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Introduction

Maren Freudenberg and Astrid Reuter

Abstract This introduction briefly sketches the aims and scope of the present volume
before providing an overview of existing typologies of social forms in the sociology of reli-
gion and beyond and presenting the volume’s theoretical framework, which assumes (1) a
congruence between social forms and religious semantics, (2) a shift from organizational
to community structures in the religious field, and (3) a marked influence on the emer-
gence of particular social forms as a result of competition, both within the religious field
and on the border to other fields. The final section summarizes the main arguments of the
volume’s contributions against this theoretical backdrop.

Keywords  Social forms of religion, religious semantics, organization, group, market ex-
change, network, movement, church, sect, mysticism, cult

1. Aims and scope of the volume

The present volume sheds light on the various social forms Christianity in Eu-
rope and the Americas takes and has taken since the mid-20th century. It ex-
amines the religious, cultural, social, and historical context of diverse empir-
ical cases, from Charismatic Catholicism to Evangelicalism and Pentecostal-
ism, and asks how different social forms have contributed to the success or fail-
ure of the respective Christian communities. Social forms can be understood as
the ways in which people come together to shape social interaction. Religious
social forms are then the modes in which people congregate to structure as-
pects of their religious lives, such as religious practices or social practices that
are religiously motivated. Religious social forms include not only religious in-
teraction per se, as during a worship service or group prayer, but also the ‘back-
ground coordination’ that makes religious interaction possible, such as main-
taining a congregation or organizing an event. Social forms in this sense must
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be seen as ‘ideal types’ as Max Weber defined them (Weber 2012 [1904]). Ideal
types, in line with Weber, are concepts with an extremely high degree of ab-
straction. They do not exist in empirical reality in their ‘pure forms, nor do they
serve as a scheme to simply classify social complexity. Rather, they are points
of reference to which social phenomena are compared. They are heuristic tools:
by observing correspondences and divergences between real phenomena and
ideal types, we gain a better understanding of social and historical reality.

In this introduction, we begin by providing an overview of existing ty-
pologies of social forms in the sociology of religion and beyond (2.). Next, we
present the volume’s theoretical framework (3.), which assumes a congruence
between social forms and religious semantics, a shift from organizational to
community structures in the religious field, and a marked influence on the
emergence of particular social forms as a result of competition, both within
the religious field and on the border to other fields. The final section (4.)
summarizes the main arguments of the volume’s contributions against the
theoretical backdrop.

2. Typologies of social forms in the sociology of religion
and beyond

Various typologies of social forms exist in the sociology of religion (both its
German-speaking and anglophone variants) and beyond. In this section, we
provide a brief overview of central literature on the subject.

The older sociology of religion, in the form of Max Weber and, interacting
with and building on Weber’s work, Ernst Troeltsch, differentiates church, sect,
and mysticism as three main social forms of religion. Broadly speaking, mem-
bership in a church (as an ideal type, with Weber) is usually not based on a per-
sonal decision or vocation, as people are born into the religious community;
churches, as inclusive social forms, tend by and large to accommodate the val-
ues of majority society in order to retain adherents; expulsion is correspond-
ingly rare; leadership positions require specialized training and are renumer-
ated; church structures are hierarchical and bureaucratic, their practices tra-
ditional in the sense of being closely oriented towards liturgical rituals (Weber
2011 [1920; 1905]; Troeltsch 1931 [1912]). Membership in sects, on the other hand,
is voluntary; people elect to join the group in an act of conversion and are eli-
gible only through personal qualification, i.e., by adhering to strict behavioral
rules; sects, as exclusive social forms, correspondingly reject many values of
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majority society and are swift to punish transgressions with expulsion; lead-
ership requires no specialized training but a sense of calling and charisma,
structures are more flexible and practices less ritualistic (Weber 2011 [1920];
Troeltsch 1931 [1912]).

While Troeltsch expanded Weber’s types of church and sect, he added mys-
ticism as a separate social form to refer to the “insistence upon a direct inward
and present religious experience” which “takes for granted the objective forms
of religious life in worship, ritual, myth, and dogma” (Troeltsch 1931 [1912]: 730).
Although Troeltsch’s acknowledgment of individual spirituality as (potentially)
existing separately from organized, communal religion is highly important, we
argue that mysticism does not present a genuine social form in its own right,
as it designates an individual’s personal, inner religious experience instead of
amode of social interaction. It is only the act of relaying this personal experi-
ence verbally to another individual or a group that gives it a social dimension.
The conversion experience in Evangelicalism, Pentecostalism, or Charismatic
Catholicism is a fitting case in point: The individual convert typically accepts
Jesus “in her heart” as her personal savior before recounting the experience of
being saved to fellow believers. But the act of sharing the conversion experi-
ence with the group is crucial to gain legitimacy as a ‘true’ believer, as without
the confirmation of the group the experience is essentially worthless, atleast in
terms of socially integrating the individual believer in the larger collectivity of
the “saved”. Then again, it may also be the case that the group itself opens up the
space for conversion experiences in the first place. Thus, in many Pentecostal
or Charismatic groups, conversion experience — “baptism in the Spirit”, as it is
usually called - is prayed for together. The tension between religious individu-
alism and communal integration deserves deeper exploration in its own right
(cf. e.g. Hervieu-Léger 2007) and will not be elaborated on here for reasons of
scope. We wish to point out that, in our view, Troeltsch’s mysticism does not
qualify as a social form as lacks the dimension of social interaction. This does
not exclude, however, the possibility of mystic experiences shaping specific so-
cial forms of religion.

Weber’s and Troeltsch’s typology received appreciation and critique in
equal amounts over the past century. It has been labeled as Eurocentric and
too strongly molded on Christianity (cf. Dawson 2011 for an overview), and we
add to this the observation that their typology comprises generically religious so-
cial forms instead of a range of social forms which may or may not be religious
(such as the social form of organization, which may be religious or secular) (on
this point, cf. also Petzke/Tyrell 2011). These observations notwithstanding,
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various scholars of religion have expanded the typology in different ways since
its inception, the first being H. Richard Niebuhr, American historian and
theologian (2005 [1929]). In the attempt to apply Troeltsch’s typology, which
was derived from the European context, to the American religious landscape,
Niebuhr added denomination as an additional type to capture the internal
diversity of Christian traditions in the United States. The American sociologist
Howard Becker (1940), in turn, proposed an alternative that included the
types ecclesia, sect, denomination, and cult, while another American sociologist,
J. Milton Yinger, distinguished between universal church, ecclesia, denomination,
established sect, sect, and cult (Dawson 2011: 528-29). In both cases, inclusive-
ness decreases the further one moves from church to cult, but for Becker, the
denomination and cult are both sub-types of sects (with different degrees
of formalization). British sociologist Bryan Wilson (1970) offered a sevenfold
sub-typology of sects which includes the conversionist, revolutionist, introversionist,
manipulationist, thaumaturgical, reformist, and utopian types; each has a different
understanding of its role vis-a-vis majority religion and society. Along similar
lines, British sociologist Roy Wallis (2019) developed a threefold sub-typology
of cults that also denotes differing relationships to majority society: world-
affirming, world-rejecting, and world-accommodating cults. American sociologists
Rodney Stark and William S. Bainbridge (1985) distinguish between churches as
established forms, sects as schismatic forms, and cults as independent forms.
More recently, the term new religious movement (NRM) has increasingly become
a substitute expression for the term cult, because the latter was deemed too
pejorative for academic use due to its everyday connotations. However, NRM
as a term and category is also disputed, raising questions of how new NRMs
need to be to qualify as such and where the limits of what qualifies as religion
should be drawn (Cowan 2016; Fox 2010; Dawson 2008). Importantly for the
topic at hand, many of these (and other) expansions of Weber and Troeltsch’s
typologies look to degrees of organization, the dynamics of social or reli-
gious movements, and the role of communitizing forces, i.e. of deepening
interpersonal relations.

The Austrian-American sociologist Thomas Luckmann displays a very dif-
ferent understanding of the social forms of religion, namely as dependent on
the type of society in which a given religion develops. He argues that the social
forms that religions take correspond to wider, non-religious social structures.
In this regard, he distinguishes undifferentiated religion in “archaic” societies,
religion in “early high cultures”, religion in functionally differentiated soci-
eties, and privatized forms of religion in functionally specific, plural societies
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(Luckmann 2003). This approach islocated on a different scale, in terms of both
geographical and temporal scope, than the preceding typologies. Canadian so-
ciologist Peter Beyer follows a similarly global approach, yet his typology of the
social forms of religion is more closely aligned with organizational sociology.
He distinguishes between organized religion, politicized religion, social movement
religion, and communitarian/individualistic religion (Beyer 2003). This brings us
to newer approaches in the sociology of religion which partially draw from or-
ganizational sociology to distinguish between the social forms of organization,
group, market exchange, network, movement, and event, among others. This frame-
work is analytically situated on the meso-level of society, between micro-level
social interactions and macro-level societal change or stasis, and functions to
mediate between the micro and macro by way of coordinating and structuring
social activity.

This newer perspective on social forms also draws from classical sociology.
Social forms are subject to processes of Vergemeinschaftung (communitization,
or communal relationships) and Vergesellschaftung (societalization, or associa-
tive relationships) and may, in turn, participate in shaping these processes.
These terms were coined by Ferdinand Toénnies (1999 [1912]) and developed
further by Max Weber (2013 [1922]), who emphasized their procedural na-
ture, associating communitization with tradition, emotions, and personal
relations, and societalization with rationality, reflexivity, and objectified re-
lations. Particularly in his later works, Weber defined communitization as a
social relationship based on a subjective sense of solidarity and shared iden-
tity, and societalization as a social relationship focusing on pursuing shared
interests, emphasizing that all social relations contain elements of both (ibid.).
The corresponding social forms in which the dynamics of communitization
and societalization become manifest are (1) the group, defined by personal re-
lationships between members, relative stability and durability, shared norms
and values that forge a collective identity, and generalized reciprocity, and
(2) the organization, defined by fixed membership criteria, the purpose of
attaining specific goals, internal differentiation of tasks and responsibilities,
formalized participation procedures, and a hierarchical structure (Krech 2018;
Schlamelcher 2018; Liddeckens/Walthert 2018). Group and organization rep-
resent two ends of a continuum of social forms, with others — network, market
exchange, event, etc. — located between them.

German sociologists Volkhard Krech, Jens Schlamelcher, and Markus Hero
differentiate between group (or community), organization, and market exchange
as three main types of social forms as well as between movement and event as
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two sub-types (Krech et al. 2013). According to them, the group as the oldest ex-
isting social form is characterized by the personal inclusion of its members,
the close emotional bond between them, their collective identity and general
reciprocity to stabilize social relationships, its informal structures, and its re-
sulting limitations regarding growth. The organization, in contrast, includes
members based on their roles instead of their personalities, is characterized by
formal structures, and is able to make decisions regarding its programmatic
goals, structure, and staff via its personnel. As we elaborate in the next sec-
tion, the fact that organizational roles are taken on by ‘real people’, individuals
with their own personalities and preferences, presents a dilemma for organi-
zations, as their formalized, rational structures are confronted with individual
attitudes, opinions, and outlooks. While groups and organizations can exist for
an unlimited amount of time, Krech et al. argue, the market exchange is a tem-
porally limited social form that, like organizations and unlike groups, includes
exchange partners based on their roles not personalities, because the exchange
is a rational form of interaction. Social movements are constituted by both com-
munal and organizational coordination mechanisms: The former serve to inte-
grate members while the latter serve to propel the movement’s aims and goals
forward. Events, in turn, present a mix of market exchange and communitizing
ritual (Krech et al. 2013: 54-58).

A similar typology is offered by German sociologists Patrick Heiser and
Christian Ludwig (2014) in their volume on the transformation of social forms
of religion. In the introduction, they distinguish five social forms of religion:
religious organizations, which emerge from sects or charismatic movements and
coalesce into formal organizations through institutionalization and denom-
inalization; religious networks (including religious movements) with porous
boundaries and the ability to integrate various actors, roles, and identities
through communication via local and global channels; religious communitiza-
tion, or alternatively, individualized forms of religious community (akin to the
group discussed above); marketization as an exchange relationship between
individuals and groups based on both a cost/benefit rationale and commu-
nal norms and values; and eventization as a spatially, temporally, and socially
condensed form of communal religious experience which provides sensory
stimulation that goes beyond everyday impressions (ibid.: 6-10). Regarding
events, the authors draw from the extensive work of German sociologists
Winfried Gebhard, Ronald Hitzler, and associates (Gebhard et al. 2000; e.g.
Hitzler 2011; Hitzler et al. 2009; Gebhardt 2018).
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Interestingly, Ludwig and Heiser categorize movements as a sub-type of
networks instead of as a social form in its own right. In this sense, they some-
what parallel Krech et al.’s perspective on social movements as a type in be-
tween group and organization (on this, cf. also Roth/Rucht 2008). Social move-
ment theory has of course long become a distinct field of research in the social
sciences, and it is beyond the scope of this introduction to delve into it exten-
sively. As it has been integrated in the sociology of religion as a social form, reli-
gious social movements (a more general category than new religious movements,
briefly mentioned above) is defined as networks of groups and organizations
that establish a collective identity, frame a common goal, and mobilize avail-
able resources in order to bring about societal and/or political change that is
guided by transcendental aims (Kern/Pruisken 2018). Religion acts as a mobi-
lizing force in seeking to give rise to societal transformation in that it typically
provides the organizational structures necessary to coordinate action, the ide-
ological framework to sustain participants over longer periods of time, and the
resources to engage with the broader social environment it is situated within
(Williams 2003). In these broad definitions of movement as a social form in
the religious field, it becomes clear that social forms are first and foremost an-
alytical categories that help understand and organize empirical reality from a
sociological perspective. They do not exist in their ‘pure’ analytical form on the
ground; as we elaborate in the next section, while a given social form may be
dominant in a given religious context — such as the type organization is in the
Roman Catholic Church - other social forms are evident in the same empirical
case, such as group, movement, or event on different levels of the Catholic hier-
archy. Against the background of these debates about social forms of religion,
briefly sketched here, we will now outline the guiding questions and theoretical
ideas that we address in this volume.

3. Framework of the volume: Theoretical considerations on social
forms of religion

In this section, we propose three central arguments regarding social forms of
religion: (1) As traditionally structured religions — by which we mean hierar-
chical and bureaucratic organizations — are declining both in terms of mem-
bership and of public relevance, these same organizations are trying to inno-
vate and transform by strengthening community elements and downplaying
hierarchy and bureaucracy. This attempt at more community, less organiza-
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tion may be called the societalization of communitization (Vergesellschaftung
von Vergemeinschaftung). (2) This approach brings with it an approximation of
the social form of community with the core idea of giving power to the people,
i.e. empowering laypeople to voice their individual religious convictions and
shape their own religious practices. In other words, congruence is sought be-
tween the social structure of religion and its semantics: religion develops social
forms that correspond with its religious ideas, and these forms, in turn, struc-
ture religious interaction. (3) The aspect of competition thus has a crucial in-
fluence on the emergence and consolidation of social forms, as those religions
that are most successful influence others in terms of dominant social forms
and central semantics. In addition, competition plays a decisive role not only
within the religious field, but also on the borders between religion and other
social fields, such as between religion and economics, religion and health care,
religion and (pop)culture, or religion and education.

Let us discuss these three arguments in more detail now. Our fundamen-
tal assumption (basically drawn from Troeltsch) is that religions try to develop
social forms that correspond with their respective religious ideas (ideas of sal-
vation, a God-pleasing life, etc.). In other words: they seek congruence of reli-
gious semantics and social structure. This correspondence between semantics
and structure is not unique to social forms of religion, specifically. Social forms
of religion, however, tend to be characterized in a particular way by the respec-
tive religious self-logic. This can be exemplified by the social form of church: In
terms of the sociology of organization, the social form church can be described
as organization. However, churches are atypical organizations (cf. Petzke/Tyrell
2011), and in several respects: One aspect is that churches are organizations
that want to be more than organization. In terms of their religious ideas, they
picture themselves as e.g. a community of sisters and brothers, God-chosen
people, corpus Christi mysticum, etc.

Churches are thus hybrid social forms, characterized by a profound ten-
sion of community logics (motivated by religious ideals) and organizational
logics (strictly functional), in other words — and that brings us to our second
argument — by a tension between communitization and societalization. This
tension strengthens a paradox that all organizations (religious or not) have in
common: While the ideal type organization requires including members ac-
cording to their function, i.e. not as the individuals they are, the thus formally
excluded individual is nevertheless de facto present because roles and func-
tions are necessarily taken on and carried out by people. Consequently, against
their organizational logics, organizations ‘host’ people — with personalities, at-
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titudes, preferences, and so on. This paradox is particularly pronounced in reli-
gious organizations, atleastin Christian churches, for these claim to “call” every
single “soul” to salvation by belonging to the church as the individual person
they are.

Another aspect of the atypical character of churches as organizations is
that while non-religious organizations usually reduce contingency by making
decisions according to (ideal-typically) transparent formalized procedures, re-
ligious organizations, through sacralizing membership roles, leadership, and
the decision-making process itself, make contingency invisible. The responsi-
bility for decisions and decision-making procedures, for rituals, ethical princi-
ples, etc., is thus delegated to an authority beyond this world which is unavail-
able. It is precisely this mechanism that reduces the feeling of uncertainty and
helps cope with contingency.

Despite the tension between community logics and organizational logics
described above, organizations, including churches, may themselves be com-
munity-productive at the same time. As research on Mainline Protestantism
in the United States has shown, denominations have responded to their mas-
sive membership decline by launching top-down, community-building initia-
tives on the congregational level in the attempt to get more people involved
in local churches (Freudenberg 2018). Church organizations thus play a role
in implementing the program ‘more community, less organizatior’. Tensions
between the religiously regulative idea of community and the requirement of
the organization of this communality may also set religious change in motion.
Thus, the longing for ‘more community, less organization’ as well as the long-
ing for shared personal conversion experiences instead of rigid ritual practice
seems to be an isomorphic tendency of our times in the Christian field in the
Americas and, though less pronounced, in Europe. The Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America, the country’s second-largest Mainline denomination, for
instance, has exhibited a strong orientation toward the congregational auton-
omy and pronounced community culture so prevalent in American Evangeli-
calism (ibid.). As community logics increasingly spread and are embedded on
a societal scale, ‘more community’ seems to become a goal and ideal even for
highly societalized forms of religion, e.g. religious organizations. We therefore
suggest considering the societalization of communitization (Vergesellschaftung
von Vergemeinschaftung) as a central framework in contemporary global Chris-
tianity.

If we now look at the dynamics of social forms of religion in a given reli-
gious field (Bourdieu 1985;1987 [1971];1991 [1971]; Bourdieu/Saint Martin 1982),
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we must take into account that each religious field is composed of different re-
ligious ‘sub-fields’ (including e.g. the Catholic field, Protestant field, Christian
field, Islamic field, Jewish field, etc.). Both levels of the field are entangled, and
the dynamics of religious social forms within a sub-field (such as e.g. Catholi-
cism) must be analyzed in the context of the dynamics (of social forms) in the
broader religious field. This brings us back to our third argument regarding
social forms of religion: The competition between religions or denominations
or between religion and other social fields may lead either to the adoption of
successful social forms from competing (religious or non-religious) actors or
to their deliberate rejection with the aim of sharpening one’s own profile. What
is a given community’s position in the respective religious sub-field, in the
broader religious field, and in the structure of different social fields in relation
to each other? And what role does its dominant social form play in the process
of its positioning in the (sub-)field? If a given community fails, how might its
demise be connected to the ways in which its adherents organize(d) to practice
their faith? Religious or denominational competition is thus a decisive factor
in the emergence and consolidation of social forms of religion.

Clearly, social forms are communally productive. When individuals come
together to practice their faith, this creates and strengthens interpersonal re-
lationships and community ties. At the same time, different social forms create
different kinds of space for individual and collective religious experience and
values to emerge. Social forms enable individual religious experience, which
in Christianity requires communal grounding and validation to become legit-
imate and authentic. In this way, the tension between individual religion and
religious community is negotiated by way of different social forms. This vol-
ume’s case studies offer a range of empirical examples of the social forms to be
found in Christianity and are briefly introduced in the next section.

4, Qutline of the volume

The contributions bring together case studies that demonstrate the plurality
and dynamics of Christianity in Europe and the Americas, with a focus on its
(changing) social forms.

In The Four Phases of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal (1967-2017), Valérie
Aubourg focuses on the development of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal
in light of its changing relationship to Pentecostalism. While the first phase
(1967-1982) was characterized strongly by Pentecostal experience that entered
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Catholicism through grassroots religious communities, the second phase
(1982-1997) saw a routinization of charisma and a renewed emphasis on the
Catholic Church as an organization. In the third phase (1997-early 2000s),
the Charismatic Renewal sought renewed proximity to (neo-)Pentecostalism
by adopting experiential practices; the fourth stage (since the early 2000s) is
characterized by the continued adoption of typically Pentecostal elements over
and above the Charismatic Renewal in the strict sense and the ‘infiltratior’
of Charismatic-style elements into conventional Catholic practice. In terms
of social forms, Aubourg traces a shift from organization to group and net-
work, reflecting a larger process of adopting religious social forms to religious
individualization within the Catholic Church.

In ‘Catholic’ and ‘Charismatic’: Two Logics of Legitimization and the Negotiation
of Belonging in the German Catholic Charismatic Renewal, Hannah Griinenthal an-
alyzes this very tension between organization and network/group within the
German Catholic Charismatic Renewal (GCCR). Tracing the GCCR’s twofold
logic of legitimization — the ‘Catholic’ and the ‘Charismatic’ logic — she shows
which strategies are necessary for members to assert their position within two
very different contexts: recognizing hierarchy, structure, tradition, and the
doctrine of the Catholic Church, on the one hand, and emphasizing personal
religious experiences and the experience of the Holy Spirit, on the other. Or-
ganizational logics are at times at odds with network or group logics, meaning
that GCCR members require flexibility to adapt to a range of social forms to
maintain adherence to both the Catholic and the Charismatic world.

In “I am happy to be Catholic”: The Catholic Charismatic Renewal and the Dy-
namics of the Religious Field in Brazil, Astrid Reuter looks at ongoing changes
within Latin American Catholicism, namely in Brazil. She takes as her point
of departure the fact that Charismatic movements have experienced an unex-
pected boom in Brazilian Catholicism since the 1970s and increasingly since
the 1990s and interprets this growth as resulting from both the dynamics of the
religious field in Brazil as a whole and from the dynamics of the Catholic sub-
field. She argues that the rise of Pentecostalism since the 1950s and 1960s has
set in motion a previously unknown dynamic of competition which coincides
with converging religious beliefs and demands (beliefs in spiritual beings and
aspirations for personal spiritual experiences). Competition and convergence
are thus interconnected, which, Astrid Reuter argues, fosters a dynamic of
‘mimicry’ both in relation to the style of piety and to the religious social forms
that support this style.
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In Everyday Familialism in the Emmanuel Community, Samuel Dolbeau fo-
cuses on the family as the guiding model for social relations within Catholic
Charismatic communities in Europe, as becomes evident in the Emmanuel
Community. Here, familialism structures community life in various ways, in-
cluding not only day-to-day activities but also religious, political, and social
involvement in broader society. This serves to support recent Catholic initia-
tives on sexuality and gender issues. Members are involved in and committed
to the community to different degrees, from sporadic to full-time engagement,
which results in a range of social forms - from dyad and group to network
and organization — and a distinct gender regime influencing not only family
dynamics but also the perception of clerical roles. As the Emmanuel Commu-
nity is the largest Catholic Charismatic community in Europe, the dynamics
described by Samuel Dolbeau could point to future changes in the Catholic
Church as a whole.

In Capital of Closed Churches: Heritage Buildings as Social Entrepreneurship in
Quebec, Hillary Kaell highlights urban, historic churches that often also house
community organizations and run the danger of closing as resulting in com-
munity hubs as a new social form within North American Christianity. She ar-
gues that such hubs derive value from their location on the border of histor-
ically religious forms (heritage churches), economic forms (corporate invest-
ment), and the public sphere, drawing from a case study in inner-city Montreal
as an example. Showing that churches in decline are seizing the opportunity to
leverage tax-freeland as their primary asset, the chapter emphasizes social en-
trepreneurship as a key area where religion and market intersect: community
hubs are framed as a smart real estate investment for private investors with so-
cial purpose goals, while Christian property, supported by private investment,
becomes central to reinvigorating Christian influence in the public sphere.

In God Is Not at Church: Digitalization as Authentic Religious Practice in an
American Megachurch, Ariane Kovac investigates how digitalization has fun-
damentally transformed the organizational structure of Churchome, an
American Evangelical megachurch, and how the church justified this process
and incorporated it into its theology. She argues that Churchome uses its
digital approach to emphasize the ideal of communitization and to present
itself as an authentic and exciting organization. The resulting changes in
membership structure have led to a diversification of how members relate to
the church and an eventization of church life. In this way, Churchome is able
to counter internal and external criticism against megachurches per se and
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its move into the digital in particular. Kovac’s case study reveals the manifold
ways in which changing social forms influence religious semantics.

In Shapeshifting the Christian Right: The Moral Majority as a Faith-Based Organi-
zation and the Immanent Turn of Evangelicalism in the Late 20th Century, Sebastian
Schiiler looks at nonprofit organizations as a specific religious social form. The
author starts from the premise that religious movements would hardly sur-
vive or gain social and political influence without organizations. He illustrates
this assumption by using the Moral Majority as an example of how the Chris-
tian Right evolved from a loose network of church organizations into a politi-
cally successful movement by adopting new forms of organization. The Chris-
tian Right thus underwent an immanent turn, increasingly adapting its so-
cial forms and semantics to secular forms of organization and legal discourse.
With his contribution, Schiller sheds light on a somewhat hidden aspect of so-
cial forms of religion by expanding the understanding of this concept to the
social forms that allow religions to act efficiently in the political sphere. His
case study is right-wing American Christianity, but his approach could also be
applied to other religious settings.

In Social Forms in Neo-Pentecostal Prosperity Contexts: From Network to Market
Exchange, Maren Freudenberg discusses the various social forms that play a
role in prosperity theology. In these contexts, religious interaction and practice
is coordinated by way of groups, events, organizations, networks, movements,
and market exchanges, while the market exchange is a particularly salient so-
cial form due to its congruence with prosperity semantics. Freudenberg high-
lights that prosperity theologies teach that investment not only in one’s per-
sonal faith and one’s congregation, but also and importantly on the secular
market, will be rewarded by God, and that these semantics are mirrored on
a structural level by the market exchange as a form of transaction between two
parties. She concludes that because financial risk-taking and success on the
secular market are coded religiously as signs of depth of faith and divine grace,
the market exchange complements these core tenets by translating semantics
into structure.

In Pentecostal Social Engagement in Contemporary Guatemala, Virginia Gar-
rard discusses emerging social forms in the context of Pentecostal social
engagement in Central American Guatemala. Pentecostals in recent decades
have shifted from a hermeneutics of separation from the world to a stance
which embraces social and political participation, cohering into social forms
that emphasize collective mobilization and participation. As Garrard shows,
this development corresponds to a shifting emphasis on religious ideals and
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theologies that become self-reinforcing logics within the vertical and horizon-
tal networks of the church. Pastors build strong vertical patriarchal relations
with their congregants and purposefully encourage strong lateral networks
within “small groups” that strengthen group cohesion and the church as an in-
stitution. As these social relationships evolve, Garrard argues, they transform
the role of the church as an organization to one of increased, outward-facing
social action.

In Social Forms in Orthodox Christian Convert Communities in North America,
Sebastian Rimestad and Katherine Kelaidis examine conversion dynamics in
the Orthodox Church in North America, which is a refuge from liberalism and
perceived social relativism for many. Orthodox Christian convert communities
use various social forms in order to create this image of the Orthodox Church
asadivinely inspired counterculture, with the effect of challenging existing Or-
thodox Christian communities, who are often more concerned with ethnic and
cultural affiliation and wish to integrate into Western culture. The authors ar-
gue that this kind of individualization of North American Orthodoxy indicates
that hierarchical structures are becoming less important while community el-
ements are gaining in prevalence, suggesting a dynamic of societalization of
communitization.

In Forever Into Eternity: Social Forms of Religion in the Temple Wedding of The
Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints, Marie-Therese Mader introduces us
to the Mormon wedding ritual of the “sealing” ceremony at the temple to illus-
trate not only the profound significance of this event in the life of a Latter-day
Saint but also to highlight the dyad of the martial couple as well as processes
of religious communitization that occur during the ritual and its eventization
as important social forms of religion in present-day Mormonism. Through in-
terviews with long-married members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints, the largest branch of Mormonism, Mider retrospectively uncovers
the impact of the collectively experienced temple ceremony.

Insa Pruisken’s contribution Organizing ‘Private Religion’: Types of Gover-
nance in American Protestantism shifts the focus from empirical perspectives
to systematic considerations. Pruisken adds a governance perspective to the
social forms approach as we outline it in this introduction, discussing three
elementary mechanisms of governance forms (mutual observation, influ-
ence, and negotiation) and relating these to types of actors in the American
Protestant field, including individual believers, communities, congregations,
denominations, and special purpose groups. Building on constellations of
mutual negotiation, she then distinguishes six types of governance forms
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in American Protestantism —denominational regulation, democratic self-
governance, hierarchical self-governance, stakeholder guidance, competition,
and network governance — and discusses the role of organizations for what,
following Thomas Luckmann, she calls the “private form” of religion.
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The Four Phases of the Catholic
Charismatic Renewal (1967-2017)'

Valérie Aubourg

Abstract This article focuses on the Catholic Charismatic Renewal by looking at its de-
velopment from 1967 to the present day through the prism of its social forms in light of
its relationship to Pentecostalism. I identify four phases: the first (1967-1982) during
which the Pentecostal experience entered Catholicism and translated into the birth and
development of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal; followed by a phase of retreat into its
Catholic identity and ‘routinisation’ of charisma (1982-1997); then, in the third phase,

the Charismatic Renewal sought to find new impetus by moving closer to neo-Pentecostal
networks (since 1997); and, finally and simultaneously, a ‘post-charismatic’ stage (since
the early 2000s) corresponding to the wide introduction of typically Pentecostal elements
into Catholicism, over and above the Charismatic Renewal in the strict sense of the term.

Keywords Catholicism, Charismatic Renewal, Church, Evangelicalism, Pentecostal-
ism, Protestantism

1. Introduction

On June 3, 2017, the Charismatic Renewal celebrated its jubilee in Rome. Fifty
thousand pilgrims from 120 countries were gathered for the vigil of Pentecost.
The Circus Maximus was deliberately chosen over the Roman basilicas or Saint
Peter’s Square in order to accommodate the dozens of representatives of vari-
ous Christian churches invited for the occasion. They were seated on the plat-
form or in the front rows. Among them, Giovanni Traettino, pastor of the Evan-
gelical Church of Reconciliation in Caserta, spoke for about 15 minutes. Not-

1 This article is based on the book “Réveil Catholique. Emprunts évangéliques dans le
catholicisme” (Aubourg 2020).
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ing that 2017 was also the year of the sooth anniversary of the Reformation, he
stressed that “Catholics and Evangelicals share a similar experience of the Holy
Spirit”. He went on to cite the various papal initiatives that had fostered “an
unprecedented development” of relations with many pastors: “the visit to the
Evangelical Church of Reconciliation in Caserta, asking Italian Pentecostals
for forgiveness, the encouragement given to US pastors, and even this historic
Pentecostal meeting ... Since the election of Cardinal Bergoglio as pope, an-
other season has begun™. When Pope Francis’ turn at the microphone came, he
stressed the importance of interfaith relations: “Today Christian unity is more
urgent than ever [...] we desire to be a reconciled diversity™. The Pope went on
to preach conversion, a transformed life, and Baptism in the Holy Spirit.

This event provides an opportunity to look back at the history and devel-
opment of the Charismatic Renewal through the prism of its links with Pen-
tecostalism. As Pastor Traettino’s words suggest, this is a long-standing rela-
tionship, since the Catholic Charismatic movement has its origins in Pente-
costalism. Nevertheless, the Catholic Church was long suspicious of Catholic
Charismatics, many of whom distanced themselves from Pentecostalism. The
Roman event shows the extent to which the situation has changed.

In fifty years, the Charismatic Renewal has been through different phases,
different ‘seasons’, to take up the Italian pastor’s image, going from the open-
ing up of springtime to the retreat into the Catholic identity of wintertime. The
history of the Charismatic movement is generally divided into three major pe-
riods*: first, the blossoming years (1967-1982), during which the Pentecostal
experience entered Catholicism in the form of an initial ‘renewal’, followed by
a retreat into its Catholic identity (1982-1997). This second period led to its
routinization. In a bid to reassure the ecclesiastical institution, certain Pen-
tecostal practices were abandoned (demonic deliverance, resting in the spirit,
etc.), emotional expressions became less and less exuberant, prayer meetings
followed an increasingly repetitive format, turning into real paraliturgical as-
semblies. Finally, a period of rapprochement with the neo-Pentecostals fol-
lowed with the aim of reviving the Renewal (since 1997). To this, I will add a

2 Pastor Traettino’s statement, Rome, June 3, 2017, personal notes.
3 Pope’s statement, Rome, June 3, 2017, personal notes.
4 In North America as in Europe, the number of years allocated to each period varies

by country and by observer (in Quebec, for example, C6té and Zylberberg date the
second period from 1974 to 1978, and the third from 1978 to 1982), but the substance
of each phase is comparable.
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fourth so-called ‘post-charismatic’ phase which corresponds to the introduc-
tion of typically Pentecostal elements into Catholicism outside of the Charis-
matic Renewal sensu stricto.

