conquest.  For poor men in particular, machismo enables status achievement 

despite alienation from production and the experience of resource insecurity (Brusco 1995). The 

few resources available to economically marginalized male are often invested in public displays 

of conspicuous consumption rather than in household needs. By and large, these public displays 

serve to communicate status and dominance. For example, drinking cerveja (beer) and cachaça 

(sugarcane rum) at barzinhos (street bars) that are carved out of the sides of buildings is a 

popular pastime for many Brazilian men. While drinking, men verbally joust with one another 

and use innuendos embedded in Portuguese to symbolically ñfeminizeò and ñpenetrateò the other 

thereby gaining status by dominating (i.e., feminizing) others. 

 In fact, Brazilian Portuguese is rich with such gendered-slang. There are dozens of words 

to describe the penis, ranging from madeira (wood), faca (knife), pau (stick), arma (weapon), to 

cobra (snake). Such terms give the male genitalia an active, aggressive, if not violent quality. 

Brasileiros (Brazilian men) who are perceived to fail living up to such aggressive and 

domineering sexual behavior are subordinated and feminized. They are verbally minimized (and 

thereby penetrated) by being labeled a pau-mandado (lit. a controlled stick; pussy-whipped), 

bicha (lit. small animal; queer), or viado (lit. deer; effeminate or passive male). Similarly, terms 

for female genitalia, such as boceta (box), perereca (small frog), or baratinha (small cockroach) 
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serve to subordinate women by giving the vagina a passive, diminutive, and inferior quality 

(Parker 2009). 

  Given this need to demonstrate aggressiveness and avoid accusations of passivity, it is 

perhaps unsurprising that violence, substance abuse, and the pursuit of sexual conquests are 

endemic Brasileiro behaviors. Hyper-aggression sometimes erupts into physical violence 

between men, though it is more often displaced in the household through domestic violence, 

which is a national issue in Brazil. The physical and sexual conquest of oneôs wife is often not 

satisfying enough for the machista male, and many Brazilian men have girlfriends, mistresses, 

and/or prostitutes on the side. Machismo is not relegated to certain classes or races, but is rather 

found throughout the social spectrum. Machismo is however magnified in poorer communities in 

which men are excluded from other (e.g., material, professional) signifiers of success, and where 

poverty subordinates (i.e., feminizes) their status. A combination of poverty, alcoholism, sexual 

aggressiveness, and domestic violence provides a means for gender competition and conquest, 

with their associated status, that many Brazilian men have few means to do so otherwise. Though 

in some ways machismo can help poor men temporarily psychologically cope with impoverished 

conditions, it ultimately reproduces status insecurity through violence, squanders resources, and 

weakens the familial unit. 

 Identity for Latin American women is framed by marianismo, an ideal developed as both 

a response and accommodation to machismo. Latin American women are expected to be like the 

Virgin Mary: meek, virtuous, spiritual, self-sacrificing, and above all, a mother (Gill 1990). 

Women are exclusively associated with domestic rather than public space. The household is the 

ideal location for female bodies and activities, and is best seen as an accommodation to the social 

realities promulgated by machismo. Machismo behaviors lead men to seek status on the streets 
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through the subordination of men and women, but it also leaves women as the primary protector 

and provider for the familial unit and household.  While marianismo does subordinate women to 

a patriarchal regime, in many ways, marianismo can provide empowerment as the spiritual and 

financial core of the household. For this reason, it is unsurprising that Latin American feminists 

do not view motherhood as detrimental to female empowerment, nor do they view employment 

outside the house (which many Latin American women do already) as a necessary goal. Rather 

than trying to fundamentally change marianismo, feminists focus on changing male roles, 

encouraging men to be more congruent with household goals (Brusco 1995) 

 Latin American women often view their familial and domestic roles as a source of power 

and support; however, these roles do contribute to female subordination, particularly when 

confronted with the unobtainable expectations set by marianismo ideals. The Latin American 

gender system affords women respect primarily through motherhood. Marriage and reproduction 

are driving motivators for women planning their lives. Many of my young female respondents 

would explain in some fashion, ñIôm going to school to be a special education teacher, but then I 

want to get married and raise a family,ò or ñMaybe Iôll work a few years as a dentist, but then itôs 

better to stay at home with the children, especially if Jorge makes enough money.ò Many poorer 

Brazilian women continue to work out of financial necessity, but many women who are currently 

pursuing degrees and careers view motherhood as their primary goal.   

 An emphasis on motherhood places women in a precarious position vis-à-vis machismo 

males. Like the Virgin Mary, mothers are ultimately viewed as non-sexual objects, with the 

emphasis on the womb rather than the vagina. The mother is thus not an object of machista 

conquest and subordination, but is rather an object, like the Virgin herself, of dependence and 

reverence. Similarly, a woman who does not wish to be a mother, who practices sex for reasons 
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other than procreation, or who challenges male authority or the marianismo norm in some other 

fashion, is cast as deviant and uma puta (a whore) or sapatão (literally ñbig shoesò or lesbian).  

Female roles in Latin America rest upon the unobtainable virgin mother-whore dyad: a woman 

who lacks sexual experience cannot be a mother whereas a sexually experienced woman cannot 

be virginal. By focusing on the womb rather than the vagina, this gender model constrains 

women by authorizing female sexual behaviors only within relationships of dependency and for 

reproductive purposes (Brown 2009).  For men, however, the gender model is used to justify 

extra-marital affairs and domestic violence. Putas, those who do not live up to the Virgin Mary 

model, are deviants and threaten machismo and marianismo alike, and thus óvalidô targets for 

forced submission through sexual conquest or violence.  

 It is important to remember however, that Brazilians do not fully conform to either the 

machismo or marianismo gender role ideals. As a caminho meio, gendered cultural norms are 

both explicitly rigid, but have overlapping and ill defined boundaries allowing for their 

contestation, innovation, and multivocality. For instance, the transvestite Roberta Close was once 

widely considered to be the most beautiful woman in Brazil, despite being born a man. The 

purpose of this discussion is simply to generally consider the dominant discourses which shape 

much of Brazilian gender performance. In the following chapters, I show how Pentecostalism 

breaks with such models of gender identity and Brazilian identity. Simple acts, such as 

denouncing husbands who visit prostitutes, are enough for Pentecostals to shake the gendered 

status quo of this South American nation.  
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Figure 2.4: This photo pokes fun at the machista culture of young Brazilian men. The 

caption reads:  ñThere arrives a moment in a manôs life when he has to choose his 

pathébut I only have 25km of gasoline, what will I do?ò His choices are: friends-15km, 

beer-20km, the brothel-25km, and a serious girlfriend-99km. 

Source: http://www.pacoquinha.com/tag/gente-namoro-e-muito-longe. 