Since its birth, the Charismatic Renewal has taken the form of prayer
groups and communities. We are dealing with believers who emphasize the
Holy Spirit so that they, and through them, the world they live in, can be
transformed. However, Jean-René Bertrand and Colette Muller note that the
social forms of this current “are so different, it is difficult to provide a complete
diagnosis and classify this whole variety of communities. Each one is active
in its own way, spreads the evangelical message according to its ways of living
and engaging, most often within the known ecclesiastical structures of the
movements, the parish, the diocese, but also sometimes within the wider
society in which members are involved, investing of their time and energy”
(Bertrand/Muller 2004: 225). ° As also underlined by Martine Cohen “at first
the Charismatic Renewal was not a movement of social reconquest under-
taken in the name of a Catholicism that saw itself as homogeneous. Rather, it
was a kind of religious explosion whose social manifestations quickly became
distinct” (Cohen 1986: 66). In France, when the Catholic Charismatic Renewal
was born, the social form that dominated in the Catholic Church was that of
activists invested in society, like “the salt in the dough” of the earth (Matthew
5:13-16). They were grouped around age or social classes: children, young farm-
ers, workers, health professionals, pensioners, etc. In contrast, Charismatic
activism brought together lay persons, ordained individuals, youths, families,
workers, and senior executives around praying.

The first two phases have been widely documented in North America
(Csordas 1995; Coté/Zylberberg 1990; Ciciliot 2019), in Italy (Pace 2020), and
in France (Landron 2004, Pina 2001; Cohen/Champion 1993). We have bene-
fitted from precise surveys in which several researchers have described one
or several aspects of the Charismatic Renewal: healing (Charuty 1987), prayer
assemblies (Parasie 2005), glossolalia (Aubourg 2014), prophecy (McGuire,
1977), the exercise of authority (Plet 1990), its meaning and significance (Vetd
2012), etc. We have also benefitted from quantitative studies which estimate
there were 119 million charismatic Catholics in the world twenty years ago
(Barrett/Johnson 2005). They show how the Renewal grew rapidly during its
first twenty years, corresponding to the first stage of its development (the
focus of the first part of this article) and the beginning of the second (the

5 All translations by the author unless indicated otherwise.
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focus of the second part), before seeing a decline in the Western countries.
In response, interdenominational initiatives were taken to revive religious
enthusiasm. These will be presented in the third part of this article. Finally, I
will conclude by showing how groups and parishes describing themselves as
completely foreign to the Charismatic Renewal are now taking up Pentecostal
practices (Aubourg 2020), demonstrating a certain “evangelicalization” of
Christianity (Willaime 2011: 346). Throughout this paper, I will draw on data
mainly from Europe (France and Italy) and North America.

2. Birth and development of the Charismatic Renewal

In January 1967, four lay teachers and students from Duquesne University in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, experienced “baptism in the Holy Spirit” among a
group of Episcopal Pentecostals.

This experience quickly spread to student circles at the University of Notre-
Dame du Lac in South Bend, Indiana, the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor,
and the Franciscan University of Steubenville, Ohio. It then extended beyond
the academic world through the creation of prayer groups in traditional
parishes. In 1973, there were 855 prayer groups in the United States and 65
in Canada. 200.000 people had joined the movement in 1972, and 670.000
in 1976 (Barrett 1982). Edward Denis O’Connor’s estimations arrive at a lower
number. According to him, an American priest and theologian, by June 1974,
100.000 people had joined the movement in North America (O’Connor 1975:
19). The movement simultaneously traveled abroad, beginning with Anglo-
Saxon countries. There were prayer groups in 13 countries in 1969, in 25 coun-
tries in 1970, and in 93 countries by 1975. In less than ten years, the movement
had become established on all continents. In regions such as Africa, it was so
successful that it led the Jesuit anthropologist Meinrad Hegba to speak of a
“veritable tidal wave” (Hegba 1995: 67).

The Catholic Charismatic Renewal spread in a relatively spontaneous
manner, thanks to laypersons, priests, or monks and nuns who discovered the
movement whilst visiting the United States and then introduced it to their
home countries. It also spread through American Charismatics who promoted
it during their travels abroad. Finally, some groups that were initially formed
outside the Catholic Charismatic Renewal subsequently joined it. The Charis-
matic Renewal included a very wide range of individuals all over the world who
occasionally took part in various groups and activities: prayer assemblies, con-
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ferences, conventions, spiritual retreats, evangelization schools, publishing
houses, new communities, etc.

The first phase of this Catholic Pentecostalism was characterized by “in-
dividual entrepreneurship and sacred effervescence” (Coté/Zylbergberg 1990:
84). It translated into a profusion of highly diverse prayer groups, several of
which gave birth to so-called new communities: in the United States, The Word
of God (1969); in France, LEmmanuel (1972; cf. Dolbeaw’s chapter in this vol-
ume), Le Chemin Neuf (1973), La Théophanie (1972), Le Pain de Vie (1976), Le
Puits de Jacob (1977) etc. Prayer groups and communities organized regular
joint gatherings fostering relations between Catholics and Pentecostals. This
social form was directly inherited from Pentecostalism and, more broadly, the
Evangelical tradition of camp meetings (large revival conventions held in the
18th century).

Charismatic entities borrowed from Pentecostalism its emphasis on con-
version (or reconversion), the proclamation of the Gospel, the experience of
“baptism in the Holy Spirit”, and the charismatic manifestations that are be-
lieved to flow from it (healing, glossolalia, prophecy).

Charismatic prayers were mainly prayers of praise, with an emphasis onre-
ligious emotions, real-life testimonies, and spontaneous expressions of faith.
The body played a central part through rhythmic chants, dancing, and many
gestures and postures such as clapping hands. This type of prayer attracted in-
dividuals in search of all kinds of divine favor, including healing, fertility, and
marital success.

Apart from Pentecostal practices and beliefs, most of the communities
emerging from the Charismatic Renewal adopted a strict orthopraxy char-
acteristic of Evangelical circles: strong condemnation of behavior deemed
immoral, such as adultery, prohibition of drinking and smoking, wariness of
music (particularly rock music), a ban on gambling, as well as a condemnation
of yoga, divinatory astrology, and spiritism. Proof of the condemnation of this
type of practice in France can readily be found in the many books sold in Evan-
gelical libraries. Authors bear witness to the way in which they categorically
renounced astrology, New Age, esotericism, etc. (cf. Doerin/Von Der Wense
2009; Beekmann 1998; Foucart 2015).

Going beyond the strictly religious sphere, the changes linked to the expe-
rience of “baptism in the Holy Spirit” had to involve the whole life of a Catholic
convert: from one’s social relations through one’s daily attitude to one’s rep-
resentation of society. This ethical dimension also affected gender relations:
not only did women wear skirts and men grew beards, but male authority
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was ascribed to greater value. There was a strong distinction between male
and female roles. The maternal function was highly valorized and charismatic
women usually had more children than their fellow countrywomen and often
chose to stay at home to raise them. They followed an ethic that placed mis-
trust of ostentatious attitudes over their bodies: hardly any make-up, tattoos,
perfume, eccentric hairstyles, bare shoulders, visible knees, or tight-fitting
clothes. However, the Charismatic Movement (like Pentecostalism) did its
best to simultaneously endorse the symbolic advantages of male domination
(in terms of both ethics and confessional practice) and promote the female
virtues expounded by a theology that encouraged emotions (Malogne-Fer/Fer
2015:13).

Nevertheless, while appropriating the major features of Pentecostalism,
Charismatics retained their Catholic identity: they defended Catholic doc-
trine, attended parish services regularly, and respected the Church hierarchy.
Distancing themselves from political issues and the progressivism of their
Catholic coreligionists, Charismatics preferred to revive traditional prac-
tices abandoned in the post-conciliar years: recitation of the rosary, Marian
pilgrimages, individual confession, prostration, adoration of the Blessed
Sacrament, etc. From the point of view of their ecclesiastical integration, even
if the new communities’ way of life was similar to that of religious orders
(vow of obedience, sharing of goods, daily life punctuated by the recitation
of offices), Charismatic communities enjoyed the status of “associations of
the faithful” (private or public) and were placed under the authority of the
bishop of the diocese where they were set up. Some of them were subsequently
recognized as international associations directly linked to the Dicastery for
the Laity, Family, and Life, while others set up clerical associations of pontifical
right. Since 1993, the Bishops’ Conference of France has done an inventory of
Charismatic communities and distinguished between several types of com-
munities based on how they are organized and work and, secondarily, on their
activities (Bertrand/Muller 2004).

The Charismatic Renewal was born in a church that was grappling with
the effects of Vatican II. Indeed, the Council introduced reforms whose effects
were perceptible in the birth of the Charismatic Renewal, such as opening up to
other Christian denominations, the importance given to lay persons, and the
renewal of the liturgy. In France, it was a continuation of the post-1968 counter-
cultural protest movement. In this favorable context, the Renewal represented
a form of social and religious protest. It challenged a Catholicism that was per-
ceived to have become too prosaic, too aligned with the norms of global society,
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having eliminated all wonder and sensitive emotions from one’s personal en-
gagement and from the liturgy (Cohen/Champion 1993: 79). However, unlike in
Pentecostalism, at that point, the protest occurred within the Church since the
groups that belonged to this movement remained faithful to Rome.

The Catholic Church's view of the Renewal was largely skeptical, if not neg-
ative. The important role given to the laity in running the movement and their
claim that they acted directly under the influence of the Holy Spirit made them
uncontrollable in the eyes of some in the hierarchy. The Charismatic Renewal
was viewed critically because of its tendency towards an emotional Christian-
ity that seemed to devalue engagement in society, and because of the perceived
arrogance of these new converts who presented themselves as the future of the
Church.

Even though, unlike Pentecostal converts, Catholic Charismatics did not
abandon the pews of the Church and did not break with their “lineage of believ-
ers” (Hervieu-Léger 1999), they nevertheless went through a process of individ-
ualization of their religious experience. This phenomenon manifested in the
emergence of “elective fraternities” made up of Renewal prayer groups and the
new communities. Indeed, their adherence to these groups represented a per-
sonal choice that emancipated them from the communities they belonged to,
particularly their parishes. These voluntary affiliations further changed their
relations with their family circles.

But over time, contrary to what the religious authorities feared, the
Catholic Charismatics became integrated into the Church. The Jesuit theolo-
gian Sullivan even noted the opposite trend: “On the contrary, the evidence
suggests that their Pentecostal experience turned Catholics into more faith-
ful participants in the life of the Church” (Sullivan 1988: 87). This fidelity to
the Catholic Church explains the fact that, after being called “Catholic Pente-
costalism”, “neo-Pentecostalism”, or the “Pentecostal movement in the Church’
(O'Connor 1975: 18), the movement was finally referred to as the “Charismatic
Renewal” and, soon after, the “Renewal”. It also explains the fact that sev-
eral church leaders gradually began to look favorably upon the Charismatic
movement and give it their support. On May 18 and 19, 1975, on the feast
of Pentecost, 12.000 people from more than 60 countries took part in the
third international Catholic Charismatic Renewal conference in Rome, where
Pope Paul VI asked them this question: “How could this Renewal not be an
opportunity for the Church and for the world? And how, in this case, could we
not do everything possible to ensure that it remains so?” (La Documentation
catholique 1975: 562). By calling the Renewal an “opportunity”, the Pope not
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only offered the Charismatic Movement the legitimacy it hoped for, but he
also encouraged the development of this “new spring for the Church’. This
event illustrates the opening up to Pentecostalism, but also the institutional
assertion of control over the Charismatic Renewal. Pauline C6té and Jacques
Zylberberg underline these two aspects: a “Protestant expansion and accul-
turation”’, on the one hand, and the beginning of an exogenous control closely
interwoven with the endogenous structuring of the Charismatic Renewal, on
the other (C6té/Zylberberg 1990: 83-84). The years that followed, and especially
the 1980s, would be particularly marked by this second aspect: its integration
into the Catholic matrix.

3. Retreat into Catholic identity

The 1980s represent a second stage in the development of the Renewal. After
a difficult start between the Charismatic Movement and the Catholic Church,
relations became easier. As Christine Pina points out, these pacified relations
were “proof of a twofold movement whereby the Renewal mellowed and the
Catholic Church adopted a more moderate stance as it wished to both make
use of the vigor and mobilizing potential of this current and permanently
anchor the Renewal in the universal Church by lessening its protest-oriented
aspect” (Pina 2001: 29). It is true that some of the Renewal’s innovations were
“potentially destabilizing for the institutional system” (Cohen 1990: 144). Thus,
in order to become less marginal and at the same time reassure the Church, the
Charismatic Movement made a number of pledges to the Roman institution,
namely that it would use emblematic figures (saints, mystics, popes), reappro-
priate the history of the ecclesiastical tradition and bring back devotions that
had fallen out of favor. Pentecostal practices were either abandoned or trans-
formed. Prophecies — particularly those related to the end times — became
rare. There were fewer and less visible healings. Their conception changed to
“conversion” or “inner healing”. The ecclesiastical institution, which sought to
regulate charismatic practices, issued warnings about them. In particular, the
Church issued recommendations concerning certain practices such as exor-
cism, which it reserved for priests, or “resting in the Spirit”, which it banned.
According to Martine Cohen, this evolution led these Charismatic practices
to become markedly less spectacular (Cohen 1986: 69). Delivery practices, for
example, became more cautious. The Dominican Jean-Claude Sagne, an exor-
cist in the diocese of Lyon and a member of a charismatic Community, urged
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believers to be wary of “grand, noisy, and violent displays” and instead favor
“detachment, silence, and adoration”. He emphasized “discernment”, which
aimed to distinguish mental disorders from supernatural elements (Sagne
1994: 124). As for the idea of conversion associated with "baptism in the Holy
Spirit”, this was euphemized: groups such as the Emmanuel community re-
placed it with the term “outpouring of the Spirit” to clearly distinguish it from
the Pentecostal experience. Prayer meetings became increasingly repetitive in
format. In several French prayer groups, it was noted how, over time, these
meetings turned into real paraliturgical assemblies. It was therefore clear that
a process of “routinization of charisma” (Weber 1947) was at work.

The regulation of the Charismatic Renewal was attended by a restructuring
of the movement. The Catholic charismatic landscape was organized around
two main types of religious groupings: communities, on the one hand, and
prayer groups, on the other. The communities themselves were subdivided into
three categories: firstly, there were covenant communities, which brought to-
gether individuals that continued to be part of working life and civil society,
including those who had taken vows. Then there were life communities, which
brought all categories of people together in one place in order to engage in
contemplative forms of prayer while observing rules of life similar to those
of monasteries. Finally, a third category included mixed forms, that is, house-
holds that followed various rules and groups that met periodically to pray, for
example (Bertrand/Muller 2004).

The communities were more visible, and their organization was more for-
mal than that of the prayer groups. In most communities, irrespective of their
specific social form, members made a solemn commitment, were subject to
the obligations imposed by a code of conduct, and rendered mutual services. In
these communities, the founder played a key role. The members of these com-
munities were generally younger than those of the prayer groups and their in-
volvement within the community was more restrictive than in a simple prayer
group.

On the other hand, in prayer groups, the leader — called a “shepherd” —
did not play a major part. This second type of assembly did not require inten-
sive commitment from its members. However, even if their membership was
more fluid and mobile, prayer groups made the effort to structure themselves
by setting up national coordination bodies. In France they took the name Fra-
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ternité Pentecdte (‘Pentecostal Fraternity’).® Local Renewal delegates were ap-
pointed with the aim of “establishing dependence on the Bishop”. An “ecclesi-
astical subsystem” was thus set up (C6té/Zylberberg 1990: 85).

This institutional evolution of the Charismatic Renewal was criticized by
Protestants, who also noted that the movement had clearly distanced itself
from ecumenism. “With a few exceptions, it was always the Protestants who
took the initiative of organizing major interdenominational meetings. The
Catholic authorities kept encouraging the charismatics of their denomina-
tions to organize themselves and invite their leaders to Rome”, notes Olivier
Landron (2004: 251). As Valentina Ciciliot has shown in her study on the
relations between Catholic Charismatics and other US Christian groups in
the late 1960s and 1970s, “the abundant interconnections between Catholic
charismatic and Protestant leaders were put in the background, if not partially
censored, for the sake of acknowledgement and acceptance” (Ciciliot 2021: 2).

In North America, the Charismatic Renewal predominantly involved mid-
dle and upper classes. In France, it also appealed to marginalized populations
(homeless people, patients of psychiatric hospitals, backpackers, former drug
addicts, conscientious objectors). It offered weekly meetings with a friendly
atmosphere, helped by the norms of behavior implicitly prescribed in these as-
semblies: they called each other by their first names, used informal forms of ad-
dress, kissed upon arriving and leaving, and did not make any mention of their
professions... All these elements marked the fact that they belonged to a mi-
crosociety founded on a familial metaphor that erased the differences of gen-
eration and position within the social hierarchy. Furthermore, prayer groups
and regional gatherings enabled followers to form relationships of friendship
and mutual aid outside their families and professional circles (Charuty 1990:
75). This created a sense of psychological security and personal reassurance.

As for the new communities, they were characterized by the fact that they
encouraged relations of solidarity rather than competition between members.
They distanced themselves from modern societies’ conception of social ties
centered on individual will. This solidarity may be interpreted as an attempt
to counteract the fragmentation experienced by societies in modernity. From

6 Founded in 1976, the group was initially made up of representatives of Charismatic
communities and two representatives of prayer groups. Since 1988, it has brought to-
gether 23 individuals in charge of coordinating prayer groups not affiliated to com-
munities. There are currently 1200 groups linked to this body, which is advised by a
priest.
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a sociographic perspective, the leaders of these Catholic communities were
able to gather around them a number of followers who were sufficiently
motivated and stable (they were in general better equipped culturally than
prayer group members) to implement their innovations. That is why most
founders belonged to the bourgeoisie or middle classes (Landron 2004: 85;
Cohen 1990: 144).

In terms of the governance of the Renewal, Ralph Martin had set up a first
International Communications Office (ICO) in Ann Arbor, USA, in 1972. Ea-
ger to strengthen the link between this entity and the Catholic authorities,
in 1976, Cardinal Suenens transferred the ICO to the Bishopric of Mechelen-
Brussels and, in 1978, changed it into the International Catholic Charismatic
Renewal Office (ICCRO). The 1980s saw the institutionalization of this office
and the consolidation of its links with the Roman authorities. It first moved to
Rome in 1981, and finally to the Vatican in 1985. In 1993, the Pontifical Coun-
cil for the Laity granted it pontifical recognition (i.e. approval of its statutes as
an international service organization), and its name was changed to Interna-
tional Catholic Charismatic Renewal Services (ICCRS), thus emphasizing that
it was a pastoral ministry service rather than merely an administrative office.
The organization’s aim was to promote relations between Catholic Charismatic
entities and liaise with the Holy See.”

Throughout his pontificate (1978-2005), John Paul II gave his constant
firm support to the Charismatic Renewal. The Polish Pope saw the movement’s
evangelizing potential and stressed its capacity to promote Christianity in
societies “without God”® “infected by materialism™. He interpreted the move-
ment as “risposta provvidenziale” (‘providential response’) to secularization.®
However, although he encouraged it, Pope John Paul II constantly reminded
the Charismatic Renewal of “the importance of being rooted in that Catholic

» 11

unity of faith and charity which finds its visible center in the See of Peter”.

7 Cf. https://dev-iccrswp.daysocommunications.com/wp-content/uploads/ICCRS-STAT
UTES_EnOFFICIAL.pdf.

8 https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1998/may/documents/hf_j
p-ii_spe_19980530_riflessioni.html.

9 https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/speeches/1986/november/documents
[hf_jp-ii_spe_19861115_rinnovamento-spirito.html.

10 Cf https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1998/may/documents/
hf_jp-ii_spe_19980530_riflessioni.html.

11 https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1981/may/documents/hf_j
p-ii_spe_19810507_rinnovamento-carismatico.html.
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He entrusted the leaders of the Charismatic Movement with “the primary task
of safeguarding the Catholic identity of charismatic communities”."”

The following two decades saw the continuation of the process of the
Charismatic Movement’s integration into Catholicism. New communities
would increasingly take their place within the Church as they were entrusted
with parishes, abbeys, and ecclesiastical responsibilities. Thus, several bish-
ops came directly from within their ranks: Michel Santier (Créteil) founded
“Réjouis-Toi” (‘Rejoice); Msgr. Dominique Rey (Toulon), Msgr. Guy de Kérimel
(Grenoble), and Msgr. Yves Le Saux (Le Mans) were members of the Emmanuel
Community. At the same time, however, another trend was emerging that

sought to turn the tide.

4. The Charismatic Renewal’s neo-Pentecostal reload

A third period began in the 1990s and continued into the 2000s. The Renewal’s
members were getting older, and the number of its prayer groups was begin-
ning to decrease (Barrett/Johnson 2005).”* However, there was a new impetus
under the influence of the Pentecostal “third wave” which emphasized the
power of a Holy Spirit that was supposed to manifest itself more strongly

"4 and deliverances from demonic

through “signs, wonders, healings, miracles
entities. New initiatives, taken from the fringes of the Catholic Renewal,
reactivated Pentecostal-Charismatic emotions. They led to a transdenomina-
tional effervescence which the ecclesiastical institution struggled to control.
In France, the Bishops’ Conference devoted a seminar (in May 2009) and a
book to this subject (CEF 2010). With the Toronto Blessing — a Canadian neo-
Pentecostal movement which came to France in late 1997 — old Charismatic
practices were updated, and new bodily phenomena promoted: resting in the
Spirit, prolonged laughter, crying out, and even animal-like behavior (Poloma
2003). These phenomena occurred mainly during large group meetings or-
ganized by various Christian churches (Catholic, Protestant, Evangelical,

12 https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1998/october/documents/
hf_jp-ii_spe_19981030_carismatici.html.

13 Thisslowing down, particularly noticeable in North America and Europe, did not pre-
vent the Catholic Charismatic Movement from continuing to grow in Latin America
and Africa.

14 http://www.laguerison.org/presentation/vision.
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Valérie Aubourg: The Four Phases of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal (1967-2017)

Pentecostal), such as the “Embrase nos cceurs” (‘Fire up our hearts’) confer-
ences (since 1996) as well as gatherings at the Charlety Stadium in Paris (1998)
and in Villefranche-sur-Sadne (1998). Groups and entities bringing together
Charismatics from different denominations were then set up.

Beginning in 1997, the Burning Bush initiative started by Kim Kollins
spread throughout the Italian Renewal and then, in the course 0f 1999, in Eu-
rope, as it sought to achieve three goals: Christian unity, evangelization, and
the renewal of the Church. The following year the interdenominational associ-
ation ‘Intercession France’ was created, which encouraged fasting and praying
for France. At the same time, the movement Dans la Gloire (‘In the Glory’) was
introduced in France by Deborah Kendrick, a disciple of Ruth Ward Heflin.
Beginning in 2002, there was a symbiosis between the intercessory networks,
the Toronto Blessing, the annual Embrase nos coeurs-conventions, and the
promotion of evangelization between Christians of different denominations
(Chieux 2010: 65). The new way of conducting a prayer assembly, focusing
on healing and praising, was gaining widespread acceptance, although there
were still significant reservations. The healing practices prompted the Catholic
Church to react by publishing, in 2000, Instruction on Prayers to Obtain Healing
from God, a text written by Cardinal Ratzinger, Prefect of the ‘Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith’.””

All these new practices and initiatives brought together preachers working
within interdenominational networks. The association called Paris tout est
possible (‘Paris, everything is possible), established by Pastor Carlos Payan, is
a good example. It set up training courses, prayer meetings, and evangeliza-
tion days which focused on three areas: “Unity, Unction, Healing”."® Another
example is the healing methods introduced in Lyons, which brought together
Catholic and Evangelical Charismatics in healing rooms and for monthly
Miracles and Healing evenings. These initiatives were supported by the Con-
sultation Charismatique (Ecuménique Lyonnaise (CCOL) (‘Lyon Ecumenical
Charismatic Consultatior’), whose activities were also part of the “third wave”
movement. In 2004, this Lyons-based association began holding small inter-
cession meetings for the city every month, as well as larger evening events
every three months. The latter would begin with a long session of worship in

15 Cf. https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfa
ith_doc_20001123_istruzione_fr.html.

16 Unité Onction Guérison (“Unity, unction, healing”), a pamphlet written by Pierre Cranga
2004. Flyer quoted by Chieux 2010: 71-72.
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the neo-Pentecostal style and be followed by a dual Catholic and Evangelical
sermon. Neo-Pentecostalism, also known as third-wave Pentecostalism or
the neo-Charismatic Movement, is characterized by the promotion of ex-
traordinary divine manifestations under the effect of “power evangelism”. A
greater variety of spiritual experiences was encouraged: uncontrollable laugh-
ter, intense sobbing, screaming and roaring, shaking, falling to the ground,
showers of gold confetti, etc. Miracles, healings, and deliverances were already
observed in “classical” Pentecostalism and the Catholic Charismatic Renewal,
but the various movements that made up the “third wave” (Freston 1995) ac-
centuated their importance. Their theology was accompanied by a particular
emphasis on spiritual struggle, giving rise to new religious notions such as
“spiritual warfare”, “spiritual mapping”, and prosperity theology (Coleman
2000).

Aside from the prayer groups and new communities whose members were
partly active in these networks, this new Charismatic impulse went far beyond
the Catholic Renewal: it involved the wider Evangelical Movement. In some
contexts, the term Charismatic even went as far as to designate an interdenom-
inational (and even transdenominational) movement that no longer referred to
the ‘borders of institutions’ (Gonzalez 2014).

In terms of social forms, there was the novelty that those who participated
in this movement did not seek to form interpersonal relationships that were
likely to extend beyond the worship setting. Studies conducted among those
who attended (Aubourg 2020) show that people came primarily in search of
answers to personal or family needs (healing, well-being, resolving a difficulty,
spiritual recharge). They would be re-energized by these collective meetings
but then return to their homes as if nothing had happened. The prayer evening,
prayer meeting, or Sunday’s Eucharist service did not lead to the creation of
new social ties. The attitude of these laypeople seemed in a sense more con-
sumerist (ibid.). That said, these same individuals could belong to another
Catholic group (Scouts, Itinéraires Ignatiens, family ministries, Equipes Notre
Dame, etc.), where they developed close and sustained relationships. Their
engagement with these groups sometimes reflected a high level of integration
in the church institution. In other words, the difference from the Charismatic
Renewal (in its initial and then routinized form) lay in the fact that the par-
ticipants in the groups that were studied (“third wave”) no longer combined
spiritual regeneration with building community ties within the same entity.

Furthermore, there was a significant difference in the formation of each of
these groups. Whilst in its early stages the Charismatic Renewal was character-
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ized by a mix of social backgrounds, the Miracles and Healings events reached
primarily individuals of modest means and believers from immigrant back-
grounds (ibid.).

5. Towards a ‘Post-Charismatic’ period?

While the Charismatic Renewal corresponds to a church movement identified
as such, many Evangelical and Pentecostal elements have spread within the
Catholic Church beyond its Charismatic section. They have ‘infiltrated’, as it
were, the parish as the basic social form of traditional Catholicism.

They take the form of prayer groups, healing assemblies, training courses,
individualized arrangements, musical aids, books, body techniques, objects,
etc. As noted by Henri Couraye, “a certain charismatic sensibility in the
broadest sense has reached the Church by capillary action, without all the
faithful always being aware of it” (Couraye 2011: 38). This includes, for example,
the Mothers’ Prayer Groups founded by the English Charismatic Veronica
Williams (Williams 2004),"” which brings women together for weekly prayer
sessions (Aubourg 2016). Unlike Renewal prayer groups, there are no charisms
and prayers are extremely formalistic. As certain gestures could look incon-
gruous and surprising in a European cultural context (raised, clasped, or open
hands), aspects that could threaten the respectability of the groups’ members
the most have been discarded. Nevertheless, Pentecostal features are still
evident in several practices. Firstly, these meetings encourage spontaneous
prayer and emphasize praise. When a biblical text is looked at, there are no
theological discussions, but rather commentaries based on the participants’
experiences and feelings. Secondly, as with Pentecostal-Charismatic circles,
the rhetoric of salvation is favored and the proclamation “Jesus Christ is Lord
and Savior” is at the heart of the message contained in prayers. Thirdly, the
entity of the devil has been reintroduced. This phenomenon has been amply
demonstrated in extra-European societies: in Africa, the Mascarene Islands
(Boutter 2002), and South America (Boyer 1996). It is worth stressing the extent
to which conceptions of Satan have accompanied religious revivals, including

17 Veronica Williams regularly attends charismatic conventions in Walsingham and her
book mentions typically charismatic practices such as “perceiving inner images” or
randomly opening one’s Bible and attributing the text one’s eyes land on to the Holy
Spirit (Williams 2004: 15).
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in groups of Anglo-Saxon origin. As noted by Birgit Meyer, the figure of the
devil has proven to be “remarkably resistant to ideas which, ever since the
Enlightenment, have criticized belief in its existence” (Meyer 2008: 4). Finally,
it is worth noting the place given to lay people, who can address God directly,
away from the presence of a priest and outside parish premises.

Parishes are also a good place to observe this ‘Pentecostalisation’ of Catholi-
cism. From Baltimore (Mallon 2016) to Halifax (White/Corcoran 2015), Lyons,
Hyeres, Senlis, and Sophia-Antipolis, several Catholic parishes have adopted
features that have made megachurches successful. Many of them have engaged
in a process of “pastoral conversion” in order to produce “missionary disciples”.
Emphasis is laid on individual experience and personal appropriation of the
Christian faith. The term “church” itself has replaced the term “parish”. This
semantic shift reflects a particular representation of the Church, conceived
as a grouping of converts who evolve within networks made up of convinced
Christians; this is the case of Amazing Parish,”® an international network
which brings together more than 200 parishes committed to renewing their
pastoral project.

Since its beginnings in France in 1998, so-called “Alpha courses” have played
a key role in disseminating Pentecostal practices and tools in Catholic circles,
building an interdenominational and international network of leaders, and
implementing a new model for organizing parishes. Alpha courses, which
were started in an Anglican parish in London and take place over dinner, “are
an evangelization tool characterized by the conviviality they seek to introduce
and their well-honed logistical organization” (Rigou-Chemin 2011: 355). With
Alpha, it is a whole vocabulary (related to conversion and evangelization), a
set of practices (prayer of the brothers or even baptism in the Holy Spirit,
Bible reading, small discussion groups, testimonies, welcome), and a way of
running things (centered on the user, valuing lay people’s input, presenting
the faith with humor and in a relaxed way) which Catholic parishes have be-
come familiar with over the last twenty years. Since 2012, Alpha has partnered
with the Talenthéo Association of Christian Coaches to provide so-called Des
pasteurs selon mon ceeur (‘Pastors according to my heart’) courses. The aim of
these training courses is to obtain the support of the church authorities and
involve all parishioners in a new evangelizing dynamic. Currently in France,
Des pasteurs selon mon cceur have already brought together 710 priests and vi-

18  Cf. https://amazingparish.org.
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cars general, 29 bishops, and two cardinals committed to a process of “pastoral
renewal”.

Meanwhile, the diocesan prayer groups of the Charismatic Renewal — gath-
ered within the Fraternité Pentecote — have continued to lose ground: their
members are aging, their numbers are dwindling, while social circles with a
strong socio-cultural capital (who had previously provided the movement’s
leaders) are abandoning them. Charismatic prayer groups were initially seen
as posing a threat to parish structures. Their members then emerged as major
players thanks to their involvement in various parish services, while elements
of Charismatic piety came to spread quietly through the parishes. In the end,
the parish structure was not weakened by the Charismatic Renewal and its
extensions (particularly the Alpha course) since it all happened within a sphere
of Catholic membership that has steadfastly maintained its doctrinal and
liturgical apparatus. The Catholic institution has tried not so much to exclude
as to channel believers’ energies, synthesizing doctrines, regulating practices,
and bringing actors together under the banner of a unity it promoted with
the watchword “visible communion”. Thus, for centuries, parishes have been
the “social core unit” of Catholicism. At first, the Charismatic Renewal was
seen as a challenge and even a danger to parish structures. Today, Charismatic
piety is a part of parishes and the latter even develop links with international
and transdenominational networks. It is interesting to note here the union
of two seemingly opposed rationales: the territorial organization of Catholic
communities within the parish and their integration into a network.