 

Multi -Cultural Urbanism in Brazil  

 Finally, a brief discussion of immigration and urbanism, particularly in the Southeastern 

region is warranted. Brazil has rapidly undergone (and is still experiencing) an urbanization and 

modernization movement. Within the span of just a couple of generations, the country has gone 

from a rural country to a modern urban country (Neves 2003 in Perlman 2010). Today Brazil, 

specifically the southeastern region, is home to two of the worldôs top 25 most populated cities: 

S«o Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. Prior to World War II, only 15 percent of Brazilôs populations 

lived in urban centers. Today, over 81 percent of Brazilians live in cities (Perlman 2010). This 

rural-urban migration, completed by some 108 million people between 1960 and 2000, has 

largely been a movement of Brazilôs poor. Today over 78 percent of the countryôs economically 

marginalized populations live in urban areas (Perlman 2010).  

 The rapid growth of Brazilôs urban areas has resulted in a concentric organization of 

infrastructure and socio-economic neighborhoods. Many Brazilian cities undergo 
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peripheralization, where a centrifugal pattern of settlement follows the establishment of migrant 

communities in the urban periphery; over time this results in increased autoconstruction and 

investment; which then leads to forced eviction; with the cycle restarting as a new urban 

periphery takes root in the hinterland (Holston 2008). As a result, rich and poor neighborhoods 

may exist side by side. This is true for the megacities as it is for Ribeirão Preto. Construction and 

gentrification proliferate at the outer-bands of the city. The favelas previously occupying the area 

have been razed; its occupants forcefully relocated to conjuntos miles away from the city-center 

and miles away from their places of employment. It its place, giant high-rise condominiums and 

new shopping centers are taking form for the upper classes of the city. 

 But when there is economic growth, people from a variety of backgrounds flock to the 

area in attempts to take advantage of the perceived opportunities. As a result, the cities of the 

Southeastern Brazil are home to a mix of immigrants that would rival many in the United States. 

After the abolition of slavery, Brazil actively sought immigrants to fill labor positions in 

agricultural sectors. The early racist ideology of embrancamento made Brazilians particular 

eager to accept Europeans-migrants into their country (Page 1995). Early immigrants to 

southeastern Brazil included Germans, Italians, and Portuguese who found livelihoods in a 

variety of fields, from agricultural to production labor in textile and metallurgic manufacturing 

(Skidmore 2010). An aggressive development policy made São Paulo one of the fastest growing 

cities in Brazil and its economic backbone. People from other nationalities soon followed in the 

early 20
th
 century, including those from the Middle East, Eastern Europe, Russia, and Japan. By 

1960, this diverse megacity was home to the largest industrial park in the developing world 

(Skidmore 2010).  
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 One of the more interesting immigration movements to southeastern Brazil were the 

Japanese. Known as Nippo-Brazilians, the first Japanese immigrants arrive in São Paulo in 1908 

to work as agricultural labor in the stateôs many coffee plantations. Between 1908 and 1941, over 

190,000 Japanese moved to Brazil. Immigration policies of the United States and Australia at the 

time imposed limits on the number of Japanese immigrants, thereby making Brazil an attractive 

alternative destination (Nakamura 2008). Nippo-Brazilian numbers and their economic power 

grew over time, so that by 1935 35 percent of the produce available in São Paulo came from 

Japanese farmers (Page 1995). Today, they provide over 70 percent of the cityôs fruits and 

vegetables, and are credited for introducing the kiwi to Brazilian plates. Currently numbering 

over 1.6 million, these Brazilians also make up the largest Japanese diaspora in the world 

(Nakamura 2008). 

Chapter Summary  

 Brazilian society is complicated, comprised of a unique mixture of people from all over 

the world. Despite a land mass greater than all of Europe and a lack of infrastructure for mass 

transcontinental transit and communication until the mid-20
th
 century, Brazil has developed a 

unique imagined community. Its history as a colony, the capital of the Portuguese Empire, the 

largest slave-based economy in the world, and an alleged racial democracy, Brazil is a country 

that moves firmly into the future while it laments missed opportunities and the ubiquitous 

poverty. The historical context included here provides a framework for Chapter 3, which 

considers how the most populous Catholic country in the world is also a fecund religious 

marketplace for competition and conversion.  

 This chapter has reviewed some of historical contexts and cultural institutions that shape 

and flavor Brazilian thoughts, behaviors, and customs. The early period of colonization was 
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stymied in underdevelopment due to Portugalôs mercantile strategy. Brazilôs emphasis on sugar 

and coffee exports required the slave labor of millions of Indians and Africans, bringing the 

ñthree racesò into violent and intimate contact with one another. From these beginnings, a new 

world in the tropics was builtðthough one that never sought to expand political or economic 

power beyond the elites. Still today, class, patrimonialismo, and gender separate the world into 

distinct spheres of power, authority, and dominance. While this is found elsewhere in the world, 

Brazil is unique in celebrating these distinctions as part of their national identity. 

 The thread linking Brazilian culture and the socio-historic conditions from which it arose 

is framed by notions of dominance and hierarchy. From its founding, through colonialism and 

slavery, to the modernizing global power it is today, Brazilian society and its culture have been 

organized by the consolidation of power among authority, and the deference of those without. 

But, Brazil is also a place of contradictions. Through o caminho meio and jeitinho Brazilians 

tactically subvert and challenge order and hierarchy, imposing a fluidness that blurs boundaries, 

conflates categories, and makes ñpersonsò out of ñindividuals.ò   

 This chapter provides a general overview of the historical and social conditions which 

make up the contemporary group of people known as ñBrazilians.ò This discussion is not meant 

to be fully encompassing, nor does it address the myriad of variation and heterogeneity that make 

Brazil such an interesting location for social scientists. For example, unique aspects of Brazilôs 

regionsðfrom the past large slave plantations of Northeast; to the sparsely populated forested 

regions of the Central-West; to the German, Japanese, and U.S. Confederate immigrants in the 

South and Southeastðmake Brazil one of the most diverse countries in the world.  Rather, this 

chapter provides some of the essence of the characteristics that unite these people within an 

imagined community (see Anderson 1991). These historic contexts and cultural institutions are 
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necessary for understanding the larger cultural milieu that shapes religion in Brazil. However, 

this study seeks to provide local specificity to the study of Brazilian culture. By focusing on 

depth rather than breadth, and through employing a methodologically sophisticated comparative 

study of two religious communities, this research adds both nuance and a grounded behavioral 

reality to these broad generalizations.   

 In the upcoming chapters, this historical and cultural context will serve as the backdrop 

for the following points: 

1. The history of ethnic and cultural mixing, in addition to a weak national government, 

makes Brazil open to foreign ideas and willing to adopt and incorporate them into 

existing cultural frames.  

2. Limited governmental or clerical oversight in the early colony and Iberian folk 

Catholicism enabled traditional religions to remain and/or to become syncretized with 

Catholicism.  