For their part, the new communities have continued to develop on a global
scale while showing real dynamism. As major places for priestly and religious
vocations, they create an attractive pastoral offer for Catholic youth. The eccle-
siastical institution has recognized this strength of theirs, going as far as ap-
pointing one of their priests in charge of youth ministry in France, after having
constantly given an increasingly important role to charismatic communities
during youth gatherings, especially World Youth Days.

However, Charismatic communities have not remained on the sidelines
of the initiatives mentioned above. Indeed, they were the first to promote Al-
pha courses. The first course in a French Catholic environment was run by the
Chemin Neuf community (1998) in the parish of Saint Denys de la Chapelle
(Paris, 18th arrondissement). The following year, Marc and Florence de Leyritz,
who were in charge of the program in France, trained Alpha course leaders at
Paray-le-Monial in collaboration with the Emmanuel community. “It is a uni-
fying project which draws together many charismatic communities”, a mem-
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ber of the “Fondations du Monde Nouveau” (‘New World Foundations’) noted
(De Galzain 1999). Furthermore, charismatic communities have engaged the
parishes under their care in “pastoral conversion’-projects by drawing direct
inspiration from the North American megachurch model,” or by participat-
ing in the training courses offered by Des pasteurs selon mon cceur. In the case
of this latter association, it should be noted that several coaches are also mem-
bers of one or another of the established Renewal communities. Thus, while re-
taining an important and well-defined place within Catholicism, Charismatic
communities have taken part in this “process of developing a transdenomina-
tional Christianity centered on the individual and their personal conversion”.
They have joined the vast field of an “evangelizing ecumenism” (Willaime 2011:
349).

From an organizational point of view, Pope Francis has set up the Inter-
national Catholic Charismatic Renewal Services (CHARIS) to replace the Inter-
national Catholic Charismatic Renewal Service (ICCRS). The statutes of this
new service begin by noting, in their preamble, the ecumenical dimension of
the Charismatic Renewal. They go on to emphasize “the same fundamental ex-

”

perience of ‘baptism in the Holy Spirit” shared by all those belonging to this
movement. Finally, they reflect a desire to restore flexibility to its organization

and to encourage a plurality of charismatic expressions.*®

6. Conclusion

The Catholic Charismatic Renewal is “a child of North American Pentecostal-
ism” (Pina 2001: 26). Thus, in its initial form, it was characterized by its
emphasis on religious emotions and closeness to Pentecostal circles. In the
second phase, as it became institutionalized, the Renewal lost its momentum
and left the margins of the Church. In reaction to this institutionalization of
the Renewal, in the third phase, initiatives were taken with the aim of recon-
necting with the Evangelical world and encouraging more intense emotional
expressions. Currently, Pentecostal practices are being introduced into the

19 Some of them even went to the Saddleback Valley Community Church in California,
founded by Rick Warren, and used the tools suggested by this pastor in The Purpose
Driven Church (Warren 1998).

20  Cf https://www.nsc-chariscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/7_Charis-Statutes
-Final-Text-Protocol-06.03.2018.pdf.
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Catholic world again by groups who do not wish to be identified with the
Catholic Charismatic Renewal. Could this fourth stage be a “post-charismatic”
one?

In the end, we can ask ourselves what face of the Charismatic Renewal the
above discussed developments reveal. Unlike rationalized faith, formalized re-
ligious practice, and abstractreligious language, this type of Catholicism gave a
chance to spontaneity, spiritual exigency, and the involvement of the believer’s
body. It favored the immediacy of faith’s realities. Believers sought not so much
future salvation as a pragmatic response to the desire to lead a successful life
here and now. Echoing contemporary individual aspirations, the Charismatic
Renewal rejoined the space of health and the desire for wellbeing by focusing
its offer on healing and personal reassurance. This development of an enthu-
siastic type of Catholicism had obvious consequences in terms of political dis-
engagement. Just as Veronica Williams renounced her work with the House
of Lords to create mothers’ groups, political activism was abandoned in favor
of worshipping and praying. It was by transforming themselves that, along-
side their coreligionists, these Catholics aspired to change society. The way in
which their meetings were run left little room for debates. Conflicts and strug-
gles were minimized, and tensions shifted to the psychological register.

Later, the Charismatic Renewal was increasingly marked by mobile forms
of belonging. In its third (closer to neo-Pentecostalism) and fourth (post-
Charismatic) phases, allegiances have become unstable and membership
loose. Whether in relation to individuals searching for healing, women at-
tending mothers’ prayer, or laypersons and clerics following the US-American
megachurch model, significant permeability is observed between these dif-
ferent groups, where commitment is reversible. Regardless of any pyramidal
logic, individuals follow their own personal religious paths. Previously, the
Catholicappropriation of the Pentecostal movement reflected a religious entity
whose objectives, organization, orthodoxy, and orthopraxy corresponded to a
very precise mission. The ICCRS statutes are ample proof of this (Pesare 2005:
141-142). Today, the Catholic Charismatic Renewal has become completely
splintered. It has taken the form of international and interdenominational
networks.

Many of its practices (testimony, prayer of the brothers, musical repertoire,
etc.) have been adopted by parishes or Catholic movements not affiliated with
the Renewal movement. Thus, the Charismatic Renewal’s social forms partially
evolved with time: at first, they gave rise to elective assemblies (life communi-
ties and prayer groups) which became institutionalized. Today, it rather takes
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the form of a network, attracting believers who do not place themselves ex-
clusively under its banner, while its practices permeate very diverse Catholic
realities. Networks, individual pragmatism, scattered forms of belonging, re-
ligious dissemination - all these features are echoes of “ultramodernity” (Gid-
dens 1994; Willaime 1995).
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‘Catholic’ and ‘Charismatic’
Two Logics of Legitimization and the Negotiation
of Belonging in the German Catholic Charismatic Renewal

Hannah Griinenthal

Abstract This article explores how the German Catholic Charismatic Renewal (GCCR)
navigates its positioning in the Catholic Church as well as in the Charismatic Movement.
Focusing on the movement’s two logics of legitimization — the ‘Catholic’ and the ‘Charis-
matic’ logic— this paper delves into the strategies employed by its members to assert their
position within these two contexts. In order to be recognized within the Catholic Church,
the GCCR needs to adopt a ‘Catholic’ logic of legitimization, which is based on the hierar-
chy, structure, tradition, and doctrine of the Catholic Church. With regard to the Charis-
matic Movement, the GCCR legitimizes its practices based on personal religious experi-
ences and the experience of the Holy Spirit. The question of legitimization is tied back to
the question of social forms in which German Catholic Charismatic practice takes place.
The GCCR provides its members with a wide variety of social forms and opportunities for
participation. By analyzing the two logics of legitimization connected to social forms, this
article provides insights into the multifaceted strategies employed by the Catholic Charis-
matic Renewal Movement in Germany to navigate its intricate dual identity and foster a
sense of belonging in both spheres, the Catholic Church and the Charismatic Movement.

Keywords Belonging, Catholic Church, Charismatic Catholicism, Charismatic Move-
ment, German Catholic Charismatic Renewal, logic of legitimization

1. Introduction

Scene 1: A Catholic Church, the smell of incense and the age of centuries lingers
in the air. Approximately 300 people are gathered here, more than usual. They
sit in the pews, looking at the altar where an elderly priest celebrates the Holy
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Mass. A songis sung, then the sounds transition to a muttering and mumbling.
No recognizable words are spoken, but people utter syllables and make noises;
some stand up and open their arms widely, and many have their eyes closed. It
grows louder, and their voices fill the high, gothic ceilings. After a few minutes,
it grows silent again, and the priest continues his celebration.

Scene 2: Six people sit in a circle at the apsis of a small church around the
altar. It is dark in the nave and only the apsis is illuminated. One after the
other, sentence by sentence, they read out the gospel of the week. After the last
one finishes, they remain silent. The Paschal candle flickers next to the icon of
Mother Mary in the middle of the circle, next to the altar. Suddenly, one of the
participants repeats a word from the gospel that has just been read. Someone
else repeats a whole sentence, three times, with gravity. Then it is silent again.
After a few minutes, one woman, the leader, begins to sing a song, and the oth-
ers join her one by one.

Scene 3: Amanin his early forties walks dynamically up and down the stage,
wearing tight jeans, a casual jacket, and brand-new sneakers. He draws cir-
cles, lines, and arrows on a flipchart to illustrate his message: Men are men and
women are women; they are created as such by God and must behave accord-
ingly. Inthe audience, there are around 500 people of all ages, sitting on padded
chairs, applauding, cheering, and nodding in agreement. After the presenta-
tion, a worship band begins to play. The stage is illuminated in bright green,
yellow, and blue light. The people in the room stand up from their chairs, join
the singing, clap their hands, and move to the rhythm.

All three of these scenes, though very different in mood, content, and char-
acter, were taken from meetings of the GCCR, the German Catholic Charis-
matic Renewal. German Catholic Charismatics go to the Holy Mass in their lo-
cal parish, host Bible reading groups, and go to national and international faith
events. They celebrate the sacraments and practice charisms. They are part of
the Catholic Church as well as of the Charismatic Movement. In between those
two, the GCCR has developed its own strategies of positioning itself within
the Catholic Church on the one hand and the Charismatic Movement on the
other. Those strategies include debates about legitimate and illegitimate prac-
tices and arguments as well as authority constructions, and the establishment
of specific, yet fluid social forms according to the respective goals and needs.

Members of the GCCR are typically involved in several different religious
social forms and contexts — some of them organized by members of the GCCR
itself (like GCCR regional meetings), some situated in the Catholic Church
(such as parish prayer groups with worship elements), some situated in the
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Charismatic Movement (like weekend seminars on the charisms), and some
situated somewhere in between (like Catholic Charismatic life-communities
that are recognized by the Holy See). To grasp the GCCR’s predominant social
form is therefore not an easy task. In addition to the fluid social forms of
GCCR activities, membership is also widely fluid.

In 2017, the Catholic Charismatic Renewal in Germany stated on its web-
site that “currently about 12.000 Catholic Christians of all ages meet in about
500 prayer groups, house groups, and new spiritual communities”," and listed
32 Charismatic communities, initiatives, and ministries in addition to local
prayer groups. Since the GCCR “does not accept ‘members’ in the manner of
an association”, there are neither membership statistics nor fixed criteria for
who is part of the GCCR and who is not. It is merely the leaders and those who
hold offices within the GCCR who are “tangible [..] — and these only as long
as they participate in a ‘binding way” (Baumert 1998: 599). Elected commu-
nal, diocesan, and national spokespersons organize communication and net-
working on the regional and transregional level and form the ‘Council of the
GCCR (Rat der CE), where matters of importance — structural as well as con-
tent-related — are discussed and decided. These structures are very much par-
allel to the Catholic diocesan structure. Furthermore, many members of the
GCCR are actively involved in their local Catholic parishes and participate in
Catholic activities. On the other hand, GCCR members are frequently involved
in (non-Catholic) Charismatic group meetings, workshops, worship services,
and other events. These social forms — or ways of coordinating interaction —
are shaped by the different organizational structures in the Catholic Church
and the Charismatic Movement: while the Catholic Church as an organiza-
tion is hierarchically structured, the Charismatic Movement has the form of a
network of individual churches, communities, and groups. The roles of hierar-
chy, authority, and members follow the respective organizational logics. As the
GCCR positions itself in both contexts, this results in different points of con-
tact with the two contexts. Apart from that, there are other, equally important
social forms within the GCCR, such as prayer circles, religious life communi-
ties, open prayer meetings, blessings, praise services, seminars and lectures,
and regional and national GCCR events.

As seen from these examples, the GCCR refuses to adopt one specific social
form that can be understood as typical, permanent, or even exclusively Catholic

1 https://www.erneuerung.de/wer-wir-sind. All translations from Cerman (written
sources and empirical data) by the author unless indicated otherwise.
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Charismatic. Is the GCCR a network, event community, group, organization
within an institution, or movement? I argue that the GCCR can be understood
as all of the above, and adapting different social forms in different contexts is
one of the GCCR’s core strengths. The GCCR, although bound together by a
head association, is not a static construct. Rather, it is a crowd of individuals
and groups meeting in different, changing contexts and social forms, shap-
ing and maintaining their collective identity, ascribing religious authority in
different contexts, and facing different challenges. They are, as I will argue in
this article, bound together not only by a strict sense of belonging, but also by
the simultaneous application of two parallel, yet exclusive, logics of legitimiza-
tion: the ‘Catholic’ logic and the ‘Charismatic’ logic. The decision which logic is
applied in which situation is a matter of constant negotiation, which at the
same time embeds and demarcates the GCCR from both reference groups: the
Catholic Church and the Charismatic Movement.

The data and reflections presented here were derived from a research
project on positioning processes and the construction of religious authority
in the case of the GCCR (Griinenthal 2021). The project covered a wide range
of data: on the one hand, ethnographical data was collected and interpreted
(extensive fieldwork in 2016—2017 with 43 protocols of participant observation
and eight qualitative interviews). On the other hand, the media discourse of
the GCCR between 2015 and 2018 was evaluated (the website?, 16 issues of the
quarterly journal “CE Info”, an e-mail newsletter, and six publications by the
theological committee). The total number of documents analyzed was 860.

2. Academic perspectives on the Catholic Charismatic Renewal

In academic literature, there are, aside from theological discussions about the
charisms and Catholic Charismatic theology?, three main perspectives on the
Catholic Charismatic Renewal: empirical studies that explore certain aspects

2 https://www.erneuerung.de.

3 Although those debates are academic and important to understand the Charismatic
Renewal Movement, they depict more internal debates and negotiations about the
validity of Catholic Charismatic theology as well as their belonging to the Church.
These debates are not included into the overview on academic literature about the
CCR; they are, however, an important element of the negotiation of the place of the
CCR in the Catholic Church.
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of the CCR in specific contexts, scholarly research on ‘EPC Christianity**, and
the German theological discourse.

Empirical studies, mainly anthropological or sociological case studies,
usually focus on the CCR in one specific (often national) context or explore one
specific aspect of Charismatic Catholicism. Oftentimes, these studies are set
in contexts where Charismatic practices are a strong factor in local Catholicism
(which is not the case in Germany). In this area, mainly psychological studies
about conversion and religious experience of Charismatic Catholics have been
conducted (e.g. Halama/Halamova 2005; Siekierski 2012; Zarzycka et al. 2015).
They found that, on the one hand, religious experience plays an important role
in religious actors’ self-conception as Charismatic Catholics, and on the other
hand, conversion is perceived as a turning point in their religious biography
that strengthens their connection to the Catholic Church. Anthropological
studies have focused more on local forms of Charismatic Catholicism and
its relation to Catholic hierarchy and structure (e.g. in Italy: Pace 2006) or
the relation between local and global forms of Charismatic Catholicism (e.g.
Theije/Mariz 2008; Hoenes del Pinal 2017; Lado 2017; Pace 2020). One aspect
that surfaces again and again in these studies is that Charismatic Catholics
have a strong sense of belonging and a generally positive attitude toward the
Catholic Church. Furthermore, they aspire to attain institutional recognition
by Church authorities (Turco 2016).

The Catholic Charismatic Renewal is also a focal point in the context of
Pentecostalism research or research on EPC Christianity. In these approaches,
the Charismatic Movement in the Catholic Church is usually subsumed under
Charismatic movements, although it is a special form of Charismatic Chris-
tianity. EPC research usually focuses on the transnational and transdenom-
inational entanglements of EPC Christianity. The history and development
of global EPC Christianity is narrated as “one of the great success stories of
the current era of cultural globalization” (Robbins 2004). The perspective on
Charismatic Christianity as one form of EPC Christianity, and on Catholic
Charismatics as one type of Charismatic Christianity, is characterized by two
premises: the narrative of growth and the concept of Pentecostalism as a global
phenomenon.

4 Evangelical, Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity. As distinctions between those
forms of Christianity are difficult, EPC Christianity is used for the whole spectrum.
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Pentecostalism in all its multi-faceted variety, including the ‘Pentecostal-
like’ independent Churches and the Catholic Charismatics, is one of the
most significant forms of Christianity in the twentieth century. According
to oftquoted but controversial estimates, there may have been over five
hundred million adherents of these movements worldwide in 2000, found
in almost every country in the world and spanning all Christian denomi-
nations. In less than a hundred years, Pentecostal, Charismatic and asso-
ciated movements have become a major new force in world Christianity.
(Anderson 2006: 106)

While Charismatic Catholicism is frequently mentioned as the largest Charis-
matic movement, especially active in Latin America and the Philippines (John-
son/Zurlo 2020), the focus usually lies on non-denominational EPC Churches.

While the core narrative in the discourse on global EPC Christianity is one
of growth and globalization, the discourse on the Catholic Church in Germany
is characterized by the narrative of the decline of Catholicism in times of
decreasing membership and increasing secularization (Gabriel 1996: 11). The
GCCRisdiscussed mainly in two contexts: first, as a new community and a sign
of pluralization of Catholicism — these perspectives on the GCCR are mostly
sociological — and second, as a connecting point between the Catholic Church
and EPC Christianity — usually with more practical theological implications.

The earlier, mostly sociological studies on the field saw new communities as
alternative forms of Catholicism that are partly independent from traditional
parish structures and parish priests. They offer what is perceived as new and
appealing forms of spirituality, theology, and religious practice (Hochschild
2005). Their sociological interest was to formulate a Sociology of Catholicism.
These new communities therefore were seen as examples of non-traditional
social forms of Catholicism in Germany; the GCCR, in this context, serves as a
case to discuss whether it is a movement or not (Lehmann 2003).

More recently, the second debate has become more prominent: there have
been several publications on Charismatic Catholicism as a Catholic form of
Pentecostalism and the dogmatic and theological questions that arise in this
context (e.g. Krimer/Vellguth 2019). The aim of these publications is twofold:
ontheonehand, they try to find solutions as to how to attract people to Catholi-
cism and stop membership decline; on the other hand, they discuss the dog-
matic and practical implications of Charismatic Catholicism and its place in
the Catholic Church.
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Overall, the academic discussion of Charismatic Catholicism is charac-
terized by the tension between being Catholic while at the same time being
Charismatic. The question of belonging is asked and answered on two differ-
ent levels. First, on the individual level — do individual actors in the Catholic
Charismatic Movement perceive themselves as members of the Catholic
Church? Second, on the level of the local groups — do they identify more as
Catholic or Charismatic, and what does this mean for the Catholic Church?
The goal of these debates is to categorize the GCCR and solve the question
of belonging. I, however, will not try to sort them into one box or the other
but rather take a closer look at how they themselves maintain this two-fold
positioning. The abovementioned social forms, between which members of
the GCCR move frequently, serve as lenses through which their oscillation
between these two positions can be observed.

3. Strategies of positioning and two logics of legitimization

While the position and belonging of the GCCR is debated in the literature,
there seems to be no struggle for the actors themselves. They see themselves
as belonging to both the Catholic Church and the Charismatic Movement. By
belonging, I refer to the actors’ understanding of being part of a group. Po-
sitioning, on the other hand, refers to social practices to explicate, reinforce,
change, or claim affiliation to a social form and, therefore, make belonging
socially visible. Positioning and belonging therefore are tightly connected. In
order to defend their belonging to the Catholic Church and the Charismatic
Movement, the GCCR and its members must develop positioning strategies,
that is, a set of practices and narratives to legitimize their strategies, claims,
and values. The recognition of belonging as well as the strategies of position-
ing need to be negotiated internally, among the members of the GCCR, as well
as externally, with regard to other groups, namely the Charismatic Movement
and the Catholic Church. In order to legitimize actions and practices, actors of
the GCCR refer to elements from both interpretative frames, the Charismatic
Movement and the Catholic Church. They apply two different logics: a Catholic
logic on the one hand and a Charismatic logic on the other.

In the following, I will explore Catholic Charismatics’ strategies of posi-
tioning themselves in the Catholic Church and the Charismatic Movement and
the two different logics of legitimization which actors apply to legitimize and
reinforce their positions and thereby negotiate belonging. Additionally, the so-
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cial forms in which the examples take place speak to these logics of legitimiza-
tion and serve as markers of belonging.

3.1 Strategies of positioning the GCCR in the Catholic Church

The GCCR firmly positions itself within the Catholic Church. To underline this
claim of being Catholic, members and texts frequently reference elements of
the Catholic symbol system and interpretive framework, such as Catholic the-
ology, structure, and ecclesial hierarchy, but also doctrine, tradition, Catholic
literature, liturgy, and the sacraments. Furthermore, the Catholic Church as
an institution is referenced. Although the reference to the Catholic Church as
an institution implies the notation of the Church as established by God on one
hand, while being a societal institution on the other, these implications are not
discussed in the data. It seems that the status, form, and nature of the Catholic
Church are not seen as topics of debate in the GCCR. At a time when the sta-
tus of the Church in society is repeatedly discussed and questioned, this lack
of debate hints at a strong loyalty towards the institution in both aspects.

The GCCR’s fundamental positioning in the Catholic Church is first of all
expressed in the explicit statement to be part of the Church and the under-
standing that there is a mission that the GCCR - and the CCR in general - must
fulfill: to renew the Catholic Church in the name of the Holy Spirit. The Church
in its current state is seen as “dried up” and “not on fire.” It is perceived as the
GCCR’s task to “bring the flame of the Holy Spirit back into the Church.” Flo-
rian® explains how people who experienced the Holy Spirit change and bring
that change back into the Church:

Florian: And then there are these charisms, of which we can read a lot in the
Bible, and which we have experienced again and again in our movement,
that they come from God, that a life with these charisms is possible [...].

I: hmhm. That would mean that the change would come from the roots,
so to speak, right? So it is always people...

Florian: A change of the humans’ inner nature. Like, people have a personal
encounter with God, experience God’s work in their own life, in their own
inner being, in their everyday life, and with that they change themselves,

5 The names of all interview partners and field contacts have been changed for
anonymity.
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but they also change their environment, their family, and with that also
the Church. Yes.

The “renewal” that is aimed for in the GCCR, however, is expected to take place
purely on a spiritual level. It explicitly does not result in any demands for
changes at the structural or hierarchical level of the Catholic Church. Neither
structure, hierarchy, nor Catholic doctrine is questioned in the GCCR’s publi-
cations and articles at any point. On the contrary, one strategy to position the
GCCR within the Catholic Church is to explicitly subordinate it to the Church
and its structures. In one interview, Manfred, a leading member of the GCCR,
described the strategy in the early days of the CCR in Germany:

So in the early days of the Charismatic Renewal, Herbert Miihlen was very
significantly involved, they tried to integrate it very well into the Catholic
Church. Therefore, good statutes were quickly established, and a good the-
ological policy paper was quickly written, which was then also recognized
by the bishops, so much effort was made. | think in other movements, they
just developed over time, and at some point, someone looked at what they
had become and put it into papers. These papers were drawn up very, very
quickly and quite uncharismatically. However, perhaps also out of fear that
it is so new, and we do not want to be seen as a cult and we want to be
Catholic, so that they made such papers very quickly. And then they said,
0K, so let’s have a diocesan structure.’

What Manfred points out here is a) that for the GCCR, it was and is very im-
portant to be acknowledged as being part of the Catholic Church and b) that
the GCCR tried to achieve this goal by developing a “good” theological posi-
tion (meaning a position that holds up to Catholic standards) and structure,
as affirmed by the Catholic hierarchy (meaning the bishops and the pope), and
integrating their structure and organization into the Catholic structure of dio-
ceses. This integration can also be seen in the fact that the Catholic Charismatic
Bible reading and prayer groups I attended during my fieldwork took place in
local Catholic parishes with the agreement of local priests and parish leaders.
Thus, they were firmly embedded in Catholic institutional contexts.

Another strategy to strengthen the GCCRs claim of being part of the
Catholic Church, while at the same time practicing charisms, was to for-

6 Interview (1#7) with Florian, member of the GCCR leaderboard, March 08, 2016.
7 Interview (1#8) with Manfred, member of the GCCR leaderboard, March 09, 2016.
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mulate a Catholic theology of charisms. In the Charismatic Movement or in
Pentecostalism, the formulation of a theology of charisms in an academic
sense did not play a major role for a long time (Chan 2020: 39). In the circles of
the CCR there were efforts from the 1970s onwards to classify the experiences
of the actors theologically and to have them recognized by the Church. Such
attempts were made (and partly successfully so) by leading CCR members such
as Kilian McDonnell, Edward O’Connor, and Kevin and Dorothy Ranaghan
(Anderson 2014: 166). The formulation of a distinct Catholic Charismatic the-
ology began as early as the 1960s and early 1970s in the USA (Ciciliot 2019), but
from the mid-1970s, it was advanced locally, especially in Germany (Hocken
1999, 406). With the establishment of the Theological Committee of the GCCR,
a body was set in place to accompany developments within the GCCR the-
ologically. Peter Zimmerling notes that “given the Protestant counterpart
[...] the theological clarification of the Charismatic spiritual experience in the
Catholic sphere is significantly more advanced” (Zimmerling 2018: 25, original
emphasis). In this context, Zimmerling identifies the professors of Catholic
theology Heribert Mithlen, Norbert Baumert, and Otto Knoch, the theologians
Lucida Schmieder and Michael Marsch, as well as “a number of pastors and
retreat masters known in the Catholic field” (ibid.) as formative figures of the
GCCR. In their publications, they firmly based Catholic Charismatic practice
on Catholic tradition and theology. The writings were directed not only toward
the members of the GCCR themselves but especially toward Catholic externals
and critics. Parallel to and partly interwoven with this more academic-theo-
logical debate, leaders of the GCCR constantly reflect on and discuss their own
theology and practice, their foundation in Catholic Theology and Tradition,
and communicate those debates to GCCR members and groups at meetings,
in books, faith courses, and seminars. The multiple platforms and ways of
communication within the GCCR reflect, like the multitude of social forms,
its fluidity. There is not one medium through which to stay theologically and
religiously informed, but many; there is not one social form to practice faith
and have religious experiences, but many. It is the individuals’ responsibility
to pick and choose the subjectively most adequate one. Though in this sense,
the GCCR is an individualistic, post-modern phenomenon, the individual’s
choices are not arbitrary but rooted in their faith and shared interpretive
frame.

Like structural integration and the theology of charisms, sacraments play
an important role in the GCCR’s positioning within the Catholic Church, espe-
cially Eucharist and Confession. Frequent emphasis on the importance of the
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sacraments implies and enhances the acknowledgment of the Catholic hier-
archy, as sacraments can only be given by ordained priests. For example, the
Eucharist can only be granted by ordained Catholic priests. While there are or-
dained priests among the members of the GCCR, most of the members of the
GCCR attend the usual Catholic Mass to receive the Eucharist. Therefore, the
Holy Mass is a Catholic social form in which members of the GCCR participate.
Especially in the context of GCCR events, mass is either held by GCCR priests
or by non-Charismatic priests or bishops, making this a distinctly Catholic so-
cial form in which the GCCR gathers.

3.2 Strategies of positioning the GCCR in the Charismatic Movement

The GCCR’s positioning in the Charismatic Movement is as firm as in the
Catholic Church, though it manifests very differently; while its positioning in
the Catholic Church occurs in the dimensions of structure, hierarchy, theol-
ogy, and tradition, its positioning in the Charismatic Movement takes place
at the individual level of personal experience. Therefore, it is characterized by
fluid, individual patterns of attribution and justification in specific situations.
Members frequently refer to personal and subjective experiences and the work
of the Holy Spirit. The social forms in which these experiences take place
are also more fluid and individualized, such as weekend seminars, irregular
worship services, or Charismatic prayer conferences or events.

The unifying element across denominational boundaries in the Charis-
matic Movement is the shared emphasis on the experience of the Holy Spirit,
the “baptism in the Holy Spirit”, and charisms as the most visible and obviously
distinguishing Charismatic features.

Another aspect that connects the GCCR with the Charismatic Movement
is its attitude towards the Bible. In the interviews and during field research,
it became clear that most of the actors read the Bible for themselves, both in
a weekly prayer group and at home on their own. In doing so, the Bible or se-
lected biblical passages are repeatedly referenced as a guide and instruction for
questions of everyday life and for shaping one’s own life. In prayer group meet-
ings, reading the Bible together takes a lot of space, with the focus on relating
the Bible passages to one’s own questions and individual needs:

When we have concrete questions about life, we may look for correspond-
ing answers in the Bible. It is an ingenious guide to life, as God intended
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and willed it to humans. Thus, God can speak into our lives through his
written word. (Hemberger 2012: 34)

The Bible, from the GCCR’s point of view, is not to be understood primarily
as a historical text, but as the “Word of God” and a guide for everyday life.
Thus, there are many actors within the GCCR who distance themselves from
a hermeneutical approach to the Bible, which is present in German Catholic
theology and the Church, and instead push for a more personal and literal un-
derstanding of the Bible, which is characteristic of the Pentecostal and Evan-
gelical context (Buchard 2014: 141).

Many members and also the GCCR as a group are committed to ecu-
menism, especially in the form of joint events and projects. Ecumenical
cooperation is not without tension, for example regarding theology or the
role of the Pope. Personal experience, however, is regarded as being at a dif-
ferent level than the debate between Catholic and non-Catholic Charismatic
Christians. The underlying religious experience is identified as the same in all
Charismatic groups:

The Holy Spirit works in all Christian Churches and ecclesial communities,
and often in the same way, despite their different and sometimes contra-
dictory theologies. (ThO#5, p. 30)

Against the background of a similar experience, the GCCR sees itself simul-
taneously as part of the interdenominational Charismatic Movement and as
different from the others, as something “special.” Florian points out:

So, what | find quite exciting is that the Charismatic Movement exists in
all denominations, all over the world, and we are the only movement that
exists in all denominations. Sometimes that makes us special, but some-
times it is [...] that it becomes normal, so you can be interdenominational
and always meet someone who thinks similarly. And then there are still
differences. And you notice them again and again.®

This ambivalent attitude between affirmation and demarcation fundamen-
tally characterizes the positioning of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal in the
Charismatic Movement. It allows members of the GCCR to draw a line towards

8 Interview (1#7) with Florian, member of the GCCR leaderboard, March 08, 2016.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Hannah Griinenthal: ‘Catholic” and ‘Charismatic’

Charismatic and Pentecostal theology and doctrine, while still recognizing
their experience as being the same. At gathered events, Catholic Charismatics
do not regularly meet as a subgroup, but just take part, pray, listen, worship,
etc. In reports about such events in the CE-Info, the quarterly journal, the de-
nominational affiliations of organizers, speakers, and participants are usually
mentioned. No judgement is attached; it is more of a contextualization, which
again leaves the interpretation to the individual actors.

Subtle commonalities between the GCCR and the Charismatic Movement
can be found with regard to positions on everyday religious life and the sur-
rounding society, where the statements of members of the GCCR show strong
links to EPC patterns of interpretation. In the GCCR’s publications, topics such
as gender roles and family values, as well as immigration, Christian values, and
the “right” way to deal with Islam, are explicitly addressed in only a few pro-
grammatic texts (Griinenthal 2021). However, in more informal discussions,
they are a recurring theme and are addressed and discussed, for example, at
prayer meetings in connection with biblical passages. However, the leadership
of the GCCR is reluctant to make public statements on socially controversial
issues.

The GCCR positions itself in the Charismatic Movement mainly through
religious practices and attitudes in daily life, such as worship, the charisms,
the significance of prayer as a form of communication with God, a vibrant Bible
study practice, an emphasis on personal relationships with God, and the im-
portance of God in everyday life.

3.3 The double logic of legitimization: Catholic and Charismatic

The strategies of legitimization that have been discussed above are, however,
not effective in themselves, but have to be enacted, applied, and maintained by
concrete members in concrete situations. In encounters with other Catholics,
aswell as other Charismatic and Pentecostal Christians, members of the GCCR
need to explain themselves and demarcate and justify their position on a regu-
lar basis. In these statements, they draw on the strategies of legitimization that
are established within the GCCR and apply them to the situation at hand. They
thereby switch between two different modes of legitimization, the Catholic
and the Charismatic modes of legitimization.

I argue that in the positioning of the GCCR, but also in the everyday reli-
gious life of its members, there are two basic logics at work at the same time:
on the one hand, the Catholic logic, which is based on the institution and hi-
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erarchy of the Catholic Church, and on the other hand, the Charismatic logic,
which is based on the experience of the Holy Spirit. Depending on situation
and context, actors within the GCCR use either one or the other logic to legit-
imize their positions, actions, and principles and substantiate them within the
Catholic Charismatic framework.

As shown above, the Catholic logic is characterized by references that are
assumed to be valid for actors in the Catholic Church. These include not only
references to theology, structure, and ecclesial hierarchy, but also doctrine
(represented, for example, in publications of the bishops or the papal Con-
gregation for the Doctrine of the Faith), tradition (e.g., saints or mariology),
historical situations (such as the Second Vatican Council), Catholic literature
(e.g., the Book of Hours or other pious literature), liturgy and sacraments, and
the Catholic Church as an institution with all its implications: the organiza-
tional aspects as well as the understanding of the Church as a holy, perennial,
and eschatological body.

The Charismatic logic, on the other hand, is characterized by references
that relate to and are validated through the experience of the Holy Spirit.
Therefore, it is characterized by fluid, individual patterns of attribution and
justification. The validity of the references and their position in the GCCR’s
shared frame of reference are actively negotiated, with the basic standard of
evaluation being the individual experience of the actors.

Within the GCCR, both logics are available at the same time within the
same shared interpretive framework. They can be used flexibly, depending on
the context and situation. For example, a decision by the bishop of Passau to
raise the age of Confirmation to sixteen years can be argued to be legitimate
because he is the leader of the diocese who made the decision, or because it
is presumed that Confirmation at an older age means that the candidates for
confirmation are more likely to be ready for a personal relationship with Jesus.
However, the application of the logic is not arbitrary: which references can be
made in which situation by whom is subject to constant negotiation processes
within the GCCR. These negotiation processes take place all the time when ac-
tors of the GCCR meet as such. Their shared framework is negotiated in in-
formal conversations as well as in religious seminars, theological guidelines,
articles in the quarterly journal and reading recommendations, the implemen-
tation of expected behavior as well as forms of organization and meetings. Of
course, there are cases where it is clear which mode to apply, but more inter-
esting are cases where it is not clear, where ascriptions are contradictory or in
conflict. In two examples, I will analyze how actors apply one or both modes of
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legitimization in the discussion of topics in the example of the negotiation of
religious authority.

3.4 Sacraments and charisms

When asked about what was special about being Catholic in a Charismatic con-
text, one participant at a regional prayer meeting answered:

In contrast to the independent Churches, where you also sing and also ex-
perience the Holy Spirit, Catholicism is more serious, and more grounded,
deeply rooted in tradition and the sacraments. Especially in the sacra-
ments. It’s not just worship, but it is also confession and eucharist. (FP#4)

The importance of the sacraments, especially the Eucharist and Confession,
also becomes apparent when looking at reports about events at Holy Mass and
who celebrated it. The emphasis on sacraments is one of the most prominent
distinguishing traits of Catholic Charismatics in the EPC Christianity, as are
the charisms in the Catholic Church.

Regarding sacraments, the GCCR is interested in proving that the Charis-
matic understanding of the works of the Holy Spirit does not contradict the
Catholic understanding of the sacraments. In the Catholic Charismatic un-
derstanding, the charisms are considered to be worked by the Holy Spirit,
but unlike the sacraments, no universality or generality is assumed. While
the charisms in the GCCR’s view are dependent on the respective person and
concrete situation, i.e. “subjective”, the sacraments are “objective” in the sense
that they work independently of the person and situation. Accordingly, in the
Catholic Charismatic view, the sacraments are “superior” to the charisms. At
the same time, “one reckons that the sacraments themselves can also become
places of spontaneous and spectacular spiritual experience” (Zimmerling 2018:
133-134). The coexistence and parallel use of the two logics mentioned above
become evident in the GCCR’s discussion about sacraments and charisms.

In the publications of the Theological Committee of the GCCR, the prac-
tice of charisms is clearly restricted and subordinated to Catholic doctrine and
structure. As charisms are understood as “gifts of the Holy Spirit” to individ-
uals, Charismatic practices elude external control: neither “prophetic impres-
sions” nor the “baptism in the Holy Spirit” nor the personal experience of God
can be objectively verified. When talking about the charisms, the GCCR con-
sistently applies the Catholic logic and subordinates personal experience un-
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der the rules and hierarchy of the Catholic Church. For example, in the area
of “prophecy”, where actors claim to receive impressions or images sent by the
Holy Spirit, the GCCR emphasizes the need for examination and refers, among
other things, to the teaching of the Church as an important standard:

Received impressions are always subject to examination: Do they agree
with the Word of God, with the commandment of love, with the teach-
ing of the Church, and with the criteria of the discernment of spirits? (CE-
Info#330)

Elsewhere it is clearly stated that:

If something violates the commandments of God, the standards of Holy
Scripture, or the doctrine of faith and morals of the Church, then it is not
of God. (ThO#2, p. 14)

The teachings of the Church are thus mentioned — along with the Bible — as
the decisive standard against which “prophecies” would have to be measured
in order to test their authenticity and validity. If statements are marked as
prophetic that are not compatible with the teaching of the Church, then from
the GCCR’s point of view this is an indication that the corresponding impres-
sion does not come from God. The “spontaneous working of the Spirit”, which
is emphasized again and again in the GCCR, is thereby subordinated to the
teaching of the Church. Here, the Charismatic logic of legitimization is sub-
ordinated to the Catholic logic: if the Catholic logic is not applicable, it is not
legitimate.

The case is a little bit different when it comes to “baptism in the Holy
Spirit”. According to Catholic doctrine, the sacraments of Baptism and Con-
firmation confer to the recipient a “stamp” of belonging to Christ and his
Church when they are administered. In the Catholic understanding, this
imprint is unrepeatable and cannot be changed, which is why these two
sacraments can only be received once. According to Catholic dogmatic un-
derstanding, renewed baptism — and therefore, “baptism in the Holy Spirit”
- is impossible. Narratives of baptism in the Holy Spirit are, however, one
fundamental pillar of Pentecostal and Charismatic spirituality. There is an
entire genre of literature on testimonies and the experience of conversion.
Catholic Charismatic theologians dealt with this conceptual problem already
in the early days of the GCCR. As a result of these disputes, the understanding
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of the “baptism in the Holy Spirit” as a “reactivation” or “actualization” of the
sacraments of baptism and confirmation has become established in the GCCR:

Theologically, the main effect of the educated leaders was to help inte-
grate the CCR into existing ecclesial structures and to argue that baptism
in the Spirit was a “release” of the Spirit or, at any rate, functioned in a way
that was compatible with the sacramental theology of Christian initiation.
The argument was that the Holy Spirit is first given at infant baptism but
subsequently released at the time of Spirit baptism. (Kay et al. 2011: 330)

This integration of the Charismatic experience into the Catholic doctrine of the
sacraments, which was pushed by early leaders and theologians, was an essen-
tial prerequisite for the recognition of the GCCR in the Catholic Church by the
bishops and the Pope. In today’s GCCR the matter of baptism in the Holy Spirit
does not play a role, though nearly everybody has their own narrative of per-
sonal conversion, albeit slightly different: While the Pentecostal narrative typi-
cally describes life before the experience of the Holy Spirit as sinful, in German
Catholic Charismatic narratives life before conversion is described in terms of
membership in the Catholic Church, but still missing ‘something’; that missing
‘something, i.e. the personal experience of the Holy Spirit and the personal re-
lationship with God, is filled through conversion. Here, the Charismaticlogicis
applied while the subject of legitimization is moved out of reach of the Catholic
logic.

Similar mechanisms are at work in cases where members of the GCCR im-
plement Charismatic alternatives to priestly or sacramental practices, for ex-
ample the “prayer for deliverance” as an alternative to exorcism or “pastoral
conversation with lay people” as a Charismatic alternative to confession. In all
three examples, laypersons assume tasks and roles that are functionally sim-
ilar to those reserved for priests in the Catholic Church without questioning
priestly actions or their importance. Formally and theologically, the Charis-
matic, spirit-given alternatives are strongly demarcated from priestly prac-
tices. However, in practice, there is a great overlap in terms of content and
function. Although it seems natural that the different practices take place in
different social forms, this is not always the case. Prayers for deliverance take
place in the context of Charismatic faith courses as well as in Holy Mass or-
ganized by GCCR members; confession is taken in the context of large prayer
events, even interdenominational events. Again, the social forms are fluid and
reflect the fluidity of the logics of legitimization.
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In the first example, the case of exorcism and the “prayer for deliverance”,
the Theological Committee of the GCCR, formed of elected priests and theolo-
gians with the role of supervising and supporting theological developments
in the GCCR, published a Theologische Orientierung (‘Theological Orientation’) with
the title Gebet um Befreiung. Ein Beitrag zum innerkirchlichen Gesprich (‘Prayer for
Deliverance. A contribution to the debate within the Church’). The authors distinguish
clearly between the responsibility and authority of the layperson and those of
the priests:

For laypeople [who enact the prayer of deliverance], the following applies:
According to the law of the Catholic Church, insight into the actions of evil
or evil powers does not automatically lead to a vocation to the exorcist
ministry. This is reserved for some priests who are expressly called to it by
their respective bishop. Exorcism is a special case of the Church’s liberating
actions. (ThO#2, p. 34)

From the perspective of the GCCR, laypeople may have insight into the “ac-
tion of evil powers”, but the exorcistic ministry is explicitly reserved for specific
priests who are called to it by their bishop. Thus, the exorcistic ministry is inte-
grated into the ecclesiastical hierarchy and marked as inaccessible to laypeople.
The “prayer for deliverance”, on the other hand, is distinguished from exorcism
and thus available for non-priests. The lines drawn indicate that, in contrast
to exorcism, Satan is not directly addressed, but conspicuous annoyances are
met without directly addressing invisible powers. In the Theological Orienta-
tion “Prayer for Deliverance” (ThO#2), the Theological Committee sets out to
show in detail how to deal with “demonic activity” and the practice of “prayer
for deliverance”, and discusses not only biblical foundations, systematic-dog-
matic considerations, Church tradition, and magisterium, but also describes
various forms and causes of “demonic activity”, possibilities of “anamnesis and
diagnosis”, and “healing methods”. In doing so, the text constantly refers, on
the one hand, to Catholic tradition and doctrine, and, on the other, to the spir-
itual effects of “prayer for deliverance”, thus separating the formal framework
from the practical application in concrete situations.

Arather pragmatic approach to questions of spiritual competence becomes
clear in the following interview excerpt:
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Manfred: | can also consciously say in prayer, ‘Power of evil, depart from
me, if | feel somehow attacked, why not. [..] And then there’s always this
discussion, may non-priests command demons directly.

I: hmhm

Manfred: Well. | also find it to be a bit of an idle academic discussion. |
mean, the form can be quite different. If someone does not want to say:
‘Spirit of lies, leave me!’, then he should pray the Lord’s Prayer and ‘Deliver
me from evil’. | think you shouldn’'t be so anxious.’

Without fundamentally questioning the meaning of an exorcism or the sep-
aration between “exorcism” and “prayer for deliverance”, Manfred bases his
evaluation on the question of the concrete effectiveness of spiritual action.
He attributes such effectiveness both to a direct address, for example, of the
“spirit of lies” within a prayer, and to the formula “Deliver us from evil” in the
Lord’s Prayer, which anybody can pray at any time. In the further course of the
interview, Manfred emphasizes that he is not talking about explicit “demonic
possessions”, which, according to Catholic doctrine, require an exorcism, but
rather about “nuisances”, which, in his view, can arise in everyday life and
which he understands as an expression of the “spiritual struggle” between God
and the devil.

A similar evaluation, based on the effect of spiritual action, is also found in
relation to spiritual and pastoral support and, in particular, “pastoral conversa-
tion with lay people” as an alternative to confession. The ‘Theological Orientation’
‘Receiving Forgiveness. Repentance and forgiveness of sins in pastoral conversations with
lay people’ describes the following:

Spiritual accompaniments are being increasingly valued and sought. Chris-
tians look for believers as companions with whom they can talk about their
lives. [...] Trust, grown from common spiritual experiences, opens a space
for fearless personal encounters. Weakness, guilt and sin are given a name.
One believer confesses his sins to another. There are people with a pro-
nounced pastoral charism. One goes to them. It is all like confession. What
happens here in terms of spiritual consummation must be recognized and
named in its true value. [...] What is ‘missing’ in the sense of the sacra-
ment of penance is an authorized minister of the sacrament. The ‘absence’

9 Interview (1#8) with Manfred, member of the GCCR leaderboard, March 09, 2016.
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can have several reasons. Sometimes a priest is simply unavailable. Or the
priest may well have the official authority to administer the sacrament, but
not the conversational and contact skills. A space of trust as a prerequisite
for the free opening of oneself does not exist. (ThO#3, p. 3, emphasis H. G.)

As a prerequisite for the sacrament of penance, that is, confession, a personal
prerequisite is addressed here in addition to the “official authority to admin-
ister the sacraments” with the “ability to talk and make contact”, which creates
a “space of trust”. For cases in which this personal requirement is not fulfilled
by the priest, the GCCR points out the alternative of conducting conversations
about guilt and atonement with laypeople who fulfill these personal require-
ments. Although they are not ordained and therefore have no “official author-
ity”, they are endowed “with a pronounced pastoral charism”. Even ifitis nota
confession in the sacramental sense, there is a “spiritual consummation” that
must be “recognized and named in a true value”. The importance of the priest
and the sacramental confession is not disputed, but a “Charismatic alternative”
of equal value is pointed out. The legitimation of the people in question takes
place firstly via an authorization by God or the Holy Spirit, secondly via the per-
sonal prerequisite, and thirdly via the effect, i.e. the “success” of the spiritual
act. These aspects are closely connected to the question of authority, which in
turn is connected to the question of the organization of the social, and there-
fore with social forms.

3.5 Legitimizing and questioning religious authority

Authority, as understood here, is not a quality that people ‘have’, nor can au-
thority be taken away from them. Rather, authority takes place where actors
take into account the positions of others and consider them in their own deci-
sions, actions, attitudes or opinions (Sofsky/Paris 1991). Authority, therefore, is
ascribed by actors to authority figures, acknowledged, and can be withdrawn.
However, the attribution of authority in social contexts is a matter not merely
between two actors — the one that ascribes authority and the one authority is
ascribed to — but is negotiated within social groups with recourse to a common
frame of reference. Thus, both recognition and denial of authority are closely
linked to the negotiation of group identity and, moreover, to the relation of the
group to its environment (ibid.; cf. Griinenthal 2021). Therefore, religious au-
thority is also ascribed or denied in connection with the social form in which a
specific practice takes place.
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In the case of the GCCR, the ascription and recognition of religious au-
thority are tightly connected to processes of legitimization. As the GCCR
needs to argue for its belonging to the Catholic Church as well as to the
Charismatic Movement, the recognition of authority that is also recognized
by other actors in the respective fields indicates the GCCR’s belonging to the
field. By acknowledging the authority of, for example, the Pope, Bishops or
Catholic priests, members of the GCCR indicate that they acknowledge the
shared Catholic frame of reference and thus belong to the Catholic Church.
By not opposing recognized authorities, they indicate that they do not oppose
the Catholic frame of reference. In the Charismatic setting however, that same
acknowledgment of the Pope’s and the Bishops” authority sets them apart
from non-Catholic Charismatics. For example, at the interdenominational
Charismatic Congress ‘pfingsten21’, which took place in 2016 in Wiirzburg and
was organized by Catholic, Protestant, and non-denominational Charismatic
Christians, there were specifically Catholic activities, such as a Holy Mass on
Sunday morning.

In the media discourse of the GCCR, there are quite often references to es-
pecially Catholic authority figures, such as bishops or cardinals, or the popes,
that merely mention them without further elaborating or substantiating their
authority. This indicates that their authority is not up for debate, but rather set.
References to Charismatic leaders are more often accompanied by an explana-
tion or elaboration; for example, their expertise on the topic at hand, their deep
connection with the Holy Spirit, their religious affiliation, or their reputation
in the Charismatic field.

At first glance, it seems clear that Catholic clergy is legitimized in the
Catholic mode and that Charismatic actors are legitimized in the Charis-
matic mode. At a second glance, however, it is not quite that simple. In the
negotiation of religious authority, that is, whether and to what extent views,
positions, and opinions are considered for one’s own decisions, one or two
modes of legitimization are applied depending on the situation at hand. In
some cases, the persor’s authority is legitimized in one mode but delegit-
imized in the other. In some cases, both modes of legitimization are applied
to support a persor’s authority. I will illustrate this using three examples.

The first example is how a member of the GCCR talks about a German Bap-
tistleader. Asked whom he considers an authority, Florian answers, after a mo-
ment’s thought:
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[Tlhe former leader of the Spiritual Renewal in the Baptist Church, Dr.
Heiner Rust, he is someone, a very sought-after speaker, really competent
theologian, and an extremely gifted, prophetic man. So his main focus is
really the prophetic gift, so the charisma of prophecy, and how to deal
with it, and so on. And he also is a totally humble person. So, he impressed
me very much recently. We were in a group, before an event which was to
start soon, and we simply prayed before, as a preparatory prayer, prayed
the Lord’s Prayer. | asked, is there anything else? Does anyone want to
say anything here? And then he answered tersely, “yes, well, | have the
impression that God wants to say something to you, and to you..” That was
so very clearly prophetic as | have experienced it very rarely in someone.
[..] He really spoke into their lives. And into mine, too. And deep truth
that he could not know. But he spoke things with a determination and
courage, though he could not know if they were right or wrong. Just out
of God’s impulse Yes."

In narrating this episode, Florian first characterizes Rust with reference to
his affiliation and position, outreach, and theological expertise, but also as a
“humble man”, thus characterizing him as a man of Christian values. The ac-
tual basis for the ascription of authority, however, are not these traits, but the
subjective acknowledgment of Rust’s Charismatic, i.e. spiritual, actions when
he utters prophetic words in an unexpected situation that were experienced
as being ‘real, that is, as indeed coming from God. In this case, a Charismatic
leader doing charisms is legitimized in the Charismatic mode.

That it is not always so simple will be shown in the second example, where
a Catholic local priest’s authority, although not questioned in principle, is im-
plicitly questioned by the application of the Charismatic mode of legitimiza-
tion. Riidiger, a GCCR group leader and part-time deacon, describes his ex-
periences in trying to establish specific Charismatic social forms in his local
parish:

| thought at some point, just a few years ago, now it’s time, now | would
like to offer a new possibility and have a Charismatic worship service, not
in the Church, but next door in the parish hall... No, our pastor didn't want
that. He somehow got cold feet, like that something could happen that
slipped away from him, where he no longer had any control over it.. and,
no, he did not allow it. [..] He also did not allow for a course of faith. Our

10 Interview (1#7) with Florian, member of the GCCR leaderboard, March 08, 2016.
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pastor saw that as competition to his faith course, which he didn't even
hold personally, but invited someone from the vicariate general. Hmmm,
no, that did not go very well."

The pastor’s structural authority in prohibiting - or permitting — the worship
service as well as the faith course is not at all questioned in this account: No
Charismatic worship service took place, and the faith course was chosen to
the pastor’s preferences. The Catholic mode of legitimization is applied. At the
same time, however, the Charismatic mode of legitimization was applied, in
which his authority was highly questioned: Riidiger attributes the refusal of
Charismatic social forms to a fear of losing control, which from a Charismatic
perspective can be interpreted as the pastor not trusting the work of the Holy
Spirit. His formulation that the pastor “got cold feet” stands in a strong con-
trast to the “determination and courage” which was ascribed to the Baptist
leader in the first example. Furthermore, by pointing out that the pastor had
not even held the faith course he chose himself but had invited someone from
the vicariate general to do so, Riidiger suggests that the pastor could not or did
not want to give testimony of his own faith but retreated to hierarchies and
formalities.

The third example shows how authority is negotiated and legitimized
within the GCCR: The ecclesiastic office of leadership, which is reserved for
the clergy, is contrasted by the charism of leadership, an equally “spiritually
based” leadership competence, which is not bound to ordination or clerical
status. Norbert Baumert, priest and former chairman of the GCCR, addresses
this in an interview on the occasion of the CCR’s 50th anniversary:

| always resisted the tendency that — typically Catholic — the priests would
have the say. Leadership should be given to those who have the charism of
leadership, including some priests. And | noticed that women in particu-
lar often received this charism. So | saw my task rather in discovering and
supporting such vocations. (CEInfo#246)

Not only is the charism of leadership attested to laypeople, it is also separated
from priesthood. This means that from the GCCR’s perspective, there can be
priests who are ordained but do not have the charism of leadership. Baumert

11 Interview (I#2) with Elisa and Riidiger, diocesan spokespersons for the GCCR, March
21,2014.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

72

Social Forms of Religion

explains that he had often experienced this “charism of leadership” especially
in women, who are systematically excluded from priesthood in the Catholic
Church. He continues that he himself withdraws to the status of a promoter of
these charismatically gifted women. With respect to leadership roles and de-
cision making, no difference is made between ordained priests and laypeople.

It is, however, considered very useful to have ordained priests within the
movement. Thomas, who is a priest himself, explains:

It does not matter so much that | am a priest. It’s practical, because we can
celebrate the Eucharist together when we come together, which of course is
not possible without a priest, but... yes. Also, the first [...] sacrament is bap-
tism, that’s the most fundamental of all. Without baptism there is nothing.
We also need priests, and | would also still ask people to pray for priestly
vocations, but above all we need people who let themselves be addressed
by God, let themselves be addressed by Christ, and who are ready to follow
him.'

Thomas defines his role as priest in terms of its usefulness for the community
- namely, that it is “practical” because it allows celebrating the Eucharist to-
gether — and otherwise emphasizes the equality between all members of the
GCCR. When he emphasizes that the first and most fundamental sacrament is
baptism, he implies that after being baptized, every human being is called by
God, one of the possible vocations being that of a priest. Thomas thus presents
his vocation — and his status as priest — as equal to other vocations and rela-
tivizes the special status of priests in the Catholic Church, which is expressed,
for example, in their authority for spiritual (sacramental) action and access to
resources and ministries.

Another practical aspect of having priests in the group was brought up in
a conversation over lunch during a diocesan election meeting. Two members
of the GCCR, laypeople, talked about a Charismatic priest they knew who had
lived in the area but had moved away. They said it was a shame because they
could really do with a priest like him. When I asked why, they explained that
priests are beneficial because they represent GCCR ideas in the priests’ councils
and the higher bodies to which the laity has no access (FP#4). Here it becomes
clear that the hierarchical position of priests, also of priests in the GCCR, by
no means goes unnoticed, but that it is considered not to be important with

12 Interview (I#5) with Thomas, member of the GCCR leaderboard, October 15, 2015.
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regard to GCCR religious life, other than representing the GCCR in the Church
structure and administering the sacraments.

On the other hand, personality very much adds to the ascription of author-
ity, as the following interview segment illustrates:

Julia: this course, it’s so beautiful. Have you ever heard of Hans Buob?

I: 1 have a CD, yes, where he talks about the Gospel of Mark, I think. | think
he has a pleasant way of speaking, right, so very, vividly.

Julia: Yes, exactly. Very simple. And when he celebrates Mass... Well. That’s...
There, really, heaven and earth connect. Heaven and earth are one. He also
conveys that well. He also has humor. He is matter-of-factly. He always says
it doesn't depend on feelings. It doesn’t depend on feelings. God is real, you
can believe that, he is there, it doesn't depend on feelings. [..] Because the
feelings pass away. And he’s totally right about that.®

What is remarkable about this interview is that Julia hardly responds to the
suggested legitimization of his authority — namely that he speaks well and can
convey things vividly. Instead, she highlights another aspect: the experience
she associates with his services. Buob's authority is also based on his quali-
ties and abilities (“can communicate well”, “has a sense of humor”, “matter-of-
factly”), but her focus is on the content he conveys and his actions, for example,
the way he celebrates Mass and how this affects her.

To tie these three examples of the construction of religious authority back
to the question of social forms, some observations need to be made. First,
Charismatic leaders are usually referred to in a Charismatic context. Their
authority is acknowledged and negotiated in the Charismatic mode of legit-
imization. The social forms in which charismatic leaders’ authority is enacted
are workshops, events, lectures, and social forms that are characteristic of
the Charismatic Movement. Second, the Catholic clergy’s authority is not
negotiated or questioned when it comes to the sacraments or their office in
the Church. The Catholic mode of legitimization is applied whenever it comes
to sacraments and Church hierarchy. Third, the Catholic clergy’s authority
is subject to negotiation in questions of experience. When GCCR members
discuss a priest’s or bishop's impact on their personal faith and experience,

13 Interview (I1#6) with Julia, member of a GCCR prayer circle, February 02, 2016.
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they discuss their authority in the Charismatic mode of legitimization, but
without questioning their authority in the Catholic mode of legitimization.

4. Conclusion

How do members of the GCCR position themselves and the GCCR in the
Catholic Church as well as in the Charismatic Movement? How do they ne-
gotiate their belonging in concrete situations and topics? And what does that
mean for the social forms the GCCR takes?

As I have shown, members of the GCCR negotiate their position in both
contexts, the Catholic Church and the Charismatic Movement, by applying
both a ‘Catholic’ logic - a logic that is oriented to the Catholic Church, its
hierarchies, structures, theology, and practices — and a ‘Charismatic’ logic - a
logic that is oriented towards personal experiences. These two logics, although
independent of each other in principle, are often combined or, in some cases,
played off against each other. While in official texts the Catholic logic is often
stressed, in private religious practice there are more pragmatic solutions. The
basis for this flexible construct of legitimization is the wide range of social
forms in which Charismatic Christianity in Germany takes place: the simul-
taneity of Holy Mass and Worship Weekends, weekly Bible groups, EPC events,
seminars, and community meetings. In these different events, members of
the GCCR negotiate their positions and arguments and thus establish a shared
frame of reference that consists of both Charismatic and Catholic elements,
which can be referenced in the Catholic as well as in the Charismatic logic to
legitimize actions and arguments. The religious experience, the experience of
the Holy Spirit, is explicitly not tied to one social form or the other in GCCR
practice but can occur in different situations and contexts. The wide variety
of social forms found in the GCCR reflects the emphasis on subjective beliefs
and the individual experience of the Holy Spirit within the GCCR.
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“l am happy to be Catholic”
The Catholic Charismatic Renewal and the Dynamics
of the Religious Field in Brazil

Astrid Reuter

Abstract = Since the 1970s and increasingly since the 1990s, Charismatic movements
have experienced an unexpected boom in Brazilian Catholicism. This development can be
interpreted as resulting on the one hand from the dynamics of the religious field in Brazil
as awhole, and on the other from the dynamics of the Catholic sub-field. The paper aims
to situate the rise of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal in Brazil in this dual context.
will argue that the rise of Pentecostalism since the 1950s and 1960s has set in motion a
previously unknown dynamic of competition both in Brazil’s overall religious field and
in its various sub-fields. This competitive dynamic, it is claimed, coincides with converg-
ing religious beliefs and needs: beliefs in spiritual beings (be they good or evil) and aspi-
rations for deeply personal spiritual experiences (of “baptism in the Spirit”, possession,
exorcism, deliverance). Competition and convergence are thus interconnected, which fos-
ters a dynamic of ‘mimicry’ (isomorphism) in the religious field: mimicry in relation to
both styles of piety and those religious social forms that facilitate personal spiritual ex-
periences. Particular attention will be given to social forms within Charismatic Catholi-
cism; it will be argued that these provide a flexible new type of institutional access to the
traditional infrastructure of the church.

Keywords Brazil, Catholic Charismatic Renewal, community, event, mimicry, neo-
Pentecostalism, organization, religious field, singing priests, spiritual warfare
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1.  Introduction’

“Eu Sou Feliz por Ser Catdlico” (‘I am happy to be Catholic’) — this is the title of a
book by the Brazilian priest Marcelo Rossi which was published in 2000 (Rossi
2000). Marcelo Rossi is one of the most prominent figures of the so-called
Catholic Charismatic Renewal (CCR) in Brazil: He is considered not only a fas-
cinating priest but also famous as a singer and songwriter and is omnipresent
in both church and private media (Carranza 2011; Clarke 1999). Thus, to give
an example, the renowned weekly journal Veja featured a long report on him
entitled “Uma estrela no altar” (A star at the altar’; Junqueira 1998).

The Renovagdo Carismdtica Catélica (RCC) has since experienced an un-
foreseen boom, especially since the 1990s. As part of this boom, it has produced
quite a number of such “singing priests”, who — as “stars at the altar” and on
the stage — have contributed significantly to the movement’s success (Carranza
2011; Clarke 1999; Fernandes 2005; Souza 2005). All of them praise the happi-
ness of being Catholic.> Now, happiness is not what we would readily iden-
tify as the core message of Catholicism. However, the slogan ‘I am happy to
be Catholic’ sums up what distinguishes Charismatic Catholicism from other
styles of Catholic piety: Charismatic Catholics enjoy their faith!

What is the status of Charismatic Catholicism within the religious field in
Brazil in general and in the Catholic sub-field in particular? What is its role
in the religious dynamics and what social forms are set up to live Charismatic
Catholicism? In the following, I will explore these questions.

My conceptual approach is based on Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory. While
not reconstructing it in detail here (Reuter 2018), I will however clarify some of
its central features. In fact, when Bourdieu (inspired by his reading of Max We-
ber) conceptualized the religious field (Bourdieu 1987 [1971]; 1991 [1971]), he did
not have in mind the plurality of different religions in a given context — which is
how his concept is mostly applied today. Rather, Bourdieu was concerned with
the dynamics of competition and conflict within religions or denominations.
His prototype of the religious field was the French Catholic field. Still, Bour-
diew's approach can be also applied to contexts of religious diversity. In this

1 | thank David West and Paula Koénig for their thorough editorial assistance.

2 To give another example besides Pe. Marcelo Rossi: Jodo Carlos Almeida, better known
as Padre Jodozinho, also sings about the happiness of being Catholic. His song “Sou
feliz por ser Catélico®, which he composed in 2009, became the leitmotif of a successful
CD (Pe. Jodozinho SC] 2009).
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contribution, I try to intertwine both perspectives: I will look at the dynamics
of Brazil’s very diverse religious field as a whole as well as (and specifically) at
the dynamics of its Catholic sub-field.

In the first part, I will identify the main actors in the overall religious field
in Brazil, namely Catholicism, Protestantism (or, rather, Pentecostalism), and
Afro-Brazilian religions, providing somewhat more detail about the Protestant
and the Afro-Brazilian sub-fields (1.). The second part focuses on the Catholic
sub-field, and in particular on the role of the Charismatic Renewal in its in-
ternal dynamics (2.). In my final considerations (3.), I will again zoom out to
look at the broader religious field of Brazil: The point here is to show how the
rise of Pentecostalism since the 1950s has set in motion a previously unknown
dynamic of competition in this field (cf. Chesnut 2003). But what is this compe-
tition about? I will argue that this competitive dynamic coincides with a cross-
religious and cross-denominational converging of religious beliefs and needs:
beliefs in spiritual beings of whatsoever character (good or evil) and intense
aspirations for personal spiritual experiences (“baptism in the Spirit”, posses-
sion, deliverance, exorcism). Taking up an expression from R. Andrew Ches-
nut (2003: 64), I will refer to this as an “option for the spirit[s]”. I will argue
further that this interconnectedness between competition and convergence of
religious beliefs and needs fosters a dynamic of ‘mimicry’ between religions
and denominations. Thus, I claim that there are isomorphic tendencies both
in relation to styles of piety and in relation to social forms that enable much-
longed-for personal spiritual experiences. Particular attention will be given to
social forms within Charismatic Catholicism; I will argue that these provide a
new, flexible type of institutional access to the Catholic Church (cf. Hero 2009).

2. The religious field in Brazil: Main actors

Brazil has always been considered a Catholic country par excellence. Although
this is not completely incorrect, it doesn’t show the whole picture. After all,
while 92 per cent of Brazilians still self-identified as Catholic in 1970, that fig-
ure had dropped to 65 per cent by 2010, and to 54 per cent by 2017. Remarkably,
during the same period, the proportion of Protestants rose substantially from 5
to 27 per cent, this growth obviously being mainly at the expense of the Catholic
Church. Among the remaining 19 per cent who are neither Catholic nor Protes-
tant, the largest and fastest-growing group comprises the non-religious (at 14
per cent). The remaining 5 percent are made up of Jehoval's Witnesses, Jews
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and Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists, indigenous and other religions (at 2.7
per cent), and, not least, Afro-Brazilian religions, including Spiritism (at 2.3
per cent) (Chesnut 2016: 77, 80; da Silva 2016: 490; Engler/Schmidt 2016: 5; Lati-
nobarémetro 2017; Pew Research Center 2013: 2; 2014: 27; Schmidt 2016).

If we now look for the main players in this field, two are obvious immedi-
ately: Catholicism and Protestantism. The third is less evident: It is the Afro-
Brazilian religions, including the many variants of Spiritism. In terms of
statistics, Afro-Brazilian religions are marginal players. But statistics in this
case are misleading since they hide the common practice of many Brazilians
to identify as Catholic while practicing Afro-Brazilian religions alongside
Catholicism. Afro-Brazilian religions thus play a far more important role than
the data suggest.

To achieve a better understanding of the competitive dynamics in Brazil’s
religious field, we must first take a closer look at these main actors. Follow-
ing Pierre Bourdieuws conceptualization, we can speak of a ‘Catholic field’, a
‘Protestant field’, and an ‘Afro-Brazilian field’ as ‘sub-fields’ within the broader
religious field.