3. Patrimonialism created a cultural dependence on elites and others in high positions 

for favors and survival. Patrimonial structures also exist within religions, such as the 

Catholic institution of compadres (god-parents), and more recently in Protestantism 

through an individual patron-client relationship with God.  

4. Gender roles exemplified by machismo for men and marianismo for women have led 

to domestic and social strife. Pentecostalism reformulates Brazilian notions of gender 

performance, particularly for men, making it an attractive venue for women wishing 

to change their domestic lives and that of their male family members and partners.  
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CHAPTER 3: The Brazilian Religious Marketplace 

 A basic understanding of the major competing faiths in Brazilôs crowded religious 

marketplace is necessary to appreciate the growth of Pentecostal Christianity (see Finke and 

Stark 1998). Unlike most of North America and Europe, where nearly all of the major religious 

competitors derive from Abrahamic traditions, Brazil exhibits a heterogeneous religious 

landscape: powerful movements include Catholic and Protestant Christians, and spiritualist faiths 

of Afro-Brazilian Candomblé, Umbanda, and Batuque, and Kardecian Spiritism (Brown 1994; 

Greenfield 2008). Despite its diverse composition, traditions in this religious marketplace share 

common traits. Brazilian religions tend to be pneumatic, emphasizing a personal experience in 

the divine. And the religious discourse is dominated not by promises of salvation, but rather by 

guarantees of healing and prosperity (e.g., Brusco 1995; Chesnut 1997; Cohen 2007; Greenfield 

2008; Oro 2004; Seligman 2005). Since the primary religious goods of many of these faiths are 

services and rituals that address health concerns, employment, and conflict resolution, Brazilians 

opportunistically engage in religious rituals depending on their problems and the perceived 

efficacy of a faithôs solution. Indeed, what makes Brazil unique is not that non-Christian faiths 

flourish, but that religious pluralism is the standard rather than the exception (Greenfield 2008). 

The reason for religious diversity amidst a longstanding Catholic monopoly highlights the 

complex and contradictory ñcaminho do meioò of Brazilôs social body. Due to a variety of 

historical conditions that were explored in the previous chapter and that will be more fully 

fleshed out below, religion in Brazil, like other aspects of society, is pluralistic and syncretic, 

denying rigid classifications. As such, the ñconversion careersò of these acolytes are complex 
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and never fully realized (in the sense that conversion, as a complete worldview transformation, is 

difficult amid the hybridization of beliefs).
1
 It is common in Brazil to have members of the same 

family identify with different religious styles: one family member might attend mass on Sunday, 

attend a Spiritualist healing ritual the next week with a father-in-law, and then consult a 

Candomblé pai-de-santo for employment advice with a neighbor.  

 The movement of Brazilian faithful in and out of diverse worship styles and communities 

simultaneously shapes the views of its members and links the faiths together. As Brazilians 

consume the diverse goods offered by religious competitors, they bring the expectations and 

cultural models of prior religious experiences to novel worship communities. Religious 

communities must acknowledge the diverse religious models held by potential converts (and 

members) while responding to acolyte and marketplace demands. In other words, Brazilian 

religions and their memberships engage in a dialectical relationshipðeach building upon and 

informing the other. Brazilian religions are all syncretic, borrowing forms, themes, and rituals 

from one another. As a result of this pluralistic religious landscape, religious competition has 

been relatively peaceful ï though not necessarily conflict-free ï when compared to the religious 

and political violence that gripped many South and Central American nations in the latter half of 

the 20
th
 century (Brusco 1995). 

 According to Patricia Birman and David Lehmann (2005), this ecumenical religious 

landscape is under threat of dissolving. The meteoric rise of Protestantism, particularly 

                                                             
1 Conversion careers, as conceived by Henri Gooren (2007), are the cyclical stages an individual enacts as part of 

the introduction to a religion, affiliation and membership, and possible disaffiliation. While these stages are fluid 

and multi-directional, a key axiom of conversion involves a radical change in cultural models. Conversion is 

ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ άƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ōǳǘΧǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƻŦ 

ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ōȅ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέ ό{ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ aŀŎƘŀƭŜƪ мфуп ƛƴ DŀǊǊŀŘ-Burnett 2007). Accordingly, religious pluralism 

characteristic of the Brazilian religious landscape fosters the syncretism and confluence of discourse, rather than 

displacement and replacement.  



41 
 

Pentecostal and more recently, neo-Pentecostal denominations characterized by a literal 

interpretation of the Bible, has led some researchers to question their impacts more broadly on 

Brazilian society and religion (e.g., Ireland 1991; Stoll 1990). Despite remaining the majority 

religion between 1980 and 2010, the number of Brazilian Catholics dropped from 90 to 65 

percent while evangélicos rose from 6.6 percent of the population to over 22 percent, or over 42 

million (IBGE 2010). And given Protestantôs commitment, it is unsurprising that on any given 

week the churches and chapels across Brazil are more packed with crentes than Catholic bodies 

(Ireland 1998).  Within this changing religious context, this chapter explores how the Brazilian 

ñcaminho do meioò is embodied through religious pluralism and syncretism, and how 

Protestantism may be changing the religious marketplace. This discussion presents essential 

background information for understanding the religious landscape in which members of the 

Assembléia de Deus and the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus live while providing a context 

for discussion of the cultural model, a vida completa, which evangélicos use to organize their 

lives (see Chapters 8 and 9). Importantly, this chapter shows that despite claims to the contrary, 

evangélico denominations are just as syncretic and pluralistic as other Brazilian faiths, and that 

the IURDðquite possibly the most vocal instigator of inter-religious discordðis the most 

syncretic of them all.  

Catholicism 

Though it has lost traction in recent years, the influence of Catholicism in Brazil cannot 

be overlooked. For much of its existence, the Catholic Church was the de facto faith of Brazil. 

The country boasts more self-identified Catholics than any other, and is home to the Christ the 

Redeemer statue in Rio, one of the most iconic Catholic symbols outside of Rome. For 

Brazilians, national holidays often coincide with Catholic holidays (Carnaval is one of the 
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largest), use of Catholic phrases (such as the expression, Nossa Senhora!, ñOur Mother!ò) is 

ubiquitous among social and religious groups, and the federal laws are regularly framed by 

Catholic politicians and supported by powerful Catholic lobbying groups.  

These facts, however, belie the variation manifested both in the parishioners and in the 

Church itself. Brazil has never had a homogenous Catholic culture; ironically, the most Catholic 

country in the world has been characterized by a weak Roman presence, which has allowed 

various ñfolk Catholicismsò to flourish, as well as divergent views between more traditional and 

more progressive elements of the priesthood (Mariz 1994). The reasons for this lie within the 

Iberian folk-Catholicism brought over by the 16
th
 century Portuguese, and the historical-political 

circumstances of the colonyôs founding. Iberian folk-Catholicism was influenced by centuries of 

Arab, Moorish, and Jewish occupation, despite the best efforts of the Inquisition to root out 

heretical and non-canonical beliefs (Mendonça 1996). This type of rural Catholicism emphasizes 

the veneration of the Virgin Mary and Saints within patron-client style relationships (Brown and 

Bick 1987). Iberian Jesuits, who were the first permanent clergy in Brazil, focused on 

evangelizing the colonized indigenous groups, rather than ministering to Portuguese colonizers. 

The Jesuits practiced assimilation conversion, accommodating Catholic rites into existing 

indigenous cultures. While this practice precipitated the expansion of many areas of Brazilôs 

interior, it also resulted in limited Catholic leadership in many parts of both urban and rural 

Brazil. As anthropologist Sydney Greenfield (2008:97) notes, historically, there was often a 

shortage of priests in Brazilðrarely enough ñto do more than present the catechism to slaves, say 

occasional masses, and perform baptisms, weddings, and funerals, (thus) Brazilians were little 

influenced by the clergy.ò In many cases, especially in rural areas and plantations, members 

themselves had to form irmandades (a type of lay clergy or brotherhood) in order to perform 
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basic Catholic rights (Brown and Bick 1987). As a result, Brazilian Catholicism began as a 

hybridization of Iberian folk, indigenous American, and North African belief systems. Today it is 

estimated that non-Romanized or folk Catholicism is practiced by 80-85 percent of Brazilian 

Catholics (Antoniazzi 1989).  

Even within the priesthood, the Catholic Church is not homogenous, but is rather 

comprised of various factions, traditions, and approaches. Within Brazil (and more broadly in 

Latin America) the Church is historically characterized by two distinct movements: Liberation 

Theology and Charismatic Catholicism. As in other places in Latin America, a CEB 

(Communidade Eclesial de Base) style of Catholic worship and organization arose in the 1960s 

and spread rapidly during the 1970s, only to diminish in the closing decades of the 20
th
 century. 

CEBs were a product of their time and place as these Catholic organizations incorporated 

Marxist ideas into Christian doctrine. Utilizing ñLiberation Theology,ò the CEBs focused on 

poorer segments of the Brazilian populationðoften in response to what the clergy saw as 

oppressive and subjugating practices of militant and dictatorial regimes that were proliferating 

throughout Latin American. Through doctrine and group worship, the goal of Liberation 

Theology and the CEBs was to socially and politically engage the poorer classes by awakening a 

class consciousness (Mariz 1994). The focus of CEB attention was not toward individual 

behaviors that contributed to or arose because of poverty (e.g., alcoholism, prostitution), but 

rather toward the larger structural constraints and injustices of the state. The CEBs never enjoyed 

much success, as the macro focus of the clergy was more aligned with the liberal political 

agendas of the urban intellectual elite (Burdick 1993). As a result, the message of political 

liberation did not often connect with the masses who were more concerned with day to day 

survival than with the long and dangerous task of fighting against the system (Drogus 2000; 
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Mariz 1994). Consequently, after the decline of the military regime in the 1980s, participation in 

Brazilian CEBs fell off precipitously.  

More recently, a new variant of Catholicism, Charismatic Catholicism, has become 

popular in Brazil. The movement traces its origins back some 50 years to grass-root activities in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and Bogotá, Columbia (Cleary 2007; Lane 1976). It was not until 1994 

that Charismatic Catholics received the tepid blessing of Rome to practice as an official 

movement of the Church. Today they account for as many as 16 percent of practicing Catholics 

in Latin America, and are among the fastest growing styles of Catholicism (Cleary 2007). 

Inspired by Pentecostal theology and ritual, Charismatic Catholics emphasize an intimate 

experience of the Holy Spirit as chronicled in Acts 2: 1-13. Participants incorporate glossolalia 

and spiritual healing, which separates them from traditional Catholicism by focusing attention on 

the Holy Spirit aspect of the Trinity and by reframing acolytes as participants, rather than 

spectators, in worship. Similarities to Pentecostalism have made some Catholic leaders reticent 

regarding this style of service, fearing that it will provide worshipers with a direct experience of 

the Trinity that would diminish clerical authority (Cleary 2007; Steil 2006). However, the 

popularity of charismatic worship among the various pneumatic religions within Brazil likely 

influenced Catholic Church capitulation to popular demands. As a result, the official acceptance 

of the Charismatic Catholic movement represents both a strategic response or stop-gap to 

Pentecostal inroads and an example par excellence of a religious institution modifying its 

theological tenets in response to acolyte demands. 

Afro -Brazilian Faiths 

The unique history of Brazil has led to the syncretism of religious faiths and has helped 

preserve traditional African beliefs despite the deculturative and acculturative forces of slavery. 
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Brazilian researchers estimate that there are more than 30 million followers of Afro-Brazilian 

faiths, many of whom are black Brazilians of lower socioeconomic status (Steigenga and Cleary 

2007). According to the 2010 Brazilian government census, however, only 0.3 percent of the 

population identifies as a practitioner of Candomblé or Umbanda, the most popular Afro-

Brazilian faiths (IBGE 2010). This discrepancy between academic and government numbers lies 

in the widespread acceptance of religious pluralism; in other words, while a large population of 

people may follow aspects of Afro-Brazilian traditions, many of these people are nominally 

Catholics or Evangelicals. These Brazilians are tactically utilizing the variety of goods offered by 

Brazilôs religious market.  

Several distinct characteristics of Brazilôs slave-trade enabled African cultures and beliefs 

to survive the drudgery and acculturation of slavery. First, the extended duration of the slave-

trade, which continuously brought large numbers of new slaves, created an uninterrupted cultural 

link to the continent. Second, Brazilians uniquely separated slaves into naçoes (nations) 

according to culture and language, which permitted the preservation of beliefs and rituals (Mariz 

1994). Finally, a weak Catholic presence that favored assimilation resulted in the superficial 

conversion of many slaves to Christianity. Slaves were able to continue African traditions, often 

through syncretically incorporating their pantheon within the litany of Saints and martyrs (Brown 

and Bick 1987). While these processes helped preserve aspects of the cultural traditions and 

religious practices that the first Africans brought to Brazil, over time they have also altered many 

characteristics. The contact of numerous African cultures with European and Indigenous 

cultures, through forced and tactical syncretism, resulted in new cultural systems. As Sydney 

Greenfield (2008:119) explains:  

The descriptive details of the history of the interplay between Christianity and the 

multiple African traditions have been mostly lost. What survivedécame to be 
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known by many names in different parts of the country, each practice shaped by 

the specific cultural background of the African nation from which the forbearers 

of the local population had come. 

 

These diverse religious fusionsðcomposed of Indian, African, and Catholic beliefsðare 

generally known as the Afro-Brazilian faiths, including Candomblé (the most African-centric), 

Catimbó-Juerma (which integrates both African and Brazilian Indian belief systems), and 

Umbanda (a synergy of African, Indian, Catholic, and Kardecist beliefs and practices).  