Protestantism was of minor importance in Brazil for centuries (Cam-
pos 2016; Dove 2016; Dreher 2016). It was only in the early 19th century
that Protestantism succeeded in gaining a foothold in Brazil. At that time,
Lutherans (predominantly Germans) settled in southern Brazil, where they
founded rather ‘closed’ religious-ethnic communities. As they largely re-
frained from proselytizing, Brazilian Protestantism at that time basically kept
its European character. Missionary ambitions were first developed by North
American Protestants (Presbyterians, Methodists, Baptists, members of the
Episcopal Church, and others), who started to proselytize in Brazil in the
middle of the 19th century. Their success remained modest — and yet their
endeavors represent a turning point in the history of Protestantism in Brazil.
Since they successfully recruited converts among local people, the growth of
Protestantism became ever more independent of immigration. The constant
expansion of Protestantism since the early 20th century is thus due not to
immigration but to conversion. However, so-called historical Protestantism
(i.e. mainly Lutheranism and Calvinism) did not profit from this ‘turr!, but
remained 2 minor segment within Brazil’s Protestant sub-field. Instead, it
was the Pentecostal churches that benefitted from the high conversion rates
and were consequently able to establish themselves permanently in Brazil.

The Pentecostal movement emerged in the United States at the beginning
of the 20th century (Anderson 2014: 40-70) and reached Brazil soon afterward
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(Anderson 2014: 78—83; Chesnut 1997; 2003: 39—63; Rivera 2016). The first Pente-
costal church in Brazil, Assembléia de Deus (“Assembly of God”), was founded
by Swedish-American missionaries in Belém (in the northern state of Pard) in
1911 (de Alencar 2019 [1998]; Correa 2020 [1998]). The many, mostly small local
Pentecostal churches that emerged at this junction did not achieve high con-
version rates in the first half of the 20th century. In the second half, however,
they experienced rapid growth. Crucially, this growth was mainly on account
of Brazilian converts who themselves now founded new churches. As a conse-
quence, the prevailing North American influence gradually diluted. Moreover,
the spread of the movement was accompanied by its internal diversification,
and this led to the emergence of a new variant, called “neo-Pentecostalism”, in
the 1970s. Unlike the mostly small, independent local churches of the first Pen-
tecostal “wave”, neo-Pentecostalism tends to organize itself in megachurches
(Chesnut 2016; Freston 1998; 1999; 2016), which claim theological dominance
and rule by means of strict church control and, not least, at great financial ex-
pense. The most important neo-Pentecostal church in Brazil is the Igreja Uni-
versal do Reino de Deus (IURD; ‘Universal Church of the Kingdom of God’;
UCKG), founded in 1977 in Rio de Janeiro by Edir Macedo. Managed like a busi-
ness, the Universal Church conducts evangelization with marketing strategies.
Thus, it has invested an enormous amount of money to gain public influence,
especially through mass media: At great financial expense, it has established
successful media groups of its own, including TV and radio stations, publish-
ing houses, and so forth. Moreover, immense efforts have been taken to be
visible in the public sphere, not least through prestigious church buildings -
which are in sharp contrast to the predominantly very modest local Pentecostal
churches throughout the country. The best example is the so-called Templo de
Salomao in S3o Paulo (‘Solomor’s Temple). Built according to what is thought
to be known about the plans of the first Jewish temple in Jerusalem, this over-
sized church can seat 10.000 people.?

Neo-Pentecostalism sees evangelization in terms of what is called “spir-
itual warfare”. And this concept has greatly influenced not only Pentecostal-
ism itself or the Protestant sub-field but the dynamics of the religious field
as a whole (Chesnut 2003). “Spiritual warfare” has a double meaning: On the

3 The 2014 inauguration, which was broadcast nationwide on the private channel TV
Globo, was attended by Brazil's entire political leadership, including then-President of
the Partido dos Trabalhadores (Workers' Party), Dilma Rousseff; cf. the official version
distributed on the church’s own Youtube channel: Igreja Universal 2014.
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one hand, it concerns inner conversion, i.e. the fighting against one’s inner
demons. On the other (and above all), it relates to proclaiming the exclusivity
of (neo-)Pentecostalism with regard to other religions and other Christian de-
nominations. The Universal Church thus stigmatizes certain practices of folk
Catholicism as superstitious (such as the very popular cult of the Virgin Mary*).
Most of all, however, spiritual warfare aims its sights at Afro-Brazilian reli-
gions, whose deities and spirits it labels as demons and which it fights aggres-
sively (Macedo 2019 [1989]; da Silva 2007; 2016).

The term ‘Afro-Brazilian', examining this sub-field now, denotes a num-
ber of heterogeneous religious groups that are institutionally autonomous and
often compete with each other (da Silva/Brumana 2016; Engler 2016; Engler/
Brito 2016; Engler/Isaia 2016; Prandi 2010). It is a spectrum which stretches
from Candomblé groups (that claim to be firmly committed to the African reli-
gious heritage) and Umbanda groups (integrating new elements into the Afro-
Brazilian religious matrix) to groups that hardly differ from Spiritism, which
came to Brazil from France in the 1860s and very quickly found great success
(Aubrée/Laplantine 1990).

Despite these differences, most Afro-Brazilian groups share basic fea-
tures, first and foremost the cult of African deities and spirits that came to
Brazil during the transatlantic slave trade from the 16th to the 19th century.
In Brazil, these deities are included in a common ‘pantheor’ together with
Catholic saints, indigenous spirits, and other spiritual beings of different
origins. Another common feature of the many Afro-Brazilian religions is their
focus on healing practices: Indeed, Candomblé and Umbanda groups, as well
as Spiritist centers, serve as points of contact for people seeking help with
regard to everyday health, family, or work problems.

Over the course of centuries, the Catholic side, despite its dogmatic con-
demnation, has developed a rather pragmatic ‘tolerance of ambiguity’ towards

4 Cf. as an example the incident “Chute na Santa” (,Kicking the Saint’). It took place
in a religious TV program broadcast nationwide by Rede Record (the TV station of
UCKG) on October 12, 1995, which is a national holiday in honor of Brazil’s patron
saint Nossa Senhora Aparecida. A UCKG bishop, Sérgio von Helder, who had brought a
statue of Nossa Senhora Aparacida along, led through the program; he walked around
the statue and made remarks about how ugly it was, questioning how anyone could
believe that such a figure could even have anything to do with God. He then insulted
those beliefs as idolatry and kicked the statue repeatedly. The incident set off a large
controversy about religious tolerance. Cf. the report on the incident on Jornal Nacional
(1995).
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the widespread habit of merging Catholic and Afro-Brazilian practices and be-
liefs. On the Protestant side, such pragmatic tolerance is found less with Pen-
tecostal and neo-Pentecostal churches strongly rejecting Afro-Brazilian reli-
gions. Their special offer of salvation is, as previously stated, strictly exclusive,
and in addition acts increasingly aggressively towards competing religions, es-
pecially those of African provenance (da Silva 2007; 2016; Oro 2005).

This concludes our brief look at the Protestant and Afro-Brazilian sub-
fields and the emerging competitive dynamics in the overall religious field. In
the next part, I focus on what is still the most important religious sub-field in
Brazil, at least in terms of statistics, namely Catholicism.

3. The Catholic field in Brazil with a special focus
on the Catholic Charismatic Renewal

Brazilian Catholicism is remarkably diverse. We can distinguish (at least) four
currents: Folk Catholicism, Romanized Catholicism, Liberation Theology, and
Charismatic Catholicism.

Folk Catholicism developed since the beginning of the colonial period
in the 16th century. It is a particular Catholic culture rooted in the Iberian
Catholicism of the early modern period and shaped by the counter-refor-
matory ideas of the Tridentine Council (1545-1563). Its central feature is the
worship of the saints - first and foremost: the Virgin Mary — which is ex-
pressed in shrines, offerings, pilgrimages, belief in miracles, etc. This specific
devotional culture was, in a sense, the first religious ‘export’ from Europe to
Latin America. Once there, however, it developed a life of its own, merging
with local religious (and non-religious) customs and profane festive culture
(Gonzalez 2016; Larkin 2016; Steil 2016).

Towards the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, the
impact of European Ultramontanism also took hold of the non-European
branches of the Catholic Church. Brazil was no exception: Here, too, a Roman
Catholic culture based on the European model would be established. The main
characteristics of this Romanized Catholicism (as Ultramontanism came to
be called outside of Europe) are prioritizing the magisterium and the clergy
(first and foremost the Pope) as well as focusing pastoral care on providing
the so-called holy sacraments (de Roux 2014; Steil 2016). An entirely different
pastoral concept was favored by the third current in Brazil’s Catholic sub-field:
Liberation Theology.
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Influenced by Marxism and other anti-capitalist theories, Liberation The-
ology emerged in various Latin American countries in the early 1960s and
gained wide influence in the 1970s. Among its core tenets is the conviction
that there is a preferential divine “option for the poor” (Hartch 2014: 57-72,
73-82, 134—136), i.e. the idea that God loves the poor, the deprived, those who
suffer, more than the rich and privileged and that he empowers the poor to
fight in solidarity for their rights in order to overcome oppression, poverty,
and hunger. Liberation theology thus radically challenged clerical Romanized
Catholicism. Priests and lay people in this movement founded so-called local
base communities, the idea being to come together to read and interpret the
Bible in the light of the “option for the poor”. Instead of focusing on providing
the holy sacraments, these base communities aim at empowering the poor,
both religiously and socially: religious practice is thus combined with social
work (with the landless, the illiterate, street children, prostitutes, industrial
workers, etc.). Liberation Theology was supported by the Latin American
bishops (Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano; CELAM) at their conferences in
Medellin (1968) and Puebla (1979) before it was systematically (and effectively)
suppressed by Rome, especially since the pontificate of John Paul II (since
1978).

Much more successful than Liberation Theology is the Catholic Charis-
matic Renewal. Launched in the US with the so-called “Duquesne Weekend”
in 1967 (Ciciliot 2019: 252f.; 2020: 131f.), the Charismatic wave spilled over to
Brazil soon afterward. In a pioneering study, Brazilian sociologist Brenda
Carranza (2000) identifies 1969 as the founding year of Brazil's Renovagio
Carismadtica Catdlica (RCC). In 1969, a US Jesuit, Harold Rahm, who had
been working in Brazil since 1964, initiated Brazil’s first Catholic Charismatic
prayer group in Campinas (S3o Paulo state) — a group which should become
the nucleus of a highly successful movement. In 1971, alongside Harold Rahm,
two other priests became involved in establishing the RCC in Brazil: Eduardo
Dougherty, also a US Jesuit, and Jonas Abib, a Brazilian Salesian priest of
Lebanese origin. Both contributed to the rapid growth of the movement in the
following years by encouraging the creation of many such local prayer groups
(Carranza 2000; Chesnut 2003; 2016; Cleary 2011: 96—151; Prandi 1997).

How did the surrounding Catholic sub-field react to the charismatic “awak-
enings”? Actually, the pioneers of the movement were invited to a first meeting
with the Brazilian bishops in May 1973. The bishops declared that the Charis-
matic movements were “um novo modo de ser Igreja’ (Carranza 2000: 37; ‘a
new way of being church). On the one hand, with this phrasing the movement’s
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claim to renew the church as a whole was taken up and, in a sense, legitimized;
at the same time, however, the bishops thereby also verbalized their expecta-
tion for the Charismatic Movement to take its place within the institutional
structure of the Church and to submit to the magisterium. And this is what
happened in the following years.

The further organizational development of the movement took place
rapidly; in the course of 1974, starting from local prayer groups and regional
prayer meetings, transregional coordination groups were established. In the
same year, the RCC held its first national congress in Itaici (S3o Paulo state); a
nationwide representation, the Conselho Nacional da Renovacao Carismdtica
Catdlica, was created to support the movement’s further development. Or-
ganizational units and “ministries” with specific tasks were established at
different ecclesiastical and political levels (parish, diocese, federal states) - in
short, the movement institutionalized and professionalized.

The fact that after initial hesitation, both the ‘National Conference of
Brazilian Bishops’ (Conferéncia Nacional dos Bispos Brasileiros; CNBB) and
the Vatican® eventually gave their “blessing” to the RCC might partly be due to
the fact that they finally saw it as an opportunity to “save” Catholicism from its
leftist politicization represented by Liberation Theology. But it was clearly also
motivated by the rapid rise of an efficient competitor outside the Catholic sub-
field: namely, Pentecostalism. Supporting the Charismatics thus seemed to be
a good strategy to fight both competitors, inside and outside the Catholic sub-
field. And it was effective — certainly relatively effective, for statistics are clear
about one point: the RCC has not succeeded to any significant extent in win-
ning back former Catholics (who converted to Pentecostal churches or opted
for non-religion). Instead, its success so far remains limited to the shrinking
Catholic sub-field, which is witnessing ‘conversions’ from Romanized or Folk
Catholicism or from base communities to Charismatic Catholicism.®

In terms of geography, the RCC has spread all over Brazil since the 1970s,
and particularly since the 1990s, with a focus in the southeast (namely Sio

5 The Vatican supported the Charismatic Renewal through the establishment, of a cen-
tral service unit called International Catholic Charismatic Renewal Service (ICCRS) in
1978, which changed its name to Catholic Charismatic Renewal International Service
(CHARIS) in 2019. For the development of the CCR from its beginnings in the US, its
global spread and the changing attitude of the Vatican cf. Ciciliot 2020.

6 Chesnut (2016: 77) estimates that at least 50 percent of Brazilian Catholics belong to
the Charismatic spectrum.
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Paulo) and south. In the following, a few examples from the extremely broad
spectrum of Catholic Charismatic communities in Brazil shall be presented
(for the following: Cleary 2011: 96-131).

I start with a preliminary remark: After the first spillover of the Charis-
matic impulse from the US at the end of the 1960s, it was initially Charismatic
communities operating internationally that gained a foothold; nevertheless,
soon after Brazilian Charismatics themselves began to establish a variety of
new communities of their own. Among them, we can distinguish between ‘life
communities” and “covenant communities”. The members of life communities
are expected to share their entire lives with each other, which often includes
giving up their private property for the benefit of the community to which they
have bound themselves by certain vows. The members of covenant communi-
ties, in contrast, usually carry on with their lives outside the community where
they gather exclusively for specific communal activities. Some communities
combine both types.

One of the first international communities to take root in Brazil is the Co-
munidade Emanuel.” Founded in France in the early 1970s, it is also success-
ful in Europe (cf. Dolbeau’s chapter in this volume). Its Brazilian branch was
founded by the Benedictine Father Cipriano Chagas in Rio de Janeiro in 1976.
The Comunidade Emanuel combines life community with covenant commu-
nity features. It counts diocesan priests as well as married people among its
members, and likewise lay people who feel called to celibacy and to placing
their lives at the service of the community. As the name of the community sug-
gests (‘(Emanuel’ means ‘God is with us’), members see their specific vocation
in joyfully proclaiming and praising God’s presence in the world.

Cancdo Nova (‘New Song), one of the most successful Charismatic com-
munities in the country, was founded by the above-mentioned Jonas Abib in
Cachoeira Paulista (S3o Paulo state) in 1978 (Cleary 2011: 106-109, 120f.; de
Oliveira 2009).® At the center of this covenant community’s vocation is — as its
name indicates — music, which Jonas Abib identified as a special instrument
of evangelization and mission. Cangio Nova thus promotes composers and
singers and the production and dissemination of popular Christian music.
Starting in its early days, the community established its own radio station, and
today runs one of the largest Catholic media groups in the world, including ra-
dio and television stations that broadcast around the clock, a publishing house

7 Cf. https://emanuelnobrasil.com.br/.
8 Cf. https://www.cancaonova.com/.
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and, unsurprisingly, a professionalized internet presence, naturally including
social media. Cancdo Nova also sells a wide range of products, from books,
CDs, and DVDs to clothing, devotional objects, and merchandising items. At
its headquarters in Cachoeira Paulista, the construction of one of the largest
religious meeting places (called Centro de Evangeliza¢ao) in Latin America
(seating 30.000 people plus 44.000 standing) was completed in 2004. Cangido
Nova is successful not only in Brazil, but worldwide; it also has branches in
Europe, especially in Portugal (Gabriel 2009).

One of the first communities active in northern Brazil is Shalom, which
was founded in 1982 in Fortaleza (state of Ceard) — and not, like the two pre-
viously mentioned communities, by a priest, but by a layman: Moyses Louro
de Azevedo (Cleary 2011: 112f.; Mariz/Aguilar 2009).” Azevedo was influenced
by Jonas Abib and the Cang¢do Nova community. It is thus no surprise that
Shalom also draws on music as a central missionary tool. It runs more than 50
community houses in Brazil, which organize religious orientation days and
summer camps; it is also present on the radio and television with its own pro-
grams and has spread internationally, including to France, Italy, Switzerland,
Canada, and Israel (Cleary 2011: 112f.). Once a year, it organizes the annual
music festival Halleluya (cf. below).

Very successful is also the community Toca de Assis, which again origi-
nated in the southeast of the country, in Campinas (S3o Paulo state) (Cleary
2011: 113f.; Portella 2009).'° Founded in 1983 by a priest (Roberto José Lettieri),
its members see their specific vocation in following the footsteps of Fran-
cis of Assisi, i.e. in a simple lifestyle and in caring for the poor, especially
the homeless; accordingly, they call themselves “filhos da pobreza” (‘sons of
poverty’). Toca de Assis is a lay congregation that maintains more than 100
houses throughout Brazil, with a focus on the state of S3o Paulo.

The boundaries between the numerous Charismatic communities, of
which only a few have been mentioned here, are blurred; membership is
often not formalized and specific cross-community events contribute to the
emergence of an overarching Charismatic sense of community. Among them
are the large-scale worship services for which stadium-like meeting places
have been created (modeled on Pentecostal megachurches, though mostly less
representative). The best-known example is the Santuario Theotdkos — Mae de
Deus (‘Shrine of the God-bearer — Mother of God’) in S2o Paulo, initiated by

9 Cf. https://shalombrasil.com.br/.
10 Cf. https://tocadeassisirmaos.org.br/.
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the aforementioned singing priest Marcelo Rossi.” The Santudrio Theot6kos
is Brazil's second largest church in the country; it can accommodate about
25.000 people inside and 100.000 people outside.”” The Holy Mass is read
here several times a week and broadcast by both church-owned and private
TV stations.” When celebrated by Marcelo Rossi, it resembles a staging that
alternates between pop concert and Sunday service, i.e. secular pop cultural
forms are adopted and embedded in a Catholic context. I shall come back to
this further on.

This melting of Catholic elements with pop-cultural ones is also the recipe
for the success of religious music festivals such as those hosted by Cangio
Nova or Shalom. Shalom organizes an annual five-day festival of Catholic mu-
sic called Halleluya in Fortaleza (northern Brazil): more than a million people
gathered for more than 40 individual events as part of this festival in pre-
COVID years. On the professionally designed website, the festival is adver-
tised with the slogan “Mais que um Festival. Uma experiéncia!” (More than a
festival. An experience!’)."* A similar three-day event — named Hosana Brasil —
is organized annually by Cangdo Nova in Cachoeira Paulista (in the southeast;
S3o Paulo state) and brings together hundreds of thousands religious ‘fans’
from numerous different communities and local prayer groups.”

Within Brazil’s Catholic sub-field, the RCC provides an alternative to the
other styles of Catholic devotion: Its dynamic and emotional approach to
liturgy, which is focused on a belief in the actual presence of the Holy Spirit,
is in sharp contrast with the rigid clerical culture of Romanized Catholicism
as well as with the rather ascetic liturgical style practiced in Liberationist base

11 Cf. https://padremarcelorossi.com.br/ and the Facebook and Instagram accounts of
the Santudrio Theotdkos.

12 The largest being the Sanctuary of the national patron Santa Maria Aparecida (Sao
Paulo state). The Santuario Theotékos was financed exclusively by donations and the
proceeds from the sale of CDs, DVDs, books, etc. Its 2012 inauguration was broadcast
by Brazil’s largest TV-station Rede Globo (cf. the report: https://www.youtube.com/w
atch?v=ZHZAYyFuFXw&t=47s).

13 According to the website “Horarios de Missa em todo o Brasil” the Holy Mass is read at
the Santuario Theotdkos twice on Sundays (5:45 a.m.; 8:45 a.m.) and once on Wednes-
days (7:45 p.m.) and Saturdays (3:00 p.m.); all four masses are broadcast either by the
private TV- and radio-station Rede Globo or by the Catholic TV station Rede Vida or
by Web TV; cf. https://www.horariodemissa.com.br/igreja.php?k=Ag7U9.

14 Cf. https://www.festivalhalleluya.com/festival.

15 Cf. https://eventos.cancaonova.com/edicao/hosana-brasil-17/.
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Astrid Reuter: “I am happy to be Catholic

communities (Oro 1996: 89—119; Prandi 1997: 97-157). What distinguishes the
RCC from other currents in Brazilian Catholicism, however, is not just its
expressive, enthusiastic style of piety (which strongly resembles Pentecostal
forms), but also the social forms that Charismatic spirituality takes on. It is
noteworthy that, in terms of social structure, the basic social form of Charis-
matic Catholicism - the usually small local prayer group (“grupo de oragao”) —
resembles the base communities and thus the social form invented by Libera-
tion Theology, the main competitor of Charismatic Catholicism in the Catholic
sub-field (Prandi 1997: 97-121). However, Charismatic prayer groups and base
communities fill their respective basic social forms, which are similar in some
regards, with fundamentally disparate religious messages and completely
different devotional styles: The primarily sober spirituality observable in base
communities reflects experiences of suffering and oppression. Base commu-
nities apply the biblical message to the living conditions of the poor in order to
obtain religious guidelines for social action — social action that aims at chang-
ing those unjust social conditions. Charismatic prayer groups, in contrast,
concern personal experiences of the Holy Spirit (“baptism in the Spirit”) and
thus individual spiritual renewal. Charismatic religiosity is joyful, its focus
is on praising God and on the personally (not socially) liberating experience
of the Holy Spirit. ‘I am happy to be Catholic’ - this slogan, brought to life by
singing priests like Marcelo Rossi, sums up what Charismatic Catholic piety
is about, and how it differs from all other types of Catholicism in Brazil: While
Romanized Catholicism is experienced as ritually petrified, Folk Catholicism
is marked by magical ideas, and Liberation Theology takes a rather rational
approach to religion, while Charismatic piety simply makes Catholics happy!
In Charismatic prayer groups, the “baptism in the Spirit” as an experience
of being personally called, is longed for, prayed for, and sung for together. It is
experienced as spiritual empowerment to cope with the given life conditions
and thus acknowledged as a path to healing. Healing is understood both in a
concrete sense, as recovery from physical or psychological suffering, and in a
figurative sense, e.g. as turning away from alleged sexual or religious aberra-
tions, namely homosexuality, promiscuity, or the practice of Afro-Brazilian re-
ligions (Maffi 2019). The experience of being “baptized in the Holy Spirit”is also
interpreted as a divine calling for further commitment — commitment both in
the sense of developing one’s own faith (inwardly) and of actively engaging in
missionary work (outwardly). This is far from trivial: In a country where not
long ago (as recently as the early 1970s) more than 90 per cent of the popula-
tion still identified with Catholicism, both concerns point to a profound reli-
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gious change. The Renovagio Carismdtica Catdlica is both part of that change
and a response to it. This unprecedented zeal for evangelization and mission
challenged the established pastoral praxis, which could not rely on approved
models. The Charismatics thus first had to invent practices and build up social
forms appropriate to their evangelization and mission goals — or borrow them
from other contexts.

In this regard, the RCC’s representatives proceed methodically. An exam-
ple of this is a document entitled “Planejamento Estratégico de Evangelizagao”
(‘Strategic Planning of Evangelizatior'), authored by the National Council of
the RCC in 2014. The document, which was presented at a national meet-
ing of RCC leaders, unfolds a general agenda to be implemented nationwide
in anticipation of the (then upcoming) soth anniversary of the global Catholic
Charismatic Renewal in 2017. It displays a range of activities based on seven
pillars: evangelization, pastoral care, spirituality, formation (of multipliers),
communication, administration, and mission. These pillars are in turn struc-
tured according to the criteria (general) intention, (concrete) objective, (possi-
ble) action, and responsibility. In addition, a structure for self-assessment is
provided (not yet implemented; ongoing implementation in per cent; already
implemented). It should not be considered a coincidence that this seven-part
spectrum is framed by the pillars evangelization and mission, since one’s own
anchoring in the faith is considered the prerequisite for effective missionary
activity.

Besides, the document exemplifies how a religious renewal movement
which began from below might gradually become controlled from above.
Here, we can observe the particular tension between microsocial religious
community building and meso- or macrosocial religious organization: While
it is correct that organizational logics risk inhibiting the dynamics of spon-
taneous Charismatic experiences and community building, especially those
based on eruptive experiences such as the “baptism in the Spirit”, this is only
one side of the story. The other is that religious organizations might also create
conditions that make Charismatic experiences and subsequent processes of
community-building possible in the first place. This somewhat paradoxical
effect can be observed in the case of the RCC.

16  Cf. https://novoportal.rccbrasil.org.br/blog/planejamento-estrategico-de-evangeliza
cao/.
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Astrid Reuter: “I am happy to be Catholic”

For instance, the RCC’s website"” provides not only general information on
the movement and its organizational structure, but also contains interactive
pages that allow committed adherents to register their prayer groups,® and,
as a result, interested people to find a prayer group in their neighborhood. The
RCC thus uses its organizational structure (which is supported by the church
hierarchy) to promote grassroot activities, i.e. to encourage local people to start
Charismatic prayer groups or to participate in existing ones. At the same time,
it also channels this process by providing general explanations about the re-
ligious purpose of prayer groups and offering suggestions for prayer or com-
munal activities as well as pictures and videos visualizing such activities.” As
aresult, a certain standardization of piety is being pushed: The RCC as a well-
structured organization (on the macro-level) provides a model that individuals
and local Charismatic prayer groups (on the micro- and meso-level) are sup-
posed to follow.

In contrast to Max Weber’s line of argumentation, who assumed that
the Charismatic character of a movement would be lost (by routinization)
when the movement is transformed into an organization (Weber 1968 [1922]:
246-254), the RCC exemplifies that setting up professional organizational
structures does not necessarily slow down the initial Charismatic impetus,
but might even promote further Charismatic experiences and initiate pro-
cesses of Charismatic community-building — because of and not despite
efficient church organization. Thus, typical events which can only take place
with a great deal of professional organizational effort, such as the above-
mentioned music festivals Halleluya and Hosana Brasil, transregional or
national prayer meetings (“ceniculos”), local Jesus bars’ (“barzinhos de Je-
sus”) or ‘Christotheques’ (“cristotecas”), or the alternative carnival (“Carneval

17 Cf. https://novoportal.rccbrasil.org.br/.

18  Cf. https://novoportal.rccbrasil.org.br/cadastre-um-grupo-de-oracao/; https://novopo
rtal.rccbrasil.org.br/o-que-e-grupo-de-oracao/. In this way, data on the spread of the
RCC is collected. At the beginning of 2022, a total of 14.313 prayer groups were listed
on this website, broken down by states; according to this, the greatest density was
found in the south and southeast. These numbers were no longer publicly accessible
in August 2023; the call to register groups and the possibility to find groups in one’s
neighborhood are still in place.

19 Cf. the websites “O que é Grupo de Oragdo e como participar?” (‘What is a prayer group
and how can | take part?) and “Grupo de oragdo— Formacao” (‘Prayer group — Formati-
on’): https://novoportal.rccbrasil.org.br/o-que-e-grupo-de-oracao/; https://novoporta
|.rccbrasil.org.br/grupo-de-oracao-formacao/.
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de Jesus”), open up new social spaces for Charismatic experiences for both
individuals and groups.

What is more, these events bring something else to light that is typical of
the social forms that Charismatic Catholicism in Brazil takes on: they are hy-
brid. We can observe a mingling of (1) distinct Catholic practices, symbols and
social forms (such as the Eucharist, the rosary, the Virgin Mary, reverence for
the pope, etc., and, not least, the social structure of base communities) with
(2) historically successful social forms from other religious origins (especially
from Pentecostalism, such as prayer groups or the camp meetings) and (3) so-
cial frames drawn from pop culture (discotheque, bar, concert, camping, even
sports, etc.). For instance, “cendculos” (‘prayer meetings’) typically take place in
large sport arenas or as camp meetings and resemble, for one thing, the Great
Awakenings that took place in the US in the 18th and 19th centuries; at the same
time, however, they make use of basic social elements from present-day pop
culture (just think of music festivals). Even the Holy Mass with its core ritual of
the Eucharist is not exempt from this hybridization. The singing priest Marcelo
Rossi actually stages the Holy Mass like a pop show.*® The point here is that we
are dealing with highly organized religious events that facilitate individual as
well as communal Charismatic experiences.

Music plays an important role in (almost) all of this. In Brazil, Charismatic
Catholicism has developed its own style of music, which is popularized by the
“barzinhos de Jesus*, the “cristotecas*, and not least the festivals of religious
music, and has become successful on the commercial music market. In fact,
music is at the heart of the dynamic process of Charismatic community-build-
ing in Brazil today, and this dynamic is driven by a figure exclusive to Charis-
matic Catholicism, namely, the singing priest.

Singing priests are key figures for the movement’s success (Cleary 2011:
1-29, 96-151; Clarke 1999; Chesnut 2003: 64-101; Souza 2005). One reason
might be their ability to perform smoothly in highly different social fields:
they are big names in the pop-cultural scene and renowned personages in the
religious field. They perform proficiently both at the altar and on the stage;
they turn Holy Mass into an event that oscillates between show and Sun-
day service; they run daily radio and television programs, sell their own CDs,
DVDs, and books, stream their music, maintain personal websites, Instagram,
and Facebook accounts, etc. And they are successful. In 2002, the most famous

20 His latest videos can be watched via his personal website: https://www.padremarcel
orossi.com.br/WebTV.php.
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of Brazil’s singing priests, Padre Marcelo Rossi, received a nomination for the
Latin Grammy.

The singing priests represent a style of joyful piety that is compatible with
the modern world and its ‘well-being ideals. They act as ambassadors of a
renewed Catholicism whose core message is that Catholicism is about being
happy, and moreover about being happy in this world!

To conclude this part: The reason that the RCC does quite well in gain-
ing followers among Catholics might be that Charismatic Catholicism (in
Brazil) has created a joyful culture of piety that combines traditional Catholic
elements with new non-Catholic practices, ideas, and social forms. Popular
elements from outside the Catholic sub-field are thus embedded within a
Catholic framework and invested with a Catholic meaning. Particularly im-
portant in this regard is not least the devotion to Mary, which connects the
Charismatic current with the other three currents in the Brazil's Catholic
field. This is most evident in the case of Marcelo Rossi. Not only did he name
the huge religious arena that he founded in S3o Paulo after Maria Santudrio
Theotdkos (‘Shrine of the God-Bearer’); Mary is also iconographically om-
nipresent there as well as on his website and in his books. She is a constant
point of reference in his songs, and the prayer of the rosary is a preferred and
recommended devotional practice, streamed every day through his personal
website, thus creating a virtual community of praying believers.*

4. Final considerations: ‘Option for the spirits'”:
Dynamics of competition and convergence in the religious field
in Brazil

Now that we have taken a closer look at the heterogeneous Catholic sub-field
and especially the role of the Charismatic Renewal in its dynamics, I will again
‘zoom out of the Catholic sub-field and cast a glance at the dynamics of the
entire religious field of Brazil. Let’s take a quick look back: Even though Pen-
tecostal churches had begun growing in the 1950s, the Catholic Church only
started taking other religious actors seriously in the 1970s, and even then, only

21 Cf https://www.padremarcelorossi.com.br/IndiceDoRosario.php. In a 2003 film enti-
tled “Maria, M3e do Filho de Deus” (‘Mary, Mother of God’s Son’) Rossi even partici-
pated as an actor; cf. Moacyr Gées (dir.) 2003.
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reluctantly. As a result, the church was late in realizing that it had come un-
der competitive pressure in the religious field and, consequently, was late in
actually taking care of the faith and inner devotion of Catholics themselves.

As ‘newcomers’ in the religious field, Pentecostal churches, in contrast,
have presented themselves from the beginning as an alternative to Catholi-
cism, thereby triggering a dynamic of competition in the overall religious field.
They did so not only by offering alternative beliefs, but also by introducing
alternative social forms of religion, with Pentecostalism organizing itself into
‘sect’-like social forms rather than ‘churches’. By ‘sects’, I understand (in line
with Max Weber’s and Ernst Troeltsch’s definition; Weber 2011 [1920]; Troeltsch
1960 [1912]; cf. the Introduction to this volume) exclusive communities whose
members are expected to be deeply devout and to live a life that consistently
pleases God. Pentecostal sects thus represent a social alternative to the ‘church’
and thus to the dominant social form of Catholicism in Brazil until at least
the mid-20th century. Unlike sects, churches (still according to Weber and
Troeltsch) follow an inclusive model of membership, i.e. membership does
not necessarily require an inner commitment. Religious communities that
follow the sect-type and its corresponding devotional style (which in the case
of Pentecostalism consists of a combination of emotional religiosity and strict
lifestyle) proved to be very successful in Brazil. It is therefore not surprising
that Catholics should have imitated sect-like social forms, based on the per-
sonal calling as experienced in the “baptism in the Spirit”, the key moment in
the religious life of Charismatics.