Despite being multivocal and protean, Afro-Brazilian faiths share several general, 

unifying characteristics (Cohen 2007). Traditionally appealing to poorer segments of the 

population, these faiths are rapidly making inroads among the more affluent middle-class as they 

seek aid and solace (Brown 1994). Acolytes practice their services in church buildings, yards, 

and living rooms, where orixas and exús (deities and spirits) are communed with through ritual 

sacrifices and possession-trance. These supernatural entities may be culturally combined with 

Catholicism, and many carry a Christian persona of a Saint, apostle, or even Christ. Rituals of 

Candomblé and Umbanda primarily center on individual illness and psychological distress. 

Those seeking aid will visit an Afro-Brazilian center, where a pai- or mãe-de-santo serves as a 

vessel for possession by elderly Indian or African spirits (such as caboclos or pretos velhos), 

saints, or lower deities, who act as intermediaries to higher forces. Practitioners can appeal to 

these supernatural characters for help in a variety of ways, but are commonly required to make a 

material sacrifice (e.g., alcohol, tobacco, or animal) as a form of payment. Occasionally, these 

spirits identify the source of affliction as a latent spiritual ability and prescribe that the appealing 

party learn to become mediums themselves (Seligman 2005). After the appeal has been made 

and if a resolution is offered, future involvement in the faith is limited, at least until the next 

crisis. Brown and Bick (1987:77) provide the following description of an Umbanda service: 
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Leaders and initiates, dressed in white nursesô uniformsébegin the service with 

homage to the Umbanda deities and spirits in the form of hymns... 

handclappingé and drums. Gradually they become possessed, exchange ritual 

greetings, and dance, each adopting the persona of the spirit received. The second 

part of the ceremony is devoted to consultas, spiritual consultations in which the 

spirits still act and speak through mediums and give assistance to members of the 

congregations, most of whom have attended for this reason. Clients consult about 

illness, unemployment, family conflicts, and other practical concerns. The spirits 

give spiritual cleansings (passes), prescribeéremedies...and other practical 

advice. Spiritual aidé (is) an important attraction and a basis of recruitment to 

more active participation in Umbanda and to initiation as a medium. 

 

 The religious good of health and healing provided by the Afro-Brazilian faiths, its 

syncretism with aspects of Catholicism, and biomedicine (e.g., nursesô uniforms) has encouraged 

these faiths to flourish throughout Brazilian society. Although few Brazilians exclusively 

identify as practitioners of Afro-Brazilian faiths (Cohen 2007), the features that these religions 

share with Catholic beliefs enable clients to consult the spirits with minimal cognitive 

dissonance. The Catholic Church has not, however, developed an ecumenical relationship with 

Afro-Brazilian faiths. Afro-Brazilian faiths are regularly labeled as cults, devil-worship, and 

have at times faced government persecution (Cohen 2007; Oliveira 2003). Tensions between 

Afro-Brazilian faiths and the Catholic Church have lessened in recent decades as local Catholic 

leaders recognize the importance of African cultures in the lives of members. Catholics have 

slowly begun to begrudgingly accept a degree of pluralism in exchange for continued 

membership within the competitive religious market (Mariz 1994).  

Spiritism  

The contradictions and ruptures in Brazilian society that allow for various Christianities 

and Afro-Brazilian faiths have similarly enabled the introduction and growth of Spiritism. 

Spiritualism is a generalized term for a belief system which emphasizes the communion of 

believers with the souls of deceased, who in turn act as guides and intermediaries with more 
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divine forces. Therefore, Afro-Brazilian faiths can generically be subsumed under this category. 

For most Brazilians, Spiritism (as compared to the umbrella-term of Spiritualism) refers more 

specifically to Kardecian Spiritism, a faith that superficially shares much in common with 

Candomblé and Umbanda, but whose origin and discourse appeals to a distinct level of Brazilian 

social hierarchy. 

Kardecian Spiritism began in 1857 under the guidance of French schoolteacher Léon 

Dénizarth Hippolyte Rivail, better known as Allan Kardec (Greenfield 2008). Kardec was 

influenced by a rationalist movement that was sweeping Europe during the nineteenth century, 

and thus sought to understand psychic phenomena through scientific-oriented studies of spirits, 

mediums, and the afterlife. At the time, the scientific study of psychic and supernatural 

phenomena was extremely popular in Europe and the United States. Kardec was not content to 

present empirical evidence for the existence of such phenomena (this was accepted a priori), but 

was rather motivated by the moral messages of past enlightened souls. Kardecôs Spiritism 

maintains that the universe is comprised of a physical realm and a spiritual realm (Greenfield 

2008). These realms continuously interact with one another, as both corporeal and incorporeal 

bodies seek to evolve into a state of perfection and terminate the cycle of birth and death. Similar 

to Afro-Brazilian practices, a Kardecian Spiritist may become possessed by the souls of the 

deceased, who then intervene and assist in the troubled lives of people. Frequently, the aim of 

such assistance refers to physical and psychological healing; the possessing spirit is often a 

deceased physician found in the annals of history. As a result, Kardecian Spiritism uniquely 

combines scientific concepts, derived from evolution, biomedicine, and psychology, with 

religious messages of enlightenment and charity. This combination of concepts and messages 

appeals to both educated and lay people. Spiritism was particularly attractive to nineteenth 
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century Brazilians because the eliteðmany of whom were schooled in Franceð looked towards 

that country, and especially to Paris, for cultural, political, and scientific inspiration. The most 

recent national census indicates that Kardecian Spiritists have higher socio-economic status than 

any of the other major Brazilian religions, with nearly one third holding college degrees (IBGE 

2010).    

 Similar to Afro-Brazilian religions, Kardecian Spiritism enjoys a small, dedicated 

membership (less than 4 million, or 2% of the population) comprised of believers, regular 

clients, and part-time medium practitioners. The majority of the clientele identify nominally with 

another religious tradition such as Catholicism, which results in clients who bring religious 

models derived from other faiths. During healing ceremonies, these various cultural models may 

be integrated within Spiritist cognitive frameworks. Kardecian Spiritism utilizes two main types 

of rituals during curing: disobsession, which psychologically addresses errant spirits that cause 

mental illness by indoctrinating Kardecian morality, and spiritual surgery, which involves the 

literal incisions and removal of bodily tissue by a Spiritist possessed by an enlightened spirit 

(often a deceased physician) (both of these rituals are more fully explored in chapter 4, which 

discusses how religion heals). Through disobsession rituals, it is possible to see the syncretism 

that is characteristic of Brazilian culture. First, the errant spirit causing misery is ascertained. The 

wayward soul is often identified as ña victim of black magic, but sometimes it is a (Catholic) 

priest or an arrogant intellectualé(or) a Protestant, sex maniac, gambler, etc.ò (Hess 1989:186). 