Yet, to fully comprehend the religious dynamics in Brazil we must realize
something else: All three main actors share a fundamental conviction, namely
a belief in the power of spirits — be it the (one and only) Holy Spirit of Chris-
tians or the many spirits of African, indigenous, or other provenance that are
worshipped in the Afro-Brazilian religions. Just as important as this shared
belief in the existence of powerful spirits, however, are the differences in the
background beliefs about the character of these spirits. While the Holy Spirit
of Christians (as an aspect of the divine trinity) is imagined as unambiguously
good, the African, indigenous, and other spirits, for their part, are without ex-
ception highly ambiguous, i.e. neither good nor evil, or both good and evil at
the same time. Christianity, by contrast, has split off all evil from the idea of
God and transferred it to the figure of the devil.

This is no theological hair-splitting. Rather, it is crucial if we want to
understand how (neo-)Pentecostalism and Charismatic Catholicism relate
to Afro-Brazilian religions: They imagine the African spirits as demons, and
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therefore see ritual trance as demonic possession, as the bestseller Orixis,
Caboclos e Guias: Deuses ou Demonios?** (‘Orixas, Caboclos and Leaders: Gods
or Demons?) authored by Edir Macedo (2019 [1989]), founder of the neo-
Pentecostal Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, testifies; this highly
aggressive bestseller was first published in 1989 and relaunched in 2019. Neo-
Pentecostal churches, in particular, are highly aggressive towards Afro-Brazil-
ian religions, even physically attacking their centers and their adherents (da
Silva 2007; 2016). There are no reports yet of Catholic Charismatic groups
behaving in a similar way, but Charismatic Catholics are also increasingly dis-
tancing themselves from Afro-Brazilian religions (Maffi 2019), interestingly
much more so than representatives of Romanized Catholicism and in contrast
to Folk Catholicism and Liberation Theology.

We can thus state that there actually is a dynamic of competition in Brazil’s
religious field — a dynamic that emerged with the rise of Pentecostalism, and
that has since then impinged upon other actors.

What determines this competition? In his book Competitive Spirits (2003),
R. Andrew Chesnut noted the prevalence in the Catholic sub-field in Brazil of
whathe calls a “Preferential Option for the Spirit” (ibid.: 64—101) - “Spirit” in the
singular, referring to the Holy Spirit. What he (alluding, needless to say, to the
liberation theologists’ phrase of a ‘preferential option for the poor’) describes
as the basic logic within the Catholic sub-field, however, seems to apply to the
religious field as a whole: it is the search for personal spiritual experiences that
determines the religious dynamics in Brazil — whether these experiences can
be traced back to the one and only Holy Spirit or to the many other spirits of any
origin. The logic of the religious field in Brazil is thus dominated by an ‘option
for the spirits’ — this time in the plural.

As aresult, religious ‘providers’, so to speak, will do their best to make such
experiences available. The convergence of religious beliefs (in powerful spir-
its) and demands (the search for personal experiences of those spirits) thus
leads to competition among religious providers. Convergence and competi-
tion are mutually dependent. And this — which is what I am getting at - fa-
vors a dynamic of ‘mimicry’ (or ‘isomorphisny) in Brazil's religious field: styles
of piety and their corresponding social forms (actually, social forms that allow
for spiritual experiences) are being reproduced across religious and denom-

22 “Orixd” is the name for the deities of African origin; a “caboblo” is an indigenous spirit;
“guia” is an umbrella term for a variety of spirits that are worshipped in Umbanda.
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inational boundaries, namely across Pentecostalism, Catholicism, and Afro-
Brazilian religions. I shall explain this a little further.

I will start with the ‘mimicry’ of devotional styles: actually, trance experi-
ences, possession — and its counterpart: exorcism — are at the center of the
devotional culture of all successful religious providers in Brazil. They are ac-
companied by certain patterns of bodily expressions, such as glossolalia, phys-
iognomic changes, falling, clumsy movements or spasms, etc. (which usually
turn into harmonized body performance after a while). Significantly, a posi-
tive tone underlies this style of piety: It is not only ‘I am happy to be Catholic’ —
we could replace Catholic with Pentecostal, Spiritist, or Afro-Brazilian to ob-
tain a motto which concisely expresses the basic attitude of those who, to re-
fer to Chesnut, ‘opt for the spirit(s) and corresponding devotional styles. Suc-
cessful religion in Brazil is thus about being happy and healthy, namely: being
happy and healthy in this world — not primarily about eternal ‘salvation’ (such
as preached by both ‘Romanized Catholicisnt and historical Protestantism, the
two ‘losers’ in Brazil’s religious field).

The mimicry of devotional styles is accompanied by a second form of
‘mimicry’: mimicry of social forms of religion. This becomes obvious when
we compare the social structure of Charismatic Catholicism with that of
Pentecostalism: both have developed a scheme of religious social forms and
activities that ranges from the micro- to the meso- to the macro-level, i.e. from
small local groups (with high interactive commitment) to regional worship
gatherings (with medium commitment) to, eventually, large transregional or
even national religious events (with only loose personal commitment). Un-
surprisingly, the macro-level receives the greatest recognition in Charismatic
Catholicism: the RCC has gradually adapted to the hierarchical organizational
structure of the Brazilian church, thus securing the Vatican's approval as well.
This, however, has set off its own dynamic: the more Rome has supported the
Charismatic “awakenings” in Brazil (and worldwide), the more the movement
and its social forms have come under the control of the papal magisterium
and thus have been standardized.

I will conclude: In Brazil, those religious ‘providers’ that respond to the
prevalent ‘option for the spirit(s) are most successful. These are: Afro-Brazil-
ian religions, Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal churches — and Charismatic
Catholicism. The latter, as we have seen, is prospering, but its success remains
limited to the (otherwise shrinking) Catholic sub-field. Despite the backing
of the Brazilian bishops and the Vatican, the RCC has so far failed to win
back former Catholics. Instead, it has succeeded in gaining ground among
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Catholics themselves. The number of Catholics identifying with Charismatic
groups is currently estimated as being as high as 50 per cent (Chesnut 2016: 77).
Whether the trend towards Charismatic piety will stop the ongoing erosion
of the Catholic sub-field is almost impossible to predict. Yet, one observation
persists indisputably: The Charismatic Renewal has significantly changed the
social forms of Catholicism in Brazil.
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Everyday Familialism in the Emmanuel Community

Samuel Dolbeau

Abstract Familialism is generally understood as a conceptual framework aimed at
organizing political life, manifesting through mobilizations in the public sphere. Recent
Catholic mobilizations in Europe, focusing on issues related to sexuality and gender,
have brought attention to the importance of familialist networks that intersect with reli-
gious, associative, and political spheres. Within the French context, several researchers
have underscored the pivotal role played by the Emmanuel Community, the largest
Catholic Charismatic community in Europe. This paper aims to direct attention to the
development of familialism within the Emmanuel Community, from a sporadic form
of activism to the scaffolding serving for the construction of social forms within the
Emmanuel Community. Referred to as everyday familialism, this phenomenon can
be identified through the dissemination of religious resources that specifically target
families, as well as through organizational dynamics and the promotion of a distinct
clerical gender regime. This article builds upon broader doctoral research that examined
the institutionalization of the Emmanuel Community. The materials used here consist
primarily of semi-structured interviews conducted with members of the organization,
as well as archival sources from the movement and its publications. All interviews were
conducted in French; quotes were translated into English by the author."

Keywords Catholic Charismatic Renewal, Catholicism, Community, familialism, New
Ecclesial Movements, Sociology of Religion

1 Many thanks to Petre Maican for reviewing and refining my English. | also thank
Maren Freudenberg and Astrid Reuter for their suggestions.
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1. Introduction

The Emmanuel Community originated as a Catholic Charismatic prayer group
that was established in Paris in 1972 by two lay individuals: Pierre Goursat
(1914-1994) and Martine Laffitte-Catta (1942). Currently, the Emmanuel Com-
munity is present in approximately 60 countries and boasts a membership
of around 12.000 individuals.” It is regarded as one of the most vibrant New
Ecclesial Movements® in Europe (Landron 2004). Of the 12.000 members of
the Community, most of whom are from upper social classes, approximately
half reside in France. Out of the total membership, 275 individuals are priests,
while 225 are “consecrated in celibacy”.* Notwithstanding, the Community’s
activities extend beyond these numbers, encompassing various associations
and affiliated companies. The influence of the Emmanuel Community can also
be noticed in the ways of expression of mainstream Catholicism. For instance,
Emmanuel hymns are sung on a weekly basis in numerous French-speaking
European parishes.

In the 2010s, during the period of heightened politicization of gender
and sexuality issues, in which religious groups, especially Catholics, actively
engaged, the organization gained public prominence in France (Béraud
2020: 241). During the Catholic mobilizations against same-sex marriage
(2012-2013), several researchers highlighted the significant political role
played by the Emmanuel Community, particularly through its yearly gath-
erings in Paray-le-Monial, Bourgogne® (Brustier 2014; Béraud and Portier
2015; Dolbeau 2021). Through a range of rhetorical strategies and repertoires
of action (Stambolis-Ruhstorfer and Tricou 2018), these Catholics sought to

2 Source: https://emmanuel.info/qui-sommes-nous/ (accessed on September 5, 2023).

3 Broadly speaking, this term refers to communities that emerged in the wake of the
Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). Catholic Charismatic communities are integral
components of these New Ecclesial Movements.

4 In the 1970s, the concept of ‘consecrated celibacy’ gained significant traction among
New Ecclesial Movements, encompassing a diverse array of commitments that var-
iously approximate a religious lifestyle. Individuals committed to this path under-
take to live by the evangelical counsels of poverty, obedience, and chastity —expressed
through continence —via vows whose canonical status can differ markedly from one
movement to another. Often, these individuals wear distinctive attire and generally
live in communal settings. Beyond this basic definition, the lifestyle is marked by a
notable degree of heterogeneity. For further reading on the subject, cf. van Lier 2022.

5 Organized since 1975.
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defend a concept of ‘family’ (nuclear, heteronormative, and often large), that
can be aligned with the category of familialism.

Ina1999 article, French sociologist Rémi Lenoir provided the following def-
inition of familialism: “[familialism is] the totality of political movements and
actions primarily carried out through the mobilization of local and national
elites (lobbying, orchestrated press campaigns by private associations, occa-
sionally recognized as having public utility), with the objective of ‘defending
the family™ (Lenoir 1999: 77). Lenoir distinguishes two sources of this familial-
ism within the French context: one stemming from the state, which the Third

”

Republic relied upon starting from the late 19th century (the family as a means
of “preserving political order through morality” in response to the issue of “de-
population”), and the other originating from the Catholic Church, which, dur-
ing the late 19th and early 20th centuries, emerged “in the form of various phil-
anthropic movements associated with social Catholicism” aiming to “reinstate
a Catholic moral order” by promoting “large families” (ibid.: 77).

The objective of my contribution is to slightly shift the focus of familialism
from a form of Catholic activism in the public sphere on issues related to mar-
riage, sexuality, and gender, towards a form of everyday activism. Following
Sylvie Ollitrault’s work on environmental activists (Ollitrault 2008), I propose
to study everyday familialism as a central driver of the construction of social
forms within the Emmanuel Community. Although everyday familialism is not
asocial form initself, it operates as an interpretive model of pre-existing social
forms (cf. Introduction to this volume). Indeed, everyday familialism operates
both at the local level, where the dominant social form is that of the group,
and within the overarching governance of the Emmanuel Community, where
the dominant social form is that of the organization. Furthermore, across the
various tiers of the Emmanuel Community, the pronounced centrality of the
married couple underscores the significance of the dyad.

In order to study these different levels, I first will demonstrate how ev-
eryday familialism manifests in the religious offers targeted at families (e.g.

6 “The concept [of familialism] was indeed part of a movement aimed at promoting na-
tality. Following the defeat against Germany in 1870, depopulation was construed as
both the cause of this calamity and a calamity in its own right. Terms such as ‘declin-
ing birth rates’ and ‘depopulation’ were reflective of a prevailing sentiment among
certain sectors of the French elite at the time, who viewed France as a nation in de-
cline” (ibid.: 76).
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printed materials, specific events), as well as from an organizational perspec-
tive. To do so, I will focus on the parish level. I will illustrate how the practical
organization of parishes and the process of couples’ commitment, shaped by
everyday familialism, influence local group dynamics. In the second section,
focusing on a more meso-social level, I will delve into the internal governance
of the Emmanuel Community. I will illustrate how the governance model of
this organization, predicated on the dyad of the married couple, leads to a dis-
tinct division of religious work. Lastly, I will demonstrate how everyday fa-
milialism is also manifested in the priestly masculinity promoted among the
clergy members, which aligns quite closely with the ‘spousal’ model described
by sociologist Josselin Tricou (Tricou 2021: 349).”

2. “You don't feel like creeps who bring in their bawling kids":
The parish and the family

The first aspect, which is arguably the most immediately apparent, is the em-
phasis placed on the nuclear family and marital relationships in the discourse
promoted by the Emmanuel Community, both internally and externally, at the
group level (e.g. parish, prayer group) or the organization level (the Commu-
nity as a whole). This emphasis is manifested through the regular publication
of prescriptive materials on marital relationships and the upbringing of chil-
dren and teenagers. It is important to note that this promotional effort should
be understood within the broader context of the Catholic Church’s increas-
ing emphasis on family and marital relationships since the 1980s.® However,
following Anthony Favier’s observations (Favier 2021: 57—58), it is worth men-
tioning the Catholic Church’s historical influence on family and couples coun-
seling prior to the 1980s, particularly through the development of the profes-
sion of marriage counselor.’ The involvement of Catholics, particularly women

7 In his doctoral thesis, Josselin Tricou examines the four main regimes of “clerical gen-
der” at play in contemporary Catholicism. The spousal regime is one of these regimes.

8 Especially following the 1980 Synod on the Family, from which the apostolic exhorta-
tion Familiaris Consortio was derived.

9 Anthony Favier draws upon the work of Geneviéve Valla-Chevalley in this context. In
her book on the history of marital and family counseling, she elaborates: “Even though
it has been institutionally developed in France since the 1970s, marital and family
counseling gradually emerged in France, as well as in other American and European
countries, in the first half of the 20th century. It has been constructed from several
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working in the healthcare sector, in promoting “integral education for couples”
(ibid.: 58), represents a significant aspect of the forms of activism observed in
my field. This promotion extends beyond printed material. For instance, the
family sessions organized annually since 1983 are consistently the most pop-
ular weeks during the summer gatherings in Paray-le-Monial. These religious
offers, which are open to a broad Catholic audience, are also accessible in local
parishes through a series of courses affiliated with an Emmanuel association
called “Amour et Vérité” (‘Love and Truth™).

The second point worth mentioning pertains to the organization of
parishes entrusted to community priests. These priests place a primary focus
on the families within the parishes (whether members of the Emmanuel Com-
munity or not), offering specific activities for parents (e.g. dinners, courses),
teenagers and young adults (e.g. prayer groups, weekends), and children (e.g.
dedicated liturgy of the Word during Mass, nurseries). This family-oriented
religious approach, reminiscent of the tailored group approach observed in
Evangelical Protestantism", is not exclusive to the Emmanuel Community.
Similar tendencies can be found in other New Ecclesial Movements as well as
numerous ordinary urban parishes (Aubourg 2016). However, in the case of
the Emmanuel Community, the emphasis on the family dimension emerges
as a significant factor influencing the choices of the interviewed parishioners,
whether they are members of the Community or not. Sophie, a woman in her

more or less ancient roots, both Anglo-Saxon and French, among which are two main
‘parents’, quite different in nature, one being Catholic religious and the other secular
feminist. [...] One of these ‘parents’ has been the Catholic lineage of marriage prepara-
tion, which offered —and later mandated for the religious celebration of marriage—a
period of reflection with clergy members and other couples. This movement reflected
as early as the 1920s a growing awareness of the importance of marital life, particu-
larly through the Association of Christian Marriage (founded by Abbé Jean Violet in
1918)” (Valla-Chevalley 2009: 13-14).

10  Founded in 1981, this association is dedicated to the pastoral care of couples and fam-
ily. Source: https://femmanuel.info/france/amour-et-verite/ (accessed on September s,
2023).

11 “From this array of activities emerges the impression of mass sociability, yet tailored
to meet a multitude of individual needs. [...] One must be cautious of appearances:
the megachurch is not a train station or a supermarket where individuals can get lost
in the crowd without ever being called to account for their motivations. Megachurches
uniformly emphasize the identification of newcomers and underscore the importance
of directing them towards groups and activities that are likely to suit their needs.”
(Fath 2008: 39)
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forties from an aristocratic background, describes how she transitioned from
a parish led by another New Ecclesial Movement to joining a parish under the
guidance of the Emmanuel Community:

Sophie: That was also one of the very strong reasons for me, because when |
found this parish [run by Emmanuel], | arrived six and a half months preg-
nant, so | quickly had a little girl, then we had a second one after that, and
the way the children are looked after is brilliant. So that already allows...
already there are lots of other parents with children, so you don't feel like
creeps who bring in their bawling kids. And that’s it. There were structures.
[...] It wasn't a pretentious thing at all, people came, there were lots of fam-
ilies with lots of children, there was a little explanation of the Gospel for
the children during mass. There was even a nursery, and at first, | used to
take them to the nursery. So that helped me to live my faith more serenely
on Sundays and to be a bit cooler during mass. [...] The priests have a way
of talking... and | think it’s linked to the Emmanuel approach, which is that
it’s very grounded in reality. In other words, they don’t give you moralistic
speeches about the fact that you're really sinners, that “you've got to get
a move on”, well if “you’ve got to get a move on” they tell you differently.

I: And that was a difference from what you'd experienced [in your former
parish]?

Sophie: Well completely... so [the New Ecclesial Movement in charge of this
parish], | don’t believe | stayed there long enough to... | thought it was not
bad musically, but it was still very elitist as... | think | had to go to this
parish for two years and never speak to anyone. No one ever spoke to me.

I: Elitist, in what sense do you mean that?

Sophie: Well, like... | wasn't married, | was a student, | was too old for youth
groups, and so maybe | didn’t do enough, but | really met... unlike what |
have here [...] where there’s a community beyond the community people
| mean, we have a parish community."

In Sophie’s remarks, it is evident that the emphasis on families goes beyond
the tangible structures mentioned earlier, such as the liturgy of the Word for

12 Interview with Sophie, layperson, January 29, 2020.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Samuel Dolbeau: Everyday Familialism in the Emmanuel Community

children. This focus creates a pervasive sense of familiarity nurtured by an in-
herent entre-soi dynamic that already exists within the Community (reinforced
by the recruitment of members from high social classes). This familiarity is
also fostered through a close relationship with the priestly team, which is
then contrasted with the group experiences from the previous parish settings,
where there may have been a perceived distance between clergy and laity, or
disapproving looks directed towards parents with noisy young children during
Mass.

This sense of familiarity within the group is accompanied by a rapid
process of entrusting couples with responsibilities by the parish team. New
parishioners, as a couple, are quickly given the task of managing the courses
they themselves have previously taken, such as baptism preparation or mar-
riage preparation. This circular model, at times resulting in an accumulation
of commitments, reflects the internal functioning of the Emmanuel Com-
munity. The process is primarily based on an affinity between marital/family
commitment and religious commitment, as expressed more or less explicitly
in the interviews with my respondents. Several devoted women parishioners
establish a connection between the expectations associated with the different
roles they undertake in the parish and their role as mothers. They emphasize
the nurturing and caring aspects inherent in their tasks, often describing them
as acts of “motherly care”. Devotion, solicitude, and compassion for others are
all regarded as “feminine attributes” (Béraud 2007: 306) and are consistently
required in these different contexts. Frangoise, a woman in her fifties from an
aristocratic background, is actively involved in a parish run by the Emmanuel
Community in Belgium, despite not being a member herself:

I've always been very touched by children, it’s always been... my field has
always been children more than anything else. What touched me was to
see this [parish] team that was completely dedicated to children, with tools
that | didn't know, songs with gestures, very gentle words, very touching in
fact, and very oriented towards their daily lives. [...] And so | said to myself
“I would have liked to have had this when | was a child too. And so, | want
this for my children”. Because there’s a dimension in the Gospel, Jesus often
talks about children. And then, little by little, that led me to meet people
who were involved in [an activity aimed at mothers]. So there too, | said to
myself “this is fantastic, | can be myself, | can have my time [...] with these

people”™

13 Interview with Francoise, layperson, January 30, 2020.
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It is important to note that this affinity between marital/family commitment
and religious commitment should be understood in parallel with the “pro-
cesses of reinvesting professional skills in activist activities” (Rétif 2013: 418),
which is particularly notable among the men. However, it is noteworthy that
the “social function of mothers” (ibid.: 421) continues to be of paramount
importance for my respondents in the perception and self-perception of the
qualities they bring to the religious sphere. The frequent use of a dual voca-
tional framework, encompassing both motherhood and Christian vocation,
serves to reinforce this phenomenon.

In summary, at the group level, the Emmanuel Community promotes a re-
ligious offer specifically tailored to families, which is evident both through di-
rect means such as publications and events, as well as in more subtle ways, in-
cluding the practical organization of parishes and the process of couples’ com-
mitment. These commitments, typically following a circular model, are shaped
by gender dynamics that emphasize a correspondence between family and re-
ligious commitment, particularly for women. However, to gain a deeper un-
derstanding of how everyday familialism shapes social forms within the Em-
manuel Community, further explorations of the internal dynamics of the Com-
munity are necessary, particularly the central role of conjugality in its gover-
nance.

3. Governing through the couple: A dyad-based organization

Apart from the general moderator* and those responsible for specific branches
(i.e. for priests and consecrated celibates), most decision-making bodies

14 While the position of moderator is canonically defined and cannot be shared by two
individuals, it is worth noting the ambiguous status of the moderator’s wife, which
can be loosely compared to the role of the “first lady” within the Emmanuel Commu-
nity. In the context of Ghanaian Charismatic movements, British anthropologist Jane
E. Soothill has studied the phenomenon known as the “first lady syndrome” (drawing
on the works of political scientist Lisa Aubrey), which pertains to the wives of pas-
tors (Soothill 2007: 154—163). The concept of the “first lady syndrome”, originally con-
ceptualized by Amina Mama, is thus defined by Lisa Aubrey: “There are those in the
state and in alternative civil society that are able to reconcile greater democratic space
for men only in public life, while women ingratiate themselves to men and the state
through organizational arrangements that promote various forms of state feminism,
such as ‘femocracy’ or the first lady syndrome [..], both of which are systems in which
female autocracies parallel and serve male dictatorships while advancing conserva-
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within the Emmanuel Community — regardless of the level of governance:
weekly household, sector, province, summer session at Paray-le-Monial -
are led predominantly by married couples, with occasional temporary excep-
tions.” While a mix of individuals in different ‘states of life’ is also common
in these bodies (i.e. priests, consecrated individuals, and laypeople), the cou-
ple constitutes the fundamental unit of governance within Emmanuel. This
organizational characteristic is not entirely unique within the landscape of
New Ecclesial Movements. However, the extent to which the Community
implements this approach is noteworthy. By way of comparison, the second
largest Charismatic community in France, Chemin Neuf*, follows a somewhat
similar structure by entrusting responsibility to couples at local and regional
levels. Nevertheless, at the international level, clerics and consecrated celi-
bates tend to occupy the majority of positions of high responsibility. Beyond
French Charismatic Renewal, the Focolare Movement” adopts a governance
model based on dyads, typically consisting of a single consecrated woman
and a man (either a cleric or a consecrated man). Here, the woman holds the
preeminent position of president, with the man acting as co-president. These
various configurations aim to promote, to varying extents, “a certain equality
between men and women, while respecting complementarity” (Tricou 2021:
349). Although this emphasis on equality and complementarity is also evident
within the Emmanuel Community, the dyadic governance model employed
does lead to a certain gendered division of religious work.

To gain insight into this division, let us delve into the narrative of Nicole,
a woman in her fifties. Nicole comes from a middle-class background, is
married, primarily a homemaker, and has been a member of the Emmanuel
Community for approximately twenty years. Alongside her husband, she has
held several positions of responsibility within the organization. In an inter-
view conducted separately from her husband (who participated in an initial
interview), Nicole reflects upon her involvement in the Emmanuel Community
and the division of religious work within her own relationship. I provide a

tive gender ideologies to the detriment of democracy and gender equality” (Aubrey
2001: 105, original emphasis).

15 There are in certain countries where the Emmanuel Community has a relatively small
presence, only one individual serving as a manager or coordinator. This is the case in
countries such as Cuba, Haiti, Chile, and Ireland.

16  Founded in 1973 in Lyon by the Jesuit Laurent Fabre (1940).

17 Founded in Trento by Chiara Lubich (1920-2008).
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substantial excerpt from the interview below, as it sheds light on a recurring
pattern within the Community.

Nicole: In our relationship, clearly, | have a [master’s level] education, but
| chose never to work because it didn't work out that way, because he [her
husband] had his career, and given the direction his career was taking [...]
it was incompatible with my job. And in the early years, with young chil-
dren, | couldn’t do much. But | didn't have any problems with it. And then
we met the Community and got involved. The problem for a lot of women
is that they don't feel useful if they don't work. | didn’t feel that way be-
cause we devoted ourselves fully. And | had the impression that it was for
something useful, even if it wasn't necessarily socially recognized, but it
was useful. So, | was satisfied with that. That solved a problem of identity,
let’s say. Secondly, we're very complementary. He [her husband] is very self-
confident, likes to take responsibility, and when he makes a decision, he
sticks to it. That’s not my style at all, I'm not used to that. As a result, I'm
reassured to be able to take steps, knowing that he’s not going to collapse
before | do. So, I'm pretty conscientious, I'm not afraid of working, but |
need to be second rather than first, so all in all I've found my place in this
shared service. [...] So | see that with experience, this year in particular, I'm
the one writing the teachings, I'm the one drawing up the plans, and he
fits in, and it’s worked really well like that. And it’s really me who's taken
over the teachings. [...] | travel a lot with him [her husband], not all the
time because | can't, but quite a lot because our job is to liaise with local
leaders who are also couples. And if they only talk to him [her husband],
he is the salaried employee [...] and I'm a volunteer [...]. But | think it’s
important to be there. | can’t keep track of all the files here [...]. But when
I'm there, | can see that it’s very important for me to go. And when I'm not
there, the wives say, “but Nicole isn't here”. So, it’s a lot about the frater-
nal bond, because this communion between us for the mission has to be
embodied at every level of the chain of responsibility. Otherwise, people
say “well, that’s not true”.

I: Was there some sort of division of labor between you?

Nicole: Yeah, we're not really like that by nature. | think that’s because I find
it a bit difficult to really take responsibility. Because | doubt myself a lot
(laughs). And especially because I'm actually quite involved in the family
and household responsibilities, and we have seven children. | had to do a
lot of work when they were little, but I still have to pay a bit of attention to
them. He [her husband] is asking me to take on more of the support issues
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[in their community mission]. But | can see that in fact | still find it hard to
do it seriously, to make the contacts | need to... So, all the administrative
stuff as well, that’s not really my temperament, I'm not very methodical
by nature, and | easily put a lot of myself into human relationships. I'm
prepared to give a lot of my time. But | don’t necessarily have to put it in
writing, it’s difficult for me to make files and all that. But I'm only repre-
sentative of myself here. | know that there are couples where things are
much more organized. She does this, he does that. Sometimes it’s more
the women who are going to be in contact, in community pastoral service
responsibilities, so provincial or sector responsibilities. That requires a lot
of contact with people. So, it’s often telephone contact or personal contact.
And it’s often the women who generally have a bit more time, but it really
depends on the temperament of the couple.

One notable aspect to highlight is Nicole’s perception of her involvement in the
Emmanuel Community as a source of personal fulfillment. For her, being part
of the Community compensates for the sense of social uselessness that she be-
lieves housewives can sometimes experience (“I didn't feel that way because we
devoted ourselves fully. [...] So I was satisfied like that. That solved a problem of
identity, let’s say”). As previously mentioned in the case of the parish volunteer,
this sense of fulfillment does not stem from the reinvestment of professional
skills, acquired through higher education, within the Emmanuel Community.
Instead, it revolves around “essentially domestic skills” (Rétif 2013: 421), pri-
marily relational in nature, tied to her social role as a mother and wife.

The asymmetry in gender relations (with men associated with technical or
political skills oriented outward, and women associated with relational skills
oriented inward) reinforces the affirmation of sexual difference, thus justify-
ing the emphasis on a certain division of labor within the Community (“lher
husband] is very self-confident, likes to take responsibility, and when he makes
a decision, he sticks to it. That’s not my style at all, 'm not used to that”). The
difference is even more pronounced given that Nicole’s work, as mentioned in
the interview, is voluntary, whereas her husband’s work is paid.

Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that the configuration of the
Emmanuel Community heavily relies on the “privatization of sociability” (Bo-
zouls 2021:110) which is fostered through the regular and discreet maintenance
of relational capital. Within this context, Nicole’s role and agency are far from

18  Interview with Nicole, layperson, member of the Emmanuel Community, November
18, 2019.
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incidental. In fact, she epitomizes this phenomenon towards the end of the
quotation when she discusses her presence in the “field” alongside her hus-
band. Beyond the Catholic context, the significance of this relational work,
particularly in fostering a sense of camaraderie, is akin to the role played by
the wives of soldiers or diplomats (Loriol 2009).

However, it is important not to reduce this gendered division of religious
work to a static configuration where women in these couples are forever
confined to exclusively relational tasks. On the contrary, it seems that the
agency developed by these women through their commitments in the Em-
manuel Community encourages certain forms of “transgression of gendered
assignments” (Rétif 2013: 434). In this regard, while Nicole emphasized in the
interview her perceived lack of organizational and decision-making skills
(considered masculine), she acknowledges that in practice she has the lead in
many decisions (“I'm the one writing the teachings, I'm the one drawing up
the plans, and he fits in, and it's worked really well like that. And it’s really me
who's taken over the teachings”).

This type of discrepancy between the gender representations associated
with a particular form of gendered division of religious work and the actual
day-to-day management of commitments appeared regularly in my fieldwork.
While reproducing a ‘traditional’ asymmetry in gender relations, the women
in these relationships acquire an agency which in practice goes beyond most
of the conventional avenues for commitment offered by the Catholic Church
(e.g. involvement in associations, parishes, or service to the diocese). My re-
search corpus shows that in those cases where couples decide to join the Em-
manuel Community, the initiative mostly stems from the women. This sexual
dimorphism, to some extent reflecting a classic phenomenon within Catholi-
cism (Langlois 1995), is also evident in the interviews conducted with their hus-
bands. Women often take the lead, even interrupting their husbands.

The everyday familialism manifested within the Emmanuel Community
is reflected in its governance. While the organization promotes a certain
level of equality between women and men, the governance structure centered
around the dyad of the couple is influenced by gender representations that
result in a gendered division of religious work. Men, who tend to reinvest
their professional skills, are assigned more frequently to management tasks,
while women, utilizing their relational skills, are primarily responsible for the
discreet maintenance of relational capital. However, the agency acquired by
women within the Emmanuel Community tends to complicate this traditional
pattern. In addition to governance, which I have chosen to focus on, everyday
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familialism also influences various aspects of marital life, including sexual-
ity, through the promotion of “natural methods” of birth control within the
Community (Dolbeau 2021).

Nonetheless, as noted by British sociologist Jon Bernardes, “family ide-
ology’ comprises, among others, the ideologies of masculinity, femininity,
motherhood, fatherhood, and many more” (Bernardes 1985: 278). Within the
Emmanuel Community, everyday familialism extends beyond models of mas-
culinity and femininity for married couples. The case of the priests serving
in the Community, who are themselves affected by these dynamics, deserves
particular attention.

4. Community priests shaped by everyday familialism

The following excerpt from an interview with a former high official of the Em-
manuel Community (now in his fifties and a member for about thirty years),
carries significant implications and will serve as a guiding principle for my
analysis.

| see priests who live all alone in presbyteries [...]. They have a lifestyle of
old bachelors; they go to bed at such and such an hour. So of course, you
have to pay attention to the lifestyle, but it’s almost a kind of imprison-
ment on their lives, and in fact, who is attracted to this priestly way of life?
[..]1 | met a young priest, well a young priest... in his forties, who said to
me “you know, | haven't given any vocations, | don't have any children” he
said, in the professional sense of course, and it was so sad... And in fact, of
course, | didn't dare tell him because it was too violent, but when | saw his
way of life, | said to myself: “but what young person, normally constituted,
is going to want to go through that?” In any case, | wouldn’t want my chil-
dren to go through that. So, he said to me, “But I've put on a cassock” and
so on (laughs). “Do you think the cassock will attract young people? That's
not what'’s going to attract, lad”. | didn't tell him like that, obviously. [...]
So I'm not saying that Community life is a bulwark against all faults be-
cause | can tell you that [since the start of his involvement] I've seen a lot.
But | think it’s a more solid bulwark, stronger, with dikes that are stronger
against rising waters. [...] In fact, we have quite a strong life. And | see in
particular the priests, the seminarians [...] | see they have something dif-
ferent, they have a life of closeness, very, very strong, and then they are
brought together by lay people, the lay people say things to them, encour-
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age them, say “well have you seen how you're dressed there?” or “you smell
of sweat” or | don't know things like that. “Are you getting enough sleep?”
and stuff like that. You can say that to a guy, or a girl for that matter if you
know that you love him. Otherwise, you're a dull old bore.”