Afflicted individuals thus bring with them previous religious cultural models, which are then 

recast by the Spiritist as misguided and confused spiritual entities. Through the enculturation of 

these errant spirits with Kardecian Spiritist models, the spirits (and the client) are enlightened 

and everyone is healed. As David Hess (1989:186) further explains,  
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Catholics discover that there is no hell, materialists are surprised to find that there 

is an afterlife, recalcitrant earthbound spirits learn Christian forgiveness and agree 

to study in celestial schools, and victims of black magic (often attributed to Afro-

Brazilian rituals) respond to spiritual shock treatments or offer to let the spirits of 

light ferry them away to spiritual hospitals. The disobsession session therefore 

gives voice to rival points of view in the religious system, but it does so in a way 

that lets Spiritism encompass these other discourses in an evolutionary scheme 

which poses Spiritist doctrine as the apex of human thought. 

 

Disobsession requires the acknowledgement and engagement of other religious models, 

which are then subsumed under Spiritist discourse. Competing religions are not so much 

demonized (as in neo-Pentecostal rhetoric), but are rather viewed as incomplete truths, which are 

made complete by the wholeness of Spiritism. Kardecians believe in the existence of Christ 

(often portrayed as the most enlightened spirit), and they openly integrate Christian morality with 

Spiritist moral teachings. Thus, many lay Brazilians view Spiritism specifically, and Spiritualism 

generally, as a complimentary addition rather than a complete replacement for prior held 

religious beliefs and affiliations.  

Evangelicals 

While traditional Protestant faiths such as Lutherans, Baptists, and Methodists have been 

in Brazil since colonization, the arrival, growth, and influence of Pentecostals in the 20
th
 century 

has exerted a significant effect on the nation. Within the span of thirty years, self-identified 

Protestants grew from 8 million (including 3.2 million Pentecostals) in 1980 to 42.3 million in 

2010ðthe majority (25.4 million) of whom belongs to Pentecostal denominations (Kramer 2005; 

IBGE 2010). As such, the term evangélico is used synonymously within Brazil to refer to anyone 

adhering to a Protestant faith, but most commonly to Pentecostals. Pentecostals refer to 

themselves as ñcrentes,ò or ñbelievers.ò While Baptists (3.7 million), Adventists (1.5 million), 

Lutherans (1 million), and Presbyterians (1 million) do have a sizable presence in the religious 

marketplace, they are dwarfed by the Assembléia de Deus (Assembly of God) (12.3 million), 
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Congregação Cristã (Christian Congregation) (2.3 million), the Igreja Universal do Reino de 

Deus (Universal Church of the Kingdom of God) (1.9 million), and Evangelho Quadrangular 

(Church of the Foursquare Gospel) (1.8 million). The section of this chapter below will focus 

exclusively on the historical background and belief systems of Pentecostalism, with special 

attention given to the IURD and AD, the denominations whose members served as the focus for 

this research.  

 Pentecostalism is well-known for its literal reading of scripture, strict prohibitions 

against alcohol and tobacco use, and the incorporation of Apostolic spiritual gifts during worship 

(Robbins 2004).
2
 These spiritual gifts of the Holy Spirit, described in Chapter 2 of Acts, take the 

form of glossolalia (speaking in tongues), prophecy, interpretation (of tongues or prophecies), 

spiritual healing, and exorcisms. The public signaling or expression of these gifts marks an 

acolyteôs place within the congregation and solidifies his/her crente identity in relation to others. 

As a result, these behaviors (e.g., glossolalia, literal interpretation of the bible), badges (i.e., 

adornments, such as dress codes), and bans (e.g., dietary and behavioral taboos), constitute costly 

signaling that identify devoted, conforming, and contributing members of the group (Bulbulia 

and Sosis 2011; Sosis 2006). Being that many Pentecostal denominations rely on individual 

members to produce the religious goods (e.g., lay leadership positions, volunteers, choir and 

orchestra members) consumed by the congregation, it is to the groupôs advantage to identify and 

discourage free-riders as well as increase the perceived value of their faith by making 

participation more costly and membership more exclusive (Cronk 2005; Festinger 1957; Mauss 

                                                             
2 Apostolic Christianity focuses on the practices and teaching of the Apostles. In particular, it gives emphasis to the 

charismatic gifts of the Spirit, particularly glossolalia, that have their origin in the Apostolic acts described in the 

Bible.  
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1994). The ideal characteristics and frequencies of these signals, however, vary by denomination 

and the faithôs integration with larger society (Mauss 1994).   

Conversion to the Pentecostal faith usually involves three steps (see Chesnut 1997). The 

first step is to publically accept Christ into oneôs heart. This is often done at the closing of church 

services, when neophytes and backsliders (those who have fallen away from the church) are 

called up to the front to publically declare their intentions. Following this and special Sunday 

school classes, one is baptized by immersion in water. The final step of conversion, and one that 

is continuously sought by converts and long-time members alike, is baptism in the Spirit. In this 

type of baptism available only to the faithful, the Holy Spirit is said to ñfill the body,ò which 

results in glossolalia, prophecy, miraculous healing, or other manifestations of the Spirit. In my 

own field work, both AD and IURD members followed the same pathway to become integrated 

within the community, as well as to be ñsaved.ò  

Besides their doctrinal emphasis, Brazilian Pentecostals differentiate themselves from 

other religious believers through their behaviors. Crentes emphasize an essentialized religious 

identity (compared to Brazilianôs tendency for religious pluralism), and a conscious separation 

from important secular cultural institutions such as Carnaval, samba (and dancing in general), 

futebol, and [womenôs] fashion. The means and motivations by which Pentecostals form their 

evangelical identity in relation to secular models will be more fully explored in later chapters. 

The present discussion will instead focus on the diverse ways by which Pentecostalism both 

reproduces the Brazilian religious tendencies for pluralism, syncretism, and an emphasis on 

healing, while simultaneously enforcing an essential identity that is positioned at odds with key 

modes of Brasileiridade or ñBrazilian-ness.ò   
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 The growth of Pentecostalism in Brazil is chronicled through three general stages or 

waves (Freston 1995). Between 1910 and 1950, the initial wave of expansion occurred when 

Brazil became one of the first locations for Pentecostal charismatic Christianity after the 

movement was founded on Azusa Street in Los Angeles, California. First wave congregations, 

including the Assembléia de Deus (AD) and Congregação Cristã, are noted for their 

sectarianism, ideological self-distancing from worldly and secular influences, and an emphasis 

upon the Pentecostal gift of tongues. The second wave of Pentecostalism coincided with 

Brazilian urban development between 1950 and 1970. Second wave churches, such as the 

Evangelho Quadrangular, are noted for introducing tent revivals to Brazil that focused on divine 

healing crusades, as well as pioneering the use of mass media for evangelism (Chesnut 1997). 

Finally, third-wave Pentecostalism, also called neo-Pentecostalism, was developed in the 1980s 

and was shaped by concurrent modernization and economic processes in Brazil. Third wave 

churches, such as the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus (IURD), are known for their Health and 

Wealth gospel that emphasizes the acceptance of worldly blessings (e.g., material prosperity and 

health) in exchange for obedience and faith. These Pentecostals also emphasize the Spiritual gift 

of exorcism over the demonic forces that are viewed as the cause of all illness and suffering. 

Generally, the first and second wave congregations are considered more traditional and 

conservative than third wave denominations, who enforce few behavioral taboos or the 

institutional monitoring of members (Birman and Lehmann 2005; Chesnut 1997; Freston 1995; 

Oro 2004). 

History of the Assembléia de Deus in Brazil  

 In 1984, when David Stoll (1990) was compiling his research for his seminal volume, Is 

Latin America Turning Protestant, the Assemblies of God, based in Springfield, Missouri, 
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claimed nearly 13 million members worldwide in its network of affiliated Pentecostal churches. 

Today, there are that many members in Brazil, which makes it the most Catholic country in the 

world and the country with the most Assembléia members (Assemblies of God 2012; IBGE 

2010; Sites 2012). The ADôs success in Brazil is reified in their omnipresent churchesða 

prominent feature in nearly every Brazilian neighborhood. And this past year, the Assembléia de 

Deus celebrated its centennial in Brazil, marking them as a national institution. Remarkably, this 

brand of Pentecostalism, which dominates Brazilôs religious marketplace, traces its roots to very 

simple beginnings with two Swedish missionaries. 

  In the opening years of the 20
th
 century, Daniel Berg and Gunnar Vingren were serving 

at a Pentecostal revival church in South Bend, Indiana and received a revelation during a prayer-

meeting. This revelation instructed them to spread a new form of worship, the Pentecostal 

awakening, to a place called ñPar§ò. Unsure of where Pará was located, Berg and Vingren visited 

a local library and discovered that it was a city located in the Northeastern Brazilian state of 

Belém. Over the next several years, the duo saved money for third-class tickets on a steam 

freighter from New York to Brazil. The Swedes arrived in Pará, Belém on November 19, 1910, 

with no Portuguese language training and few material possessions. Fortuitously, they 

encountered a Methodist minister who directed them to an English-speaking Baptist preacher, 

who agreed to temporarily house the two Swedes. Over the next several months, the two 

participated in Baptist worship and intensive language training. At some point, they began to 

lead unofficial prayer meetings that were temporarily tolerated by the Baptist minister--at least 

until the Swedes Pentecostal charismatic leanings were revealed (Chesnut 1997; Stoll 1990).  

 Writing in his journal, Gunnar Vingren (1991:36) describes the impetus for the creation 

of the Assembléia de Deus in Brazil:   
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During that week we had prayer meetings every night in a sisterôs home who had 

an incurable illness on her lips. We felt sad. We were saddened because she could 

not attend services at church. The first thing I did was to ask her if she believed 

that Jesus could cure her. She said yes. So we told her to get rid of all the 

medicine she was taking. We prayed for her, and the Lord Jesus healed her 

completely. At the ensuing prayer meetings she began to pray for baptism in the 

Holy Spirit. On Thursday, after the service, she continued praying at homeéAnd 

at one oôclock in the morning, sister Celina began to speak in new tongues and 

spoke for two hours. (in Chesnut 1997: 27) 

 

After several prayer meetings, many more Baptists began to speak in tongues, despite the Baptist 

theology to the contrary. The Swedish missionaries were soon excommunicated along with 18 

followers. Undaunted, Vigren and Berg immediately founded a new church in 1911 which they 

called Missão de Fé Apostólica. Seven years later the name was changed to Assembléia de Deus. 

 Despite the title, the Assembléia de Deus in Brazil has been largely independent of the 

North American organization of the same name. And Assembliéia members are quick to remind 

that the Brazilian church developed largely independently from North American oversight. 

According to acolytes, while the Brazilians looked toward the North Americans for doctrinal and 

teaching advice, they remained a separate entity. As Pentecostal historian Walter Hollenweger 

(1972:82) states, "In the mission statistics of the North American Assemblies of God, the 

Assembléia de Deus figure as their mission church. In contrast, the Brazilian Pentecostals regard 

themselves as an independent church." If anything, the AD was under the auspices of Swedish 

pastor, Lewi Pethrus, and the Scandinavian Pentecostal movement, both of whom provided early 

monetary and missionary support to Vigren and Berg. Outside assistance was crucial to the early 

survival of the Brazilian Assembléia church. During these nascent years, the young church 

struggled, gaining only 13 new members its first year (Chesnut 1997). In its second year, the 

church managed 190 new converts; however, the majority of these new members came from the 

bottom of Brazilôs social hierarchy and a lack of funds became a perennial issue for the AD. As 
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such, the congregation was often reliant on door-to-door bible sales for the rent on their church 

building. 

 Despite these early difficulties, the church grew quickly and steadily. David Stoll (1990) 

identifies several characteristics of the AD that allow it to survive and to flourish. First, the 

church was incredibly successful among rural Brazilians in the Northeast. The appeal of 

Pentecostalism to these Brazilians varies, but the region has a long history of messianic 

movements and charismatic religious leadership that has captured the hearts and minds of the 

poor and underprivileged. Additionally, the northeast of Brazil has historically been under-

industrialized ï immigrants from rural areas flooded urban centers as the consolidation of land 

holdings, fluctuating cash-crop prices, and environmental conditions led people in search of 

stable and secure livelihoods. The Assembléia de Deus capitalized on these processes by setting 

up chapels along migration routes, preaching a gospel that provided cures from common 

ñpathogens of poverty,ò and by promoting an ascetic lifestyle that facilitated immediate results 

(Chesnut 1997). On this point, Stoll (1990:108) writes: 

(T)he Assemblies learned to fish in the streams of rural-urban migration across 

Brazil. After starting churches in the towns, it extended them into the surrounding 

region and harvested bountifully from the migratory flow. Poor people felt at 

home in the informal, rhythmic services. When they went to strange cities, sister 

churches provided fictive kin and served as a referral agency. Assisted by a strict 

moral code and fervent exhortations to improve oneself, many poor members and 

their children were able to move upward in the social structure.  

 

In addition to these socioeconomic factors, the church became particularly popular because it 

was composed largely of a lay clergy that expected the participation and evangelization of all of 

its members. The participatory aspect of Pentecostalism (as compared to Catholicism) was an 

effective recruitment tool. Lay leadership positions, from Sunday school teacher and band/choir 

leader, to obreiros (volunteer support staff) and pastors, provided status in an alternative social 
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structure (compared to the low status that many members held in society), and the basic skills 

that were necessary for urban employment. Finally, the independence of Brazilôs Assembléia de 

Deus enabled the church to develop on its own terms. Due to weak support from Scandinavia 

(who granted the church full autonomy in 1932) and limited oversight from North American 

churches, the Brazilian Assembléia had to develop its own strategies and characteristics to 

survive, flourish, and be applicable to the Brazilians whom they wished to serve. According to 

Stoll (1990:109), ñwithout much in the way of subsidy from the United States, Brazilian pastors 

were forced to find enough believers to support themselves. That made them alert to responsive 

areas and led to considerable emphasis on the duty of believers to tithe.ò Moreover, the 

Apostolic faithôs ñstrict moral code and fervent exhortationsò was successful at increasing its 

membersô status and redirecting their economic/consumer energy from the rua back into the 

casa, and at ensuring that 10 percent of crentesô incomes were correctly distributed into the 

Lordôs coffers.  