Firstly, this excerpt clearly illustrates how the figure of the Emmanuel Com-
munity priest is constructed in constant relation to the concept of the “com-
munion of states of life”. This concept, which is disseminated within several
Charismatic communities, emphasizes a certain equality (in complementar-
ity) between clergy and laypeople. Members of the Emmanuel Community are
considered “brothers” and “sisters” of the Community before their clerical or
lay status is mentioned. This “communion of states of life” is evident at the
group level of the Emmanuel Community, through the promotion of family life,
with a particular emphasis on the figure of the father. This emphasis on father-
hood draws inspiration from the ideal of priestly masculinity that is promoted
within the Emmanuel Community. In addition to the weekly household, which
serves as the primary setting for the dissemination of this “gender project”®
within the group, the influence of the family can be observed at various lev-
els of Community life, particularly in the training of seminarians. Frédéric, a
cleric of the Community, discusses the importance of the figure of the father as
a reference point for seminarians, positioning them to mature from “retarded
teenagers” into future “fathers” after their ordination:

It’s also a danger for seminarians to have their own little armchair, their
own little timetable, their own little life balance, to put their feet under
the table, the dishes are brought to them, and then they wipe the dishes.
It's a real danger. These are young people aged 27/28... Our friends at the
same age are engaged in life. So, we have to avoid turning seminarians
into retarded teenagers, through a suitable system. It’s a vision to have. [...]
Well, here we have a generation that comes from divorced families for the
most part, and | remember at one point in my seminary there were a good
number of young people whose parents were divorced. So how do we deal
with this kind of issue? It’s not easy. But | think we still need to improve
on the quality of support, but support that is appropriate for today’s young

19 Interview with Philippe, layperson, member of the Emmanuel Community, November
7, 2019.

20 This concept, originally coined by Australian sociologist Raewyn Connell (Connell
1995), is employed by Josselin Tricou in his research (Tricou 2021: 47).
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people. So, I've just mentioned the question of seminarians whose parents
are divorced. So how do we help them to become ‘fathers’ themselves?

This observation aligns with the findings of Josselin Tricou’s doctoral research,

where he identifies various clerical gender regimes operating within contem-

porary Catholicism. Specifically, Tricou refers to a “spousal” model promoted

by several Charismatic communities, including the Emmanuel Community:

In Charismatic communities that bring together individuals from various
states of life [..], the heterosexual married couple often assumes a central
role and is presented as a sacramental model of the Church, symbolizing
the bride of Christ. This gender regime, which | will refer to as “spousal”, [...]
draws on nuptial symbolism and gained theological prominence with the
influence of John Paul Il. Within the context of the Church’s increasing em-
phasis on “heterosexual culture” [...], the term “spousal” is used to signify
God’s plan, drawing an analogy between divine love and conjugal love. [..]
These communities, through their practices, prioritize the image of the tra-
ditional couple (faithful and procreative) while incorporating modern ele-
ments such as expressive culture and a negotiated balance between invest-
ment within and outside the family. They also strive for a certain equality
between women and men while respecting the concept of complementar-
ity, with Christ remaining the head and the Church his body. (Tricou 2021:
349)

As evident from the statements made by the first interviewee of this section,

the spousal model serves as a safeguard against the unappealing image of the

“old bachelor” priest that is seemingly favored within the traditional diocesan

circuit. Frangois, a cleric in his fifties, discusses how he manages his celibacy,

employing the figure of the “old bachelor” priest (and, conversely, the “family

man’) in his reflection.

For us in the Community, the people in charge have always been couples.
That hasn't been a problem for us, and | can see the human balance that
it brings. | mean as a seminarian, as a young priest, this contact with fam-
ilies... For celibacy, it’s super important. | think it gives you a real balance.
It prevents us from becoming old bachelors (laughs), clearly. And above all,
it also avoids, well | mean living with families, we realize that it’s not any

21

Interview with Frédéric, cleric, member of the Emmanuel Community, February 21,
2020.
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easier to be married [..], that married life, family life, is not easy. So, we're
there to help each other. When | see a father who gets up very early every
morning to take his time in worship before going to work. And | find it
hard to get up? There you go. There’s an emulation, a mutual support.??

The invocation of the figure of the “old bachelor” priest reflects a dual criti-
cism: first, it critiques a perceived flawed priestly masculinity characterized
by challenges in managing celibacy, emotional isolation, and immature behav-
ior, among others. Secondly, it critiques pastoral and ecclesiological choices
considered outdated, such as the priest as the sole manager of the parish and
tendencies towards “clericalism’. Furthermore, my respondents’ embrace of
the spousal model helps distance themselves from competing local gender
regimes.

In the initial excerpt from the interview, the seemingly innocuous remark
made by my respondent about the priest’s cassock illustrates this phenomenon
(“Do you think the cassock will attract young people? That's not what's going
to attract, lad.”). This criticism of the cassock, often expressed in a humorous
manner, alludes to the imagery associated with a gender regime described by
Josselin Tricou as “neo-sacerdotal”:

The restitutionist communities, on the other hand, have largely embraced
the idealized image of the “good priest” from the nineteenth century. This
image repositions the priest not as an equal, but as a superior to lay women
and men. In this sense, | would categorize them as a neo-sacerdotal gen-
der regime. Within these communities, the reaffirmation of the distinc-
tion between clergy and laity (based on the clerical monopoly over the
management of salvation) is practically achieved through the resacerdo-
talization of the cleric. This involves the revival of priestly attributes such
as the cassock and the sense of separation from the laity. As for the lay-
men and women who gravitate towards these communities and draw in-
spiration from them, they are expected to embody a traditional family and
conjugal ideal. (ibid.: 285—286)

In France, the Saint-Martin Community® is perhaps the most prominent ex-
ample of this regime. Jean-Joseph and Soléne, who have been committed for

22 Interview with Francois, cleric, member of the Emmanuel Community, September 3,
2020.
23 Founded by Jean-Francois Guérin (1929—2005) in 1976, in Genoa.
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over thirty years in the Emmanuel Community and are in their seventies, spent
several years in a parish run by priests from the Saint-Martin Community. In
aninterview, they discuss the differences they perceive between the Saint-Mar-
tin Community and the Emmanuel Community.

Solene: In the Emmanuel Community, a priest is a priest, of course, but he’s
also a brother, and that’s a strong concept that’s not known in many places.
And in the Saint-Martin Community, they are fathers. There’s no notion of
brothers... | mean of being close as brothers. The priests of the Emmanuel
Community are also fathers, but they are first and foremost brothers. [...] In
the Emmanuel Community, you're in a household with priests, for example,
so they share something profound. If they share the Word of God, what
does it do in their lives? The priests of the Saint-Martin Community, well
if you're in contact with a priest maybe, but it’s not the same thing.

Jean-Joseph: Their community time is very important, and certainly brings
a lot to priests in general. It's a way of life that we envy in our community.
They set an example for us in that respect, and then we set an example for
them in other ways. [...]

I: Any other differences?

Jean-Joseph: Oh well, they have Latin for example. They like to have one
Gregorian mass a week. Well, | went to a monastery when | was a kid and
I’'m delighted. But from a pastoral point of view, | wonder, do people un-
derstand? Do they like it? So, statistically, they have a lot of vocations to
the priesthood, so there’s something about Latin, about the sacred, about
I don't know what. There’s something there. But for me, for us | think, Latin
was rejected. We found that all the texts we could read in French, the luck
we had, didn’t exist. So, we discovered that. [...]

Soléne: If only to experience mass. We used to experience it differently.
Now that it’s in French, we understand what’s going on better. Well, we
never understand much. We experience it better. And when we have to go
back to Latin, it’s a bit hard. In a monastery [...] it's fine, | don’t know how
to put it, but in the middle of the city, it seems more difficult. But that’s
the way they do things. [...]

Jean-Joseph: And their all-black look (laughs).
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Soléne: No, it doesn’t matter.

Jean-Joseph: Oh it does...**

Itis important to highlight the interconnection between pastoral and ecclesio-
logical choices and the clerical gender system for Jean-Joseph: the relationship
between clergy and laity, the use of Latin, the distinctive “all-black look”. This
deliberate departure from a neo-sacerdotal gender regime carries particular
significance, especially considering the relatively competitive context between
New Ecclesial Movements (ibid.: 360—365). Indeed, several of these groups,
including the Saint-Martin Community, share a similar socio-religious back-
ground with the Emmanuel Community.

Furthermore, within the Emmanuel Community itself, some young priests
have started wearing the cassock. This change in attire, which extends beyond
the Community’s context, is often met with a slight sense of mistrust, usu-
ally accompanied by humor, from older Community priests who view it as a
sign of “clericalization”. It is worth noting that the criticism of the clerical-
ization of younger generations of priests also extends to the laity, with older
members accusing them of maintaining an excessive reverence for the cler-
ics of the Community. In an interview, a former member in his sixties, who is
a layman, expressed his observations: “I've noticed that laypeople today show
more deference to priests than we did back in our days [with the Emmanuel
Community]. A priest was first and foremost a brother. But I see the new gen-
erations referring to them as ‘Father so-and-s0”.* This apprehension of cler-
icalization underscores, in negative, the centrality of everyday familialism in
shaping the Emmanuel Community as a group. Finally, it should be acknowl-
edged that the egalitarian representation associated with the “communion of
states oflife”, similar to the gendered division of religious work mentioned ear-
lier, needs some qualification due to the diverse situations experienced by my
interviewees in the field. In practice, interviews occasionally reveal a certain
competition for authority between the couples in leadership positions and the
Community priests.

24 Interview with Soléne and Jean-Joseph, laypeople, members of the Emmanuel Com-
munity, June 11, 2019.

25  Interview with Pierre-Henri, layperson, former member of the Emmanuel Community,
February 12, 2019.
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5. Conclusion

In summary, everyday familialism serves as a significant driving force for the
construction of social forms within the Emmanuel Community. It is primarily
based on the (re)production of a particular lifestyle prevalent among the up-
per classes, which constitutes the background of the majority of its members.
This lifestyle fosters a sense of communal familiarity among Catholics from a
similar background. Central to this lifestyle is the promotion of a “privatiza-
tion of sociability” where the discreet maintenance of relational connections
is primarily the responsibility of women within Community couples (Bozouls
2021). This form of couple-to-couple sociability is accompanied by a religious
homogeneity that encourages a strong ethos of commitment. This everyday fa-
milialism permeates all aspects of Community life, ranging from the organi-
zation of Community parishes to the governance of the organization, and even
influences the model of masculinity promoted among clerical members.

Outside the boundaries of the Emmanuel Community, everyday familial-
ism shedslight on the transformations occurring in contemporary Catholic so-
cial dynamics. While there are partial overlaps with other typologies of Catholi-
cism, such as “observant” (Raison du Cleuziou 2019) or “identity” Catholics (Du-
mons and Gugelot 2017), everyday familialism stands out through several spe-
cific characteristics. One of these features is the emphasis on catering to the
nuclear family through the provision of services and the dissemination of dis-
courses related to the nuclear family. This focus on the family unit is accompa-
nied by a promotion of increased responsibility for laypeople, particularly mar-
ried couples, supported by the idea of a certain equality with the clerics. More-
over, everyday familialism fosters a form of privatization of sociability, where
social engagement is primarily channeled within the confines of the family.
Furthermore, within the framework of familialism, specific sexual practices
are often propagated, notably the adoption of “natural methods” of birth con-
trol. This reflects a broader interest in promoting a particular approach to sex-
uality and reproduction within the context of family life.

However, it is crucial to acknowledge that this everyday familialism within
the Emmanuel Community is not free from internal contradictions. One
noteworthy example is the complex and challenging question of the life-
long engagement with the Community and of the children raised in it. This
issue has posed significant challenges and generated debates and discussions
among Community members for an extended period. Starting from the sec-
ond half of the 1990s, the first generation of members, who possessed strong
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personal charisma, gradually stepped back from leadership positions within
the organization. However, in addition to high-profile departures of long-
standing members, the abandonment of religious practice among several chil-
dren of these first-generation community members raises concerns within
the organization. Faced with the relative failure of passing down the Catholic
faith within several families, an unprecedented internal reflection took place
regarding the status of children inside the Emmanuel Community. In this
context, and as part of a broader sequence of relaxing the prerequisites for
community engagement, several adjustments have been implemented since
the 2000s. These include improvements in the “children’s service” during Com-
munity weekends and sessions in Paray-le-Monial as well as a moderation of
the internal discourse on the primacy of Community commitment. However,
in practice, tensions between community life and family life are not entirely
resolved and persist to this day. These tensions are particularly complex to
address and grasp for the researcher. Indeed, the dissemination of rhetoric
emphasizing the proper transmission of these Catholics, aligning with dis-
courses on the proper reproduction of socioeconomic elites, contributes to
establishing a form of community silence (or at least discomfort) regarding
failures in transmission. Although examples of successful Community dynas-
ties are regularly highlighted by my interviewees (and in the organization's
literature), narratives of the failures in transmission, are less frequently and
indirectly publicized. This observation aligns with the findings articulated by
historian Claude-Isabelle Brelot regarding the lack of research on the phe-
nomenon of social downward mobility among the elite. According to Brelot,
“visibility of notoriety imposes itself [on historians], while social memory
requires concrete evidence, and the downwardly mobile become invisible”
(Brelot 2000).
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Interview with Nicole, layperson, member of the Emmanuel Community,
November 18, 2019.

Interview with Sophie, layperson, January 29, 2020.

Interview with Frangoise, layperson, January 30, 2020.

Interview with Frédéric, cleric, member of the Emmanuel Community, Febru-
ary 21, 2020.

Interview with Frangois, cleric, member of the Emmanuel Community,
September 3, 2020.
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The Capital of Closed Churches
Heritage Buildings as Social Entrepreneurship in Quebec

Hillary Kaell

Abstract Across North America, historic churches are rapidly closing. The problem is
especially acute in urban areas where these buildings often house community organiza-
tions. Graham Singh, an Anglican pastor and non-profit CEO in Montreal, is promoting
a solution: remake churches into community hubs. For Singh and his team, hubs are an
opportunity for Christians to leverage their primary asset — tax-free land — and become
full partners in the public sphere. Based on anthropological fieldwork, this chapter ar-
gues, first, that more scholarship should consider social entrepreneurship as a key area
where religion and market meet, beyond much-studied neo-Pentecostal growth churches
and prosperity gospel. Instead, Singh and his team are working to define entrepreneur-
ship as social by dint of its physical embeddedness in historic churches. Doing so, they
consciously adapt cutting-edge financial trends by positioning hubs as a smartreal estate
investment for private investors with social purpose goals. In this view, church property,
supported by private investment, becomes central to reinvigorating Christian influence
in the public sphere. In keeping with the theme of this volume, this chapter’s second con-
tribution is to suggest that community hubs might therefore be considered an intriguing
new social form within North American Christianity, which derives value from its lo-
cation at the border of historically religious forms (heritage churches), economic forms
(corporate investment), and the public sphere.

Keywords Christianity, economy, finance, heritage, material religion, public sphere,
Quebec, social entrepreneur
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1. Introduction

Montreal is a city of churches. While many religious congregations meet in
storefronts or suburban new builds, the city is best known for large neo-gothic
structures graced with steeples and stained-glass. Those are the churches to
which Mark Twain (1881: 3) referred when, upon visiting Montreal, he famously
quipped: “This is the first time [ was ever in a city where you couldr’t throw a
brick without breaking a church window.” Ever the satirist, Twain was exag-
gerating. But he was right in identifying this feature as particular to an urban
environment that had been built by French Roman Catholics and expanded
by British Anglicans. Both groups prized the construction of ornate stone
churches that, once ritually consecrated to God, were pictured as eternal.

More than a century later, many such churches now figure in a grow-
ing crisis across North America and Western Europe. Historic churches are
rapidly closing as dwindling congregations cannot afford to maintain them.
Across Canada, ten thousand churches are slated to close within the next
decade, which comprises more than a third of the churches currently owned
by denominations; the situation is especially acute in Quebec (Okesson 2020:
207).

Enter Graham Singh. He is Rector of St. Jax, a Montreal Anglican Diocese
plant in a church inaugurated as St. James the Apostle in 1864. Since Singh ar-
rived in 2015, St. Jax has grown, by his estimation, into the largest Anglican
parish east of Toronto with about 250 weekly worshippers. More importantly
for Singh, the building is now a community hub run by a non-profit called Cen-
tre St. Jax — a system he believes will contribute to making churches financially
solvent and socially vital. In 2018, Singh founded another non-profit, Trin-
ity Centres Foundation (TCF), to support innovative financial solutions along
the St. Jax model. His work is thus divided into three overlapping branches in
which several people, including Singh, circulate: St. Jax, the parish where he
serves as pastor; Centre St. Jax, an autonomous administrative organization
that manages rentals and the community hub; and TCF, where Singh serves as
CEO.

In their introduction to this volume, Maren Freudenberg and Astrid Reuter
position “social forms” as a key conceptual framework in sociological studies of
religion. At base, these forms refer to structures of social interaction, which, as
they note, derive from a heuristic proposed at the turn of the twentieth century,
initially by Max Weber (1958 [1905]) and elaborated by his friend, theologian
Ernst Troeltsch (1931 [1912]). Troeltsch’s model identified three forms of organi-
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zation: church, sect, and mysticism. Over the intervening century, sociologists
have refined, rejected, and reclaimed the typology. For example, sociologist of
religion Lorne Dawson applauds its universal applicability, which he sees as the
goal of any (social) science “with its regulatory ideals of generalization, theory
construction, empiricism, and even prediction” (2009: 534). Other contempo-
rary sociologists, wrestling with how the legacy of these ideal analytical types
correspond with empirical realities, have responded by multiplying variants
of the social form to include aspects such as community, event, and market
exchange. Sociologists have also studied how social forms blend, especially in
organizations that, as Freudenberg and Reuter put it during a workshop on
social forms in Bochum, Germany, in March 2023, are located on the border
between social fields, such as religious charity organizations where economic
logics compete with religious ideas and semantics.

While as an anthropologist I have little at stake in this debate, it provides
an opening to examine Graham Singh's model of overlapping churches and
non-profits, which is certainly located on the border between social fields.
More particularly, Freudenberg and Reuter’s invitation to think about the
competition between economic logics and religious ideas provides an op-
portunity for me to reflect on the economic component of Singh's work.
Sociologists have pioneered an approach to economics that, paraphrasing
Freudenberg and Reuter at the workshop in Bochum, is the quantification of
an originally economic idea that is religiously reinterpreted. What they mean
is that sociologists have taken statistical data about churches and interpreted
it through the lens of free-market competition. As an example, they note
sociologist Robert Wuthnow’s metaphor of “church shopping” in U.S. Chris-
tianity (2007) referring to how people seek out churches that suit them rather
than retaining membership in the same institution as their parents. Another
example, especially prevalent among sociologists of North American religion,
is the market exchange metaphor introduced and widely circulated as a “new
paradigm” in the 1990s (Jelen 2002) to explain how denominational churches
differ from historic and state-funded churches across much of Europe. This
metaphor-come-theory of religion proposed that denominationalism created
free-market church competition, which resulted in more choices (supply) that
has led to higher rates of attendance (demand). I am certainly not the first to
express reservations about this model (for example, Gauthier and Martikainen
2016). Like other critics, I find troublesome the assumption that capitalist
competition strengthens socio-religious commitments and, further, that one
can quantify church ‘health’ based on the number of members or attendees.
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Singh and his team likely agree with me on the first point and, as I discuss
below, they certainly agree with me on the second.

Instead of using economic metaphors as an analytical tool, therefore, 1
am interested in studying empirically through anthropological field work
how Christians, like Singh, consciously adapt market logics to the religious
sphere. And this process is not one-way; it speaks to cutting-edge trends
within investment circles too, as funders and private investors seek to pri-
oritize “impact investing” and “social purpose” goals. This chapter offers a
preliminary discussion of Singh's work based on research being carried out
in Montreal by myself and post-doctoral researcher Sam Victor, along with
our graduate student assistants Alexandre Duceppe-Lenoir and Sophie Ji. We
began preliminary fieldwork in autumn 2022 and more focused fieldwork in
March 2023. In this article, which I am writing in August 2023, I mainly draw
on my early field notes related to TCF, some of Victor’s field notes about St. Jax
(as cited in the text), and my review of the St. Jax/TCF team’s quite prodigious
output on social media and the web.

More generally, I make the case that scholars of religion should devote
more attention to social entrepreneurship as a key area where the blurred
edges of religion and market meet. Positioning Singh as entrepreneur serves
to expand the category beyond what anthropologists and other scholars of
contemporary Christianity have called the “pastorpreneur” (Jackson 2004,
2011; Klaver 2015; Jennings 2017). The neologism, which combines “pastor”
and “entrepreneur”, refers to a (nearly always) male pastor who valorizes risk-
taking individualism in his quest to build a mega-church. It fits snugly within
a broader emphasis on neo-Pentecostals, growth churches, and the prosperity
gospel that is typical of how scholars of religion discuss money and faith.
Such ministries generally either operate without owning a building or they
construct one in a hyper-modern style (Lehto 2020). A heritage building like
St. Jax has no place in this literature, which is understandable since pastor-
preneurs, as they have been defined, view attachments to such structures as
irrelevant or even a problematic sign of stagnation. Clearly, then, neither the
pastorpreneur nor metaphors of market competition are sufficient to capture
the less intuitive kind of economic logic Singh's project suggests. As I show, his
entrepreneurship is embedded in neoliberal capitalism, but it rejects a growth
or prosperity model. Nor is it place-agnostic. Instead, Singh and his fellow
travelers are working to define innovation and entrepreneurship as social by
dint of its physical embeddedness in place. In keeping with the theme of this
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volume, I suggest that community hubs might therefore be considered an
intriguing new social form within North American Christianity.

2. Introducing St. Jax

I borrow the phrase in my title — “the capital of closed churches” - from Graham
Singh, who used it with respect to Montreal in a newspaper profile on his work
(Schwartz 2021). Capital can refer to a primary location, which is what Singh
meant, but it also refers to wealth in the form of money or other assets. This
intersection of location, money, and assets is at the heart of Singh’'s work to
address a church crisis in Canada.

Like most historic Anglican churches, a decade ago St. James the Apos-
tle had a small standing congregation of older parishioners. The building was
grand — a relic of a period when 80 per cent of Canada’s wealth was controlled
by people living in the neighborhood — and it is legally designated as a her-
itage site. While this designation adds social value, it creates an added eco-
nomic burden as maintenance is more difficult and expensive. The congrega-
tion repeatedly asked Montreal’s Bishop Mary Irwin-Gibson to fund repairs.
The Bishop was unwilling to continue draining Diocesan coffers, yet she saw
value in retaining the church and its land because of its location in one of the
busiest sections of downtown. The area is characterized by shopping, tourism,
and high-rises housing thousands of students, especially new arrivals from
Asia. The land itself, the primary asset for most historic churches in Canada, is
worth millions and the church benefits from a full property tax exemption.'

In 2015, Bishop Irwin-Gibson temporarily suspended operations at St.
James and recruited Reverend Graham Singh, a Canadian working in Eng-
land, to pastor a new church. Singh is deeply influenced by Holy Trinity
Brompton (HTB), the UK church where he was trained at the cutting edge of
the Anglican missional movement. Its ethos celebrates historic buildings but
does not shy away from closing them if they cease to serve a congregation’s
mission. Besides being an expert in church planting, Singh also has a strong
interest in social finance, having participated in Oxford Business School’s

1 Properties designated for religious use are exempt from taxation in Canada. Historic
churches are grandfathered into this system but newer congregations in Montreal of-
ten fail to qualify because they do not own their own property or because city officials
are unwilling to authorize exemptions for storefronts and other spaces.
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Impact Innovations program. A year later, under Singh's guidance, St. James
re-opened as St. Jax, a zippier and more bilingual name recalling “Jacques”
(the French version of James). Most of the old congregants left and St. Jax, the
parish, now shares its space with multiple partners, notably a circus troupe
that performs in the sanctuary. Post-doctoral researcher Sam Victor vividly
describes his first impression of the space in his fieldnotes:

The vaulted wooden ceilings, the wooden paneling and ornamental carv-
ing, the storied engravings of the names of notable figures dating back
to the nineteenth century, all contributed to what Graham likes to call the
“wow effect” [...] The absence of pews (folding chairs instead) and the black
plywood stage juxtaposed the weighty historic feel of the rest of the space
with a [sense] of temporariness, informality, dynamism, incompleteness,
etc. Also, circus rigging was affixed to the wooden beams in the center of
the ceiling..further adding to the porousness between backstage/produc-
tion and front stage/performance.

In many ways, Singh embraces the ambiguity between a historic building with
a“wow” factor and that informal and dynamic feel. It bespeaks his larger ethic.

Church sharing is hardly novel, and many congregations rent or donate
space so it can be used by other congregations, charities, and non-profits (Alco-
holics Anonymous is ubiquitous). Yet Singh’s model differs from the norm in a
few ways. First, he emphasizes the value of high-end profit-generating renters,
notjust the non-profits that church congregations normally identify as the eth-
ically correct target group for their space. St. Jax rents space on a sliding scale,
with events hosted by banks, for example, helping to subsidize other groups’
use. Singh’s ultimate goal is not that the host congregation essentially under-
writes other groups’ use of the space, but that the church itself — as a collec-
tive hub — becomes self-sustaining. For Singh, a hub does more than generate
money: it serves a spiritual purpose by making the church accountable to the
needs of the wider public. As he sees it, Christians have an important spiritual
message to contribute to society but, because of the dismal recent history of
the (mainly) Catholic Church in Quebec, all historic churches need to be given
“permission”, as Singh often puts it, to re-enter the public sphere.* Remaking
churches into shared hubs responds to the community’s needs and therefore

2 | have heard Singh use this word multiple times in conversation as well as in more
formal sessions at TCF over the course of fieldwork.
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gives Christians a license to become full partners in reimagining how to right
societal wrongs, such as colonization (in which Singh recognizes Christian cul-
pability), urban blight, and social isolation. Singh views hubs as an ethical im-
perative if churches are going to share their privileged status as major land-
holders, compounded by their exemption from property tax.

Shortly after reopening St. Jax, Singh founded Trinity Centres Foundation.
As a non-profit, TCF aims to make land and buildings into positive assets for
communities — both for the church congregations that own them and for the
communities around them. Not surprisingly, one of TCF’s favored solutions for
historic churches with economic woes is the community hub. However, Singh
and his team are not only speaking to Christian congregations. They also posi-
tion community hubs as a smart real estate investment for private individuals
and funders who want to broaden their portfolios to include “social impact” in-
vestments. In sum, Singh views Christian real estate, supported by private in-
vestment, as integral to retaining (or creating) Christian influence as an ethical
guide in the public sphere. In this respect, the community hub, as a new social
form, derives its value from its surprising location at the border of historically
religious forms (heritage churches), economic forms (corporate investment),
and the public sphere. Just how Christians will guide the public seems to be of
less importance to Singh at this point than beginning the process of gaining
permission, as he puts it, to sit at the table again.

3. Entrepreneurship, including that which is social

A social entrepreneur is usually defined as someone who meets people’s needs
through the marketplace, including generating income for shareholders, but
with the primary goal of doing “good” rather than turning a profit. While this
category of activity would seem to lend itself to analysis through studies of reli-
gion, very little recent social scientific work unites religion and entrepreneur-
ship. Most relevant studies come from the fields of sociology, economics, man-
agement, and business. Scholars of religion, including anthropologists, have
written little on the subject, and there is criticism of their as-yet “unreflective
use of the term social entrepreneurship” (McVea/Naughton 2021).
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Based on my survey of recent articles on religion and entrepreneurship,
this critique is correct.> Most relevant studies define entrepreneurship as an
individual’s “predisposition” and “skills to create a business” and/or be self-
employed (Paiva et. al. 2020: 2). In adding “social” to their analysis, they make
the basic point that entrepreneurial work should be better framed in socio-
cultural contexts, which includes religion (Dana 2010). As “depositories of
values” (Dana 2009: 87), religions help complicate the classical economic as-
sumption that rational individuals always maximize profits amid mechanical
market forces. Though I concur with the general sentiment, this literature
creates a confusion of terms: because it considers religion to be ipso facto
“social”, it assumes that religiously motivated entrepreneurship is always
‘social entrepreneurship. Thus, most studies I surveyed simply asked how
an individual’s beliefs (a “social factor”) helped or hindered their economic
activity, mainly small-scale businesses (Rundle/Lee 2022).*

Only 15 per cent (n=7) of studies in my survey used the definition of social
entrepreneurship that is widely accepted in other fields, referring to balanc-
ing “business viability” (Kimura 2021) with socially useful outcomes (McVea/
Naughton 2021). This definition accords with Graham Singh's goal to create
self-sustaining and even profit-generating church buildings. Some studies
also suggest that to be considered a “religious” entrepreneur, one must man-
ifest one’s beliefs at work (Roudy et al. 2016; Kimura 2021). A more intriguing
definition, via a study of Belgian Catholicism, sees social entrepreneurship
less as integrating a pre-existing set of beliefs into one’s work and instead de-
fines it as a set of personal qualities that can be developed much like spiritual
expertise: it is “the capacity to deal skillfully with uncertainties, to experiment
on a small scale, to collaborate in a co-creative way, to gather scarce resources,
to allow failure, and to dare to draw critical lessons” (Vandewiele 2021: 133-34).
The emphasis on small-scale experimentation, co-creation, and failure is very

3 Based on my analysis of a database compiled by my research assistant Alexandre
Duceppe-Lenoir. It contains 48 social scientific articles published from 20182022 he
found with the search terms “social entrepreneur®™ and “religion” (Scopus, EBSCO,
ATLA, Google Scholar). Nine other articles date from 2010-2017. The earliest, from
2009, corresponds with the first wave of studies on social entrepreneurship in busi-
ness and associated fields.

4 Most studies conclude that religion motivates entrepreneurship by building networks,
creating hope and confidence, and justifying economic actions (Agarwal/Jones 2022;
Tovar-Garcia 2022; Paiva et. al. 2020).
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much in keeping with the St. Jax ethos adapted from the Anglican missional
movement.

Neo-Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians are of significant interest to
scholars; nearly a third of the articles (n=14) in my survey focused on these
groups and many others mentioned them in passing. No other religious group
appears as often. As (often) independent congregations focused on growth,
these churches fit easily with discussions of branding, marketing, and the
sociological ‘marketplace’ metaphor, noted above, that is structured largely
on Evangelical forms of Christianity proliferating in a ‘market’ of religious
choices. CEO pastors who build growth-oriented megachurches become
the “obvious” example of the “market logic” of North American Christianity
(Gorski 2022). The subset of this literature that emphasizes entrepreneurship
focuses on economic self-determination and risk-taking, especially among
pastors who plant, market, and grow new churches (Foppen et al. 2017).°
Religious Studies scholar Mark Jennings (2017: 243), using the neologism
“pastorpreneur”, criticizes these pastors as celebrating “the risky neoliberal
individual” to valorize innovation, creativity, and economic risk as a godly
model of leadership in service of church growth. In this literature, African
case studies dominate (Agyeman/Carsamer 2018; Nyamnjoh/Carpenter 2018;
Gusman 2021; Resane 2022), which anthropologist Séraphin Balla (2021) sug-
gests is due to the rise of Pentecostalism during a continent-wide economic
collapse in the 1990s: the pastors’ success seemed so remarkable in this context
that it prompted scholarly interest.

While St. Jax is not an Evangelical or Pentecostal church, its model shares
aspects of the neoliberal economics that characterize these “personalised and
embodied” ministries (Klaver 2015:149). By neoliberalism, I mean the idea that
everything is potentially marketable, including oneself as a personal brand
and “human capital” (Brown 2015: 36). A gifted leader who emphasizes col-
laboration, Singh is nevertheless highly attuned to how his qualities — young,
non-White, bilingual — represent St. Jax and TCF, especially in the media.
He prizes professional-quality photos and good marketing. He leverages

5 In the case of pastors, scholars imply that ‘entrepreneurship’ is social because it builds
religious institutions. Studies on lay people imply it is social because religious values
and networks support their (non-church) economic activities. In contrast to studies of
Christianity, relevant work on Islam rarely focuses on leaders. It emphasizes laypeople,
often those with little formal economic power, notably women (Karimi 2018; Ouragini
2019; Senda 2019) and/or migrants (Hiiwelmeier 2013; Gusman 2021).
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his personality — gregarious, entrepreneurial, innovative - to grow the St.
Jax/TCF brand (my word, not his). Beyond Singl's personal style, however, his
model is sharply differentiated from how scholars describe the “CEO pastor”
and pastorpreneur. These paradigmatic types are often associated with digital
platforms, emphasize church growth withoutlimit, and are place agnostic. The
last point refers to how places, let alone a specific building, are rarely viewed
as integral to the work. As one guide to church planting puts it, “steeples and
stained glass” merely burden Christians with costs and the weight of history
(Ringdal 2022:56). Innovation and entrepreneurship are about being modern,
nimble, digital, and constantly growing out of one building and into another -
if one has a building at all. Theologically, this model is adapted to independent
Evangelical churches, especially to those that are newly established. It is much
less compatible with historic congregations where church buildings are an
important legacy and, as Singh argues, a key asset for social and financial
innovation. Thus, Singh suggests an economic logic that is less intuitive, at
least for social scientists studying Christianity.