 Though successful, the Assembléia de Deus of Brazil has suffered from internal discord 

and conflict. While the churchôs loose episcopal polity structure does allow for substantial 

congressional variation (e.g., manifestations of the Holy Spirit, leadership positions for women, 

etc.), it also permits these differences to become institutionalized to a degree that at times results 

in schisms and fracturing. The General Convention of the Assemblies of God of 

Brazil (CGADB) is the largest group of churches who identify as AD; they were formed in 1930 

as part of the official transfer of power from Swedish to autonomous Brazilian leadership. 

Between 1930 and the late 1980s, this group remained the de facto AD organization. In 1989, a 

ministério (i.e., diocese) located in Rio de Janeiro cited a leadership schism of pastors and broke 

with the convention, forming the Assembléias de Deus Ministério Madureira. Later, another 
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ministério in Rio de Janeiro became unhappy with church tenets (prohibitions on drinking, 

dancing) that they believed had no doctrinal basis and formed the Assembléia de Deus Betesda. 

Depending on local circumstances, these brands of the AD may be antagonistic towards one 

another and fight for converts from opposing street corners (e.g., Stoll 1990:110), or they may 

cooperate in ecumenical brotherhood. In his explanation about this complex relationship, the 

head pastor of the Ribeirão Preto congregation explained to me: ñI have people ask me all the 

time, what is the difference between the types of Assembléia? Medureira, Missão, Betesda?  

They are all the same. Itôs just names for different neighborhoods. We have some different 

traditions, customs. But so do different congregations within Missão. We are all brothers and 

sisters, united by Christ.ò   

AD Field Site 

 The main Assembléia de Deus building in Ribeirão Preto, known to members as Templo 

Sede (a play on words that means both ñheadquartersò and ñthirst,ò as in, ñthirst for the Holy 

Spiritò), is located not far from the main bus terminal. Situated in the solidly middle-class 

neighborhood of Vila Tibério, the church stands out among the cobble-stone streets, corner stores 

selling snacks and soft drinks, and modest, single family houses that line the maze-like networks 

of streets. The Assembléia church building is the largest in the area, and its stucco golden chalice 

that decorates all three stories of the building can be seen from blocks around, especially when it 

lights up the night by the churchôs bluish-purple lighting. Despite the neighborhoodôs proximity 

to the bus station, and the discount shopping district immediately surrounding it, Vila Tibério 

remains a safe place to live and raise families, and church members will drive, ride, and walk 

from around the city to attend the thrice weekly evening meetings.  
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5 Figure 3.1: Assembléia de Deus, Ribeirão Preto. Source: Fernando Braga 2010 

While each neighborhood in Ribeirão Preto has small Assembléia churches that are capable of 

holding roughly 100 parishioners, Templo Sede is the main (missão tradition) building and has a 

capacity that comfortably exceeds 500. The church is often filled to capacity during important 

holidays (e.g., Easter and Christmas), monthly Santa Ceias (Lordôs supper, similar to 

communion or sacrament), or quarterly baptisms. Typically, a dozen or so male pastors sit on a 

stage at the front of the sanctuary and they face the congregation. Many of these pastors are in 

unpaid positions, finding service as a calling rather than a profession (some of the pastors do find 

employment in business, medicine, teaching, and psychiatry). A 50-person orchestra, comprised 
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of a complete brass section, woodwinds such as flutes and saxophones, and a plethora of string 

instruments that include several guitarists, cellists, and a dozen violinists, flanks the pews to the 

left. The orchestra provides nearly all of the music despite the numerous and complex hymns and 

the youth of many of the musicians (the average age is about 21). To the right of the pews sit 

members of the choirs. The main choir consists of men and women of all ages. There is 

additionally a young womenôs choir that is made up of members who are less than 30 years of 

age, as well as teenager, and childrenôs choirs that are made up of even younger crentes.  

 Members often arrive in families and groups of friends or neighbors, greeting one another 

with ñO Paz do Senhor! (The Lordôs peace)ò Few arrive on time, as is typical in Brazil, and they 

trickle in for the first half hour after the official start of the meeting. For this reason, the first 30 

minutes of any 90 minute service is almost exclusively hymns, and songs performed by the 

various choir groups. Men, dressed in suits and collared shirts, and woman, in high heels and 

fashionable dressesðbut no jewelry (including earrings), kneel at the pew in personal prayer 

before taking their seat. Services fully begin when the elderly head pastor, Jorge Santana, leads 

the congregation in an opening prayer. Typically, a worship service consists of a pastor reading a 

passage of the bible while the congregation follows along; a series of hymns sung by the entire 

congregation, the choir, or individuals; a short period for placing tithes and donations in sacks 

carried by ushers; a reading of specific prayer requests which is immediately followed by an 

invocation; a sermon given by one of the pastors; a call to Christ during which members 

publically accept Jesus as their Savior; and the end with a closing prayer. After any culto (church 

service), members hang around the church entrance, conversing with one another. Pastors can be 

seen joking with young band members, women catch up on the latest gossip, and people make 

plans to meet up with one another later in the week.  
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 There is a decidedly familial atmosphere in this congregation and within its neighborhood 

satellite missions. Neophytes and visitors are quickly identified by door greeters and ushers and 

are welcomed by name in front of the entire congregation. Individuals are encouraged to 

participate within the churchðas obreiros, or members of the choir and bandðthereby 

producing some of the very religious goods that they consume as well. Members go out of their 

way to help one another. Prayer requests are read aloud, allowing for the congregation to be 

aware of hardships within the community, and to come to a memberôs aid if possible. For 

example, a group of eight young crentes, all in their 20s, decided on their own (as they did not 

know one another well prior to 

this decision) to learn 

Brazilian sign language so that 

they could serve as interpreters 

for the small but growing deaf 

membership within the church. 

In sum, the Assembléia of 

Ribeirão Preto functions as a 

fictive familial unit, in which 

individuals come together in 

worship and devotion, and work together to improve their religious experiences and the quality 

of each otherôs lives.   

Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus 

No Pentecostal congregation embodies the third-wave more so than Igreja Universal do 

Reino de Deus (IURD).  In fact, other than the Assembléia de Deus, no other Pentecostal church 

  Figure 3.2: AD congregation 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