4. The St. Jax Model of Social Entrepreneurship

The St. Jax and TCF model adapts components of social entrepreneurship
to suit the challenges faced by many traditional mainline churches in North
America. The TCF website described its goal as “applying a new social busi-
ness model that generates both societal and economic value..enabling church
properties to continue to facilitate positive change, while maintaining a secure

financial future.”®

Church properties are essential in this process. Economi-
cally, Centre St. Jax generates value in part by renting church space for high-
end activities at market rates to generate a self-sustaining financial system.
Because church congregations often lack the expertise to negotiate in the
real estate market, TCF also creates economic value through its consultancy
arm: congregations in financial crisis can hire TCF to guide them through
negotiations with buyers. These services are not free (initial assessments run
from $15.000 to $20.000), but the promise is that professional consultants will
help congregations attain their goals. One TCF recommendation is that con-
gregations and denominations retain the land as an income-generating asset,
even if the church building is sold. Working through TCF, Singh is also trying

6 Cf. https://trinitycentres.org/en/about-us.
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to create a market for private investment. His hope is that high-end investors
and philanthropic foundations will invest in historic church buildings as part
of diversified “social impact” portfolios. This strategy exists more generally — it
is sometimes called “purpose-driven property investment” — but Singh wants
to include churches as a viable, and even crucial, generator of social impact.

As TCF’s website notes, economic viability is twinned with societal value.
For example, when Centre St. Jax rents at market rates, it provides deep
discounts for renters, such as other churches and non-profits, that it sees as
generating social value (what it calls its “Robin Hood policy”).” When private
investors make profits on their social impact portfolios, it provides infusions
of capital so churches can carry on as community hubs, which, as I noted,
Singh views as part of churches’ ethical responsibility to share their space with
a wider public. Ironically, then, private real estate investors become the key
to saving churches from being sold and made into private real estate, which
(for Singh) negates the building’s capacity to act for the public good. Selling
churches to developers is an outcome so frequent for buildings in lucrative
urban areas, like St. Jax, that I have heard TCF members refer to condominium
developers as “wolves circling their prey.”

The St. Jax/TCF model is rooted in the social goals typical of social en-
trepreneurship. It also accords with how entrepreneurship values innovation,
audacity, and risk-taking. This factor deserves more scholarly attention. For
example, a recent study of Silicon Valley argues that its entrepreneurial cul-
ture replaces more traditional religious commitments by providing analogous
feelings and attachments (Chen 2022). However, while it discusses the ‘pas-
toral’ model of leadership in Silicon Valley where entrepreneur CEOs inspire
devotion from “faithful disciples” (ibid.: 42), it only implies that innovation
might have spiritual value in these circles. Scholars have more directly dis-
cussed innovation and risk-taking — gendered as masculine virtues — in the
context of studies of Evangelical/Charismatic Christian pastors cited above.
In TCP’s case, it emphasizes church communities rather than individual
leaders, promising to help groups find “innovative new ways of delivering
services, while advancing social inclusion and revitalizing communities and
local neighbourhoods.”® At TCF’s eight-week introductory course for church
board members, which I attended, Singh and his co-convenor Dave Harder
repeatedly made explicit the link between innovation and risk taking. In every

7 Cf. http://stjax.org/our-story.
8 Cf. https://trinitycentres.org/en/about-us.
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session, they pushed participants to forget the “fears” holding them back from
taking the risks required to think “outside the box” about the future of their
church buildings.

Sam Victor, post-doctoral researcher on this project, first alerted me to
the importance for Singh of Holy Trinity Brompton's missional approach. His
insight is useful in the context of entrepreneurship as well. Being “missional”
is an orientation that developed among British Anglicans in the 1980s and
spread to North American Evangelicals (Bielo 2011: 269). Holy Trinity Bromp-
ton, where Singh trained, is a flagship of this approach and it lists “audacity”
as its first value.” St. Jax is also positively referred to as “audacious” by mis-
sional Christians with ties to Singh (Okesson 2020: 207). At a basic level, this
orientation refers to being a missionary in one’s own society, which missional
Christians define as a secular, post-modern one. In North America, this view
translates into harsh criticism of conservative, (often) suburban white Evan-
gelicalism and its megachurches for being inauthentic and ineffective (Bielo
2011: 278). Missional Christians hold innovation in high regard, which leads
to the idea that one must sometimes reject received norms and rules to make
an impact. The main purpose is evangelism; one “breaks the rules” of secular
society by creating clever communication strategies to spread the Gospel.
These strategies — “ambient” forms, as per Matthew Engelke (2012) — aim to
meet people where they are (that is, outside church buildings). They are often
irreverent and fun, but their main distinguishing feature is how they generally
avoid talking directly about God or church. For example, in one of his first
acts as St. Jax pastor, Singh dressed up in a blue bunny suit and frolicked with
spectators at the St Patrick’s Day parade, posing for photos with a sign that
read “4More Than The Bunny / #Plus qu'un lapin.” As coverage in the local news
noted, he did this “without bringing in notions of church or Jesus” — which
Singh would argue is precisely why it did, in fact, succeed in drawing people
for Easter Sunday worship (Schwartz 2021).

In our conversations, Victor applied this basic concept from missional
Evangelicalism to the less intuitive realm of heritage governance. For Singh
and his team, the same positive valuation of cleverness and innovation helps
structure their approach to managing relations with bureaucratic partners in
the municipality and government-funded heritage councils. The St. Jax team
often view these partners as stifling creativity since pragmatic bureaucrats
rarely share their visionary plans for revitalizing religious heritage across

9 Cf. https://htb.org/story.
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North America. More specifically, the Quebec heritage council often manages
the local projects it funds by imposing strong restrictions, such as mandat-
ing that churches work with approved, and more expensive, contractors for
repairs.” Clever ways around some of these systems include, for example,
partnering with a circus that can apply for government arts grants for which
religious organizations are not eligible. In 2023, these funds paid for improve-
ments to the church, including new bathrooms. Another workaround was
how the team slotted the bathrooms into a preexisting hallway that did not
significantly alter the church’s interior, allowing them to skirt the need for a
building permit which is a difficult bureaucratic undertaking in a heritage
building.

Innovative solutions also serve missional teams well within their denom-
inations where pastors fall under the aegis of larger structures, such as an
Anglican Diocese." Singh demonstrated this ethos at a luncheon with leaders
from Montreal’s Catholic Archdiocese.” In response to one of the invitees,
he suggested that Catholic Canon Law was unduly restricting churches from
becoming community hubs. “We need to find workarounds”, he urged, with “a
package of short cuts” through which “clever” Catholic leaders could find ways
“to bend Canon Law”. He illustrated with an example from his work in the UK
where, as church planters, they faced an Anglican rule to prevent removing
the pews. Missional church planters dislike pews since they view them as
too ‘churchy’ and less open to mixed uses (Singh immediately removed all
the pews when he arrived at St. Jax). In the UK case, the clever workaround
consisted of relying on Archdeacons’ capacity to grant a temporary license
to remove 20 per cent of a church’s pews at one time.” Singh and his fellow
church planters would request a license, remove 20 per cent of the pews, then
wait six weeks and approach the archdeacon to authorize another temporary

10 The Federal government is more hands off and private foundations can be flexible
negotiation partners. Singh hopes to grow the latter funding stream, which is more
amenable to tackling innovative society-scale questions.

11 The current Montreal Bishop supports Singh completely and it is she who recruited
him. The situation could shift with a new Bishop, which points to the tensions of op-
erating within an episcopal system. That said, it is a fiction that any entrepreneur acts
alone; there are always social pressures and opportunities (Dana 2009).

12 The lunch, which | attended as part of my fieldwork, took place at St Jax church on
May 11, 2023.

13 An archdeacon is a senior Anglican clergy member responsible for the buildings in
multiple parishes.
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license until the church was emptied. It took longer, but they were able to skirt
the official Diocesan rule. Thus, a certain amount of subversion is a virtue if it
accomplishes what Singh and his team view as socially productive ends.™ At
the luncheon, however, Singh’s suggestion did not resonate: the Catholic lead-
ers — likely because they lacked the missional esteem for audacity — responded
that Canon Law posed no problem as far as they were concerned.

5. Land as Privilege and Asset

The most important aspect of social entrepreneurialism is the ‘social’, which as
I have noted in my brief literature review is severely undertheorized in studies
of religion. Perhaps a reason for this lacuna derives from emic — that is, Evan-
gelical Christian - perspectives on the social: from this vantage point, all Chris-
tian activities related to Evangelism are ‘social’ insofar as it addresses a press-
ing societal need for salvation. Singh agrees that salvation is important, but he
defines his project in keeping with more widely accepted views that the “social”
in social entrepreneurship refers to something other than Christian witness.
Singh also distinguishes his model from more typical “church sharing” where
congregations rent out space merely to pay the bills. Instead, he views property
as a privilege and an asset for historic congregations, through which they can
make social impacts.

Singh’'s emphasis on property derives partly from his training at Holy Trin-
ity Brompton (HTB), where missional Anglicanism orients it toward historic
buildings. By contrast, the missional movement adapted by non-denomina-
tional Evangelicals, as is most typical in North America, values physical places
insofar as they create opportunities for Evangelism but does not value historic
buildings per se (Bielo 2011). Of its church planting mission, HTB writes, “His-
torically significant and beautiful Anglican churches — often facing closure —
have been restored and are now home to vibrant, growing, worshipping com-
munities that have significant impact on their local areas.” With HTB, Singh
shares an emphasis on historic buildings as the impetus for vibrant commu-
nities that impact the wider culture. However, HTB's goal of “evangelizing the
nation and transforming society” takes place in a country where it is the estab-
lished and majority church (represented on the same webpage by photos of a

14 Wording in this sentence drawn from Sam Victor‘s fieldnotes.
15 Cf. https://htb.org/story.
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visit from none other than King Charles)." For Anglicanism in Canada the sit-
uationis complicated. It was never the established church and it always catered
to a privileged minority. In Montreal, this is especially true. Singh is highly
aware that he speaks within a historic French Catholic-majority culture that
has traditionally viewed the English as its colonizers. He is also explicit about
representing a colonial system that divested indigenous people of land, which
is akey public issue in Canada. As a result, Singh creatively adapts HTB'’s focus
on churches in a Canadian context to emphasize justice and access as social
values.

Singh views societal ills, including power differentials between white
settlers and indigenous people or more recent immigrants, as being partly
redressed if historic churches, like St. Jax, come to think of their access to un-
taxed and centrally located space as a privilege that it is incumbent upon them
to share. These privileges are not available to more recently arrived religious
groups that cannot afford to buy land or qualify for property tax exemptions
under restrictive government policies (on similar difficulties in Europe, cf.
Cao 2022: 4). Singh also recognizes that historic churches stand because of
the land and labor of others, including indigenous people, who were never
part of the historically white, affluent, Anglophone congregation at St. James.
Justice is making sure others now have access to the space, which, for Singh,
makes real estate into a medium through which a traditional Anglican (and
Catholic) concern with place can become a cross-denominational, and non-
religious, Canada-wide issue about justice. It also signals another difference
from missional Evangelicals who emphasize access to leadership for people
traditionally excluded - for example, women, recent immigrants, or African
Americans. The purpose is to make congregations internally stronger in order
to, ultimately, focus outward on attracting more adherents. Singh agrees
on the need for more diverse leadership, but his focus is not on growing a
congregation; it is on reorienting church buildings outward as a widely usable
resource. As a result, TCF rejects classic indicators of church ‘health’ based
on the number of members or attendees. It also rejects the church growth
model that scholars often criticize as a “market logic” (Gorski 2022). In TCF’s
investing school, for example, Singh and Harder urge church board members
to change what they call the “limiting” or “doom” mindset that merely equates
church success with questions such as, how do we get more families and how
do we grow our numbers? Instead, they urge a “wonder” or “delight” mindset

16 Cf. ibid.

145


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

146

Social Forms of Religion

that asks, how can we serve our neighbors’ needs, especially in terms of space?
With this mindset, church health and success are measured according to how
well congregations share their land and buildings with others.

However, land is not only a privilege: it is also churches’ main financial
and social asset. TCF calls for “the development of inclusive social ecosystems,
leveraging the land wealth of Canada’s faith communities as a foundation.””
The website describes one impetus for Centre St. Jax as a “new way [...] to re-
vive an older idea of a church’s role in society, which is to provide for the tem-
poral needs of the community, but to do so in a radically open and inclusive
manner.”® Scholars are often less sanguine. For example, sociologist Daniéle
Hervieu-Léger bases her analysis of France on the Weber/Troeltsch triad from
which Freudenberg and Reuter derive the concept of ‘social form' in this vol-
ume. Hervieu-Léger (2002: 102) contrasts newer ‘sect-type’ religious groups in
France with an established ‘church-type’ (Catholicism) that uses its inherited
hold over territory to magnify “the fiction of being all-encompassing”. Power is
obviously at stake in the context I have been discussing as well. After all, Chris-
tians are not proposing to give over land and walk away. In fighting privatiza-
tion, they are reviving the foundational role of church in “social ecosystems”, as
TCF puts it. By retaining historic structures in situ, Christian iconography, his-
tory, and presence remain vital in the urban landscape. By opening the building
to those who have been traditionally excluded - albeit without asking them to
join the congregation — these users are interpolated into a Christian story.

However, unlike Hervieu-Léger's model that sees the main source of ten-
sion as intra-religious (that is, between ‘sects’ and a dominant ‘church), St.
Jax demonstrates how ‘church’ itself may in fact be a shifting constellation of
churches, non-profits, diocesan actors, private investors, and philanthropic
foundations — all of which become stakeholders by dint of their social and/or
financial investments in a single building. In his assessment of St. Jax, pas-
tor and missiologist Greg Okesson calls it “a place with multiple expressions
of church” (2020: 215).” If we think in terms of social forms, it is a constella-
tion on the border of many social fields. With such a complex structure, it is

17 Cf. https://trinitycentres.org/ecosystem.

18  Cf. http://stjax.org/en/home.

19 Singh recommended Okesson’s book to me as largely reflecting his own point of view.
The two are also close colleagues, Singh having started a ThD at Asbury Seminary
where Okesson serves as Provost.
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no surprise that St. Jax is unlikely to solve the tension between property as so-
cial justice and church asset. In fact, leaving room for ambiguity is how the St.
Jax model succeeds. It can become multiple things for multiple people and — in
good entrepreneurial fashion — embraces change as a constant.

6. Concluding Thoughts

The St. Jax model is located on what this volume calls the border between social
fields. Historic church buildings are the tangible remnants of an era when
‘church’ (the ideal type in Troeltsch/Weber’s sense) was not far from the em-
pirical reality in Quebec. The community hub might thus be considered a new
social form that aims to reconfigure ‘church’ as a constellation of people and
projects in response to contemporary society’s negative valuation of religion’s
public role in Quebec. Hubs also address a pragmatic issue at the heart of
the church building crisis in North America: these historic structures benefit
from central locations and tax exemptions yet are enormously expensive for
dwindling congregations to maintain, especially if they are heritage sites.
Sociological models that assume North American religious success mimics
economic supply and demand (‘strong churches are defined by the number
of individuals seeking membership) would dismiss these historic churches
as moribund relics. By contrast, Singh’'s entrepreneurial model recruits the
market — mainly in terms of real estate rentals and private investment — to
fund heritage churches and thus secure historic Christianity’s enduring, but
evolving, public influence.

Devoting more attention to social entrepreneurship, and more carefully
defining the ‘social in this context, offers a novel way for scholars of religion
to explore the permeable border of religious and economic social forms. Iden-
tifying Singh as an entrepreneur helps broaden the category beyond the cur-
rent emphasis in studies of Christianity on what scholars have called “CEO pas-
tors” and “pastorpreneurs”. As noted, the St. Jax model harnesses market log-
ics embedded in neoliberal capitalism, most obviously in terms of private in-
vestment, but rejects the church growth and prosperity gospel movements to
which anthropologists and sociologists so often turn to study Christianity and
the market. Singl'’s entrepreneurial embrace of audacity and innovation colors
his outreach as a pastor, his work with partners in the heritage sector, and his
integration of cutting-edge trends where private investors seek “impact invest-
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ing” or “social purpose” goals. Singh's ambition for TCF is to position it as “one
of Canada’s most significant social purpose real estate investment offerings.”*°

The St. Jax/TCF model foregrounds property as a key privilege and asset
of historic Christian congregations. In this respect, it contributes to the so-
ciological project of identifying how new social forms emerge in response to
changes in thinking about religion. In Quebec, such changes have been dras-
tic since the 1960s, resulting in a massive reorganization of institutional re-
ligious forms. The St. Jax/TCF model also contributes to the ongoing interest
among anthropologists of Christianity to understand how historic churches,
notably Anglicanism and Catholicism, reposition themselves as publicly rele-
vant within the countries where they are historically rooted by using material
spaces and objects in ways that are “ambient” (Engelke 2012; Kaell 2017) and
“banal” (Oliphant 2021). Singh's model adds a new twist to this ongoing con-
versation as it makes private rentals and investment into a major basis for re-
taining church buildings as public spaces. Another twist lies in how it counsels
congregations to devolve control over their buildings to the larger community
in order to reinvigorate the power of Christianity as a partner for social good
within the putatively secular city.
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God Is Not at Church

Digitalization as Authentic Religious Practice
in an American Megachurch

Ariane Kovac

Abstract In this article, I analyze how increasing digitalization changed the organiza-
tional structure of an Evangelical megachurch in the US and how the church theologized
and idealized this transformation. My case study Churchome switched from a multi-
site megachurch model to what I call a click-and-mortar church’. It reduced in-person
events and worked on making all aspects of church life available online, enabling peo-
ple in other cities or countries to not only passively consume content but to become ac-
tive and committed long-distance church members. I show that this transformation in
the church’'s membership structure led to a diversification of how members relate to the
church and an eventization of church life. Churchome presentsits digitalization as a bold
and possibly inconvenient but necessary move to make mission work more efficient and
church life more authentic. I argue that Churchome uses its digital approach to empha-
size the ideal of communitization and to present itself as an authentic and exciting orga-
nization. Through this, Churchome can counter internal and external criticism against
megachurches per se and its move into the digital in particular. Churchome’s self-presen-
tation thus is an example of how a church theologizes its social forms or, in other words,
for a congruence of religious semantics and social forms.

Keywords American religion, authenticity, digital religion, Evangelicalism, megachurches,
organizational studies
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Social Forms of Religion

1. Introduction: Empty pews, full Zoom calls

I had been researching Churchome, a global megachurch based in the Pacific
Northwest of the US, digitally for more than a year before first attending an
in-person service. More than excited, I made my way to the church on Sun-
day morning - only to find the large auditorium almost empty. Shaking off the
thought that I might have chosen the wrong case study, I returned the follow-
ing Sunday. This time, the church was packed and excitement was in the air.
I quickly learned why: Head pastor Judah Smith was in the house. Whereas
the week before, visitors had followed a pre-recorded sermon by Smith on the
large screens towering over the stage, we would now get to watch him preach in
person. The previous week’s solemn tranquility was replaced with a noticeable
buzz.

This pattern — a full auditorium when Smith preached live, empty pews
on all other Sundays — repeated itself throughout my stay in Seattle. As the
video shown in the church is also streamed online, many of Churchome’s fol-
lowers enjoy the flexibility and convenience of staying home when Smith is not
present and only visit the church on special occasions. Churchome not only
tolerates this, but even encourages its members not to come to church and to
attend digitally instead. In fact, in a sermon he preached at the time of the
3oth anniversary of the church, Judah Smith announced that he would also stay
home at some point in the future:

| don't expect any of you to be here 30 years from now. | hope you're fol-
lowing Jesus wherever he takes you. Now, if you are still here, | won't be,
but that’s awesome, seriously, that’s great. | won’t. But, | mean, I'll still be
practicing with Churchome. It'll be hopefully through the technology and
it'll be wonderful.’

Churchome did not focus on digital technology for its church growth from the
beginning. What was founded as “City Church” in 1992 first grew into a local
multi-site megachurch until it was relaunched as “Churchome” in 2017. This
move was primarily justified as an efficient evangelization strategy. While a
local church building was always limited, with digital technologies the church

1 Sermon by Judah Smith. “God Pursues You.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UixD
Jthl7dU, 29:40-30:06.
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could potentially reach millions. The portmanteau of “church” and “home” sym-
bolized how the church’s new approach was supposed to restructure followers’
religious practice: Churchome intended to make every aspect of church life
available online. As the church reduced in-person events, members were en-
couraged to watch live-streamed or recorded services from home, preferably
together with fellow believers in small groups. The differences between services
with live preaching and video recordings are just one example of how digital-
ization changed the organization of religious practice at Churchome and the
self-presentation of the church as an organization.

From an organizational perspective, megachurches are an interesting case.
Scholars have generally considered religion and organization to have a prob-
lematic relationship. In this perspective, religious entities strive toward close
emotional bonds between members. The pragmatic decisions and economic
entanglements that come with a higher level of organization run counter to this
ideal of communitization. Megachurches, however, have not only been com-
pared to businesses by outsiders but consciously present themselves as orga-
nizations that follow economic alongside religious logics. They appoint CEOs,
publicly speak about having applied marketing strategies to grow their audi-
ence, and take membership numbers as the primary marker for success. Still,
megachurches are religious entities and thus follow ideals that go beyond those
of business organizations. If their organizational structures contradict their
religious ideals, they risk being perceived as inauthentic by their followers.

Inthis article, I analyze how the digitalization of my case study Churchome
changed the megachurch as an organization and how these changes have been
religiously interpreted and idealized. I am interested in how digitalization has
altered the social forms with which Churchome as an organization provides
its followers and how Churchome uses its “going online” for its self-presen-
tation. I argue that digitalization reinforces existing organizational develop-
ments of megachurches. While all megachurch services are events, digitaliza-
tion at Churchome has led to an eventization of church life in which in-person
services are specifically advertised as “church experiences”.> Megachurches of-
fer their followers both the option for passive, occasional as well as active, com-
mitted membership. Through digitalization, member roles become even more
diverse. At Churchome, digitalization has led to a new membership category:

2 Churchome: Churchome Experiences. https://www.churchome.org/monthly-experien
ces (accessed November 8, 2023).
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Long-distance members are committed members who follow the church digi-
tally. Lastly, while megachurch attendees are known to be “promiscuous wor-
shippers” (Abraham 2018: 39), digitalization makes it even easier for believers
to follow several churches at the same time. Long-distance members at Chur-
chome tend to approach their faith practice with a “mix-and-match” attitude
and use different churches and other institutions for different services.

Churchome understands streaming from home as a means to integrate
faith into everyday life and to build up an authentic religious practice that does
not depend on spectacular in-person events. Churchome’s digitalization thus
not only altered the church’s social forms and the relation of members to the
organization but also the church’s self-presentation. I argue that Churchome
uses its digital approach to emphasize the ideal of communitization and to
present itself as an authentic and exciting organization. Churchome’s self-
presentation thus is an example of how a church theologizes its social forms
or, in other words, for a congruence of religious semantics and social forms.
First, Churchome presents itself as boldly going to new places for evangelizing
by developing a digital missional identity, which allows it to counter com-
mon stereotypes and critiques against megachurches and to distance itself
from other churches. Second, as it relocates religious practice from a church
building into members’ homes, Churchome presents its approach to faith as
particularly authentic. In this perspective, by embedding faith into everyday
life, Churchome’s followers do not depend on an impressive building or an
emotional worship performance for their religious experience.

The following analysis draws on material collected for research on my dis-
sertation which focuses on Evangelical boundary maintenance and identity
work. I worked with an ethnographic approach and designed my study ac-
cording to Grounded Theory Methodology (Corbin/Strauss 2015). In the first
research phase in 2021, I participated in a digital small group set in Europe,
conducted interviews with international Churchome members, and listened
to live-streamed Churchome services. This was not a conscious decision, as
COVID-19-related travel and contact restrictions made it impossible for me to
enter the field in person (Kovac 2021). My second phase, in 2022, when travel
restrictions had been lifted, consisted of an in-person field research stay in
Seattle and Los Angeles, where I participated in in-person small groups, ser-
vices, and other church events, and conducted interviews with pastors at Chur-
chome. Later in 2022, I concluded my data collection with several digital in-
terviews with Churchome members in the US and analyzed relevant sermons
by Judah Smith from between August 2021 and November 2022. Going back
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and forth between digital and in-person ethnography allowed me to follow my
interlocutors, whose religious practice takes place in both online and offline
spheres (Laughlin 2022: 2). One important limitation of my research, particu-
larly for this article, is that I started researching Churchome after the church’s
rebranding and digitalization. Thus, I did not personally witness the church’s
development and transition from City Church to Churchome. For this article,
Iinstead rely on interviews and conversations with long-time members.

In the following, I first explore the particular case of social forms and eco-
nomic logics at play at megachurches (2). After turning to my case study Chur-
chome and shortly recounting how the local City Church has become the digi-
tal and global Churchome (3), I analyze how digitalization has changed Chur-
chome’s social forms, in particular events, groups, and the relation of mem-
bers to the organization (4). My last subchapter aims at how Churchome uses
its digital strategy for its self-presentation (5).

2. The laughter of megachurch pastors: Megachurches'’ religious
and economic logics

Scholars on megachurches usually define megachurches according to the cri-
teria of the Hartford Institute for Religion Research, that is, a megachurch is
a Protestant church that has 2000 or more weekly attendants, possibly across
multiple campuses.? Although individual large churches had of course existed
earlier, megachurches emerged as a distinctive form of organizing Christian
faith practice in the US in the 1970s and 1980s, following suburbanization and
the surge in privately owned vehicles. Megachurches have been compared to
shopping malls (Ritzer 2005: 23), but in contrast to their secular counterparts,
they apparently do not see any sign of decline. Wellman et al. (2020: 5) have
argued that megachurches have now become “the way Americans ‘do’ religion”.

The success story of megachurches cannot be understood separately from
societal and religious developments in the past fifty years. Megachurches,
which are usually nondenominational or only have loose ties to a denomina-
tion, both profited from and advanced the declining importance of denomina-
tions (Wuthnow 1989) and the emergence of a generic Evangelical subculture
(Du Mez 2020). Megachurches spread at the time when an Evangelical media
market was established, and many megachurches and their pastors became

3 http://hirr.hartsem.edu/megachurch/definition.html.
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successful media producers. Starting with the televangelists of the 1970s and
1980s, megachurches were often headed by famous media personalities. Many
churches succeeded in marketing their media products, such as music or
books, not only to their members but to a more general Christian or even
non-Christian audience. This way, megachurches’ ideas and theologies trav-
eled far beyond their pews. The idea that congregation size is an indicator
for a church’s success and vitality, for example, can also be found in smaller
churches (Maddox 2012).

Moreover, the trend towards a concentration of faith practice and the ex-
tension of auditorium sizes not only influenced theology but also created a dis-
tinctive aesthetic and organizational style: Megachurches can usually be found
in car-friendly locations in the suburbs of big cities. Often, they congregate in
nondescript buildings that have little to no markers of their being a church.
Services are multi-media events centered around a charismatic head pastor
and contemporary Christian worship music performed by a band of profes-
sional musicians. Most megachurches hold several services per week and have
awide array of different ministries and groups that provide members with ser-
vices and activities. Worship ministries, for example, produce media products
to be circulated and sold beyond the church’s membership.

Megachurches usually have a highly differentiated and hierarchical orga-
nizational structure and rely on a host of staff that is not only trained in the-
ology but also in areas such as finances, media production, or marketing. Of-
ten, these structures resemble those of businesses in name or function, such
as when megachurches appoint a CEO to oversee the church's operational side.
Arguably, the larger a megachurch gets and the more economic transactions it
is involved in, the more it needs to function like a business. Examples would
be those megachurches that are at the same time global media empires whose
albums reach the tops of Billboard charts, such as the Australian Hillsong or
Bethel and Elevation Church in the US. However, functioning like a business
is not only a necessity that comes with higher membership numbers. Maddox
(2012) and Sanders (2016), among others, have argued that an economic logic is
inherent to megachurches, whose primary goal, however theologically framed,
is to grow their audiences.

Scholars of organizations usually argue that religious entities do not vol-
untarily engage in economic endeavors and that, when they have to, this leads
to tensions (Petzke/Tyrell 2012). In this perspective, churches do not under-
stand themselves as businesses and are oriented toward otherworldly goals
that run counter to the logics of the economic field. According to Bourdieu
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(1998: 113), actors in the religious field have a “double consciousness”. Like all
agents, they cannot avoid following an economic logic. However, to the outside
world, they must pretend that economic rationales play no part in their deci-
sion-making, or, in Bourdiew's words, play the “religious game”. If not, they risk
being perceived as unauthentic by their followers. In other words, churches are
businesses that deny and conceal that they are businesses. When the Catholic
bishops that Bourdieu observed spoke about economic matters of the church
or used economic terminology, laughter served to alleviate the tensions sur-
rounding the gap between what the church actually did and what the church
was supposed to do.

Megachurches, however, do not only often openly associate themselves
with businesses and a corporate culture but also bring together economic and
religious rationales. Thus, on the one hand, one could argue that megachurches
solve the tensions of organized religiosity by completely blending into the
economic sphere. Some scholars of religion, like Berger (1990 [1967]), have
predicted that the increasing organization of religion contributes to the secu-
larization of society. On the other hand, megachurches can be understood as
an example of how a high degree of organization and vital religiosity do not
need to be mutually exclusive (Schlamelcher 2018: 499). Chang (2003: 127) has
rejected a clear-cut dichotomy between organizational and religious spheres
as an outdated assumption that goes back to Weber’s church-sect typology.
According to her, in perceiving organization, including economic rationales,
and religion as antithetical, scholars make implicit assumptions about what it
means to be religious and project these onto the churches they study. Instead,
the relationship between religious and economic logics must be understood
to be complex and intertwined. For example, when a religious organization
wants to change the secular world, including its economy, its involvement
in the economic field cannot be understood as entirely secular (ibid.: 129).
Similarly, when megachurches interpret a high number of followers as a God-
given sign of being on the right theological path, a decision to hire a marketing
expert is not exclusively grounded in economic logics.

Megachurches’ economic involvement, however, is subject to criticism both
inside and outside Evangelicalism. While some critics perceive megachurches
as soullessly commodified and suspect pastors to exploit their audience for
their fame and fortune (Wellman et al. 2020: 216), others do not have prob-
lems with megachurches per se but closely monitor how their church spends
its money or makes decisions. In my own research on Churchome, I got the
impression that most people had no problems with the church orienting it-
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self toward fame and fortune but voiced criticism in those instances when they
feltlike this negatively influenced congregationallife. For example, Churchome
has many celebrity members (among them, most notably, pop singer Justin
Bieber) and some of my interviewees argued that sometimes the pastors cared
for them at the expense of “normal” congregants.

Thus, instead of understanding megachurches as simply reacting to con-
tradictory sets of logics, scholars should be aware of the entanglements of
religious and economic logics inherent in megachurches and their theology
and faith practice. Rather than asking whether megachurches lean more on
the economic or the religious side, it is therefore more promising to closely
examine the intersections of the two, or in other words, which economic
rationales are consciously presented and which are concealed, what mem-
bers accept without question and what leads to internal criticism, or how
megachurches react to such criticism.

3. From multi-site to click-and-mortar:
Churchome as a case study

Churchome did not start with an emphasis on digital media or even an overt
intention of global outreach. The name the church was founded under in 1992,
“City Churcl’, reflected its rootedness in the Seattle metropolitan area. City
Churcl's founder Wendell Smith grew the nondenominational church into one
of the largest churches in the region with several campuses in and around Seat-
tle. In 2009, Wendell’s son Judah Smith took over the church as head pastor to-
gether with his wife Chelsea because of the declining health of Wendell, who
suffered from cancer and died one year later. This second generation of pas-
tors stylistically adapted the church for a younger audience. Judah and Chelsea
Smith started doing outreach in Hollywood, opening a church location in Los
Angeles and befriending celebrities such as Justin Bieber. Regarding what was
preached, Judah Smith accentuated grace theology, a theological view that be-
lieves salvation to solely depend on faith, not on actions or repentance. These
innovations turned out to be fruitful, as the church continued to grow and Ju-
dah Smith became an Evangelical celebrity with a large social media following.

In 2017, however, the church changed its strategy and City Church was re-
branded as “Churchome”, a portmanteau of “church’ and “home”. Instead of
planting further church buildings, Churchome intended to bring the church to
peoples’ homes by digitally streaming services. Members were called to gather
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in small-group settings (called “church at home”) and to watch live-streamed
or recorded sermons together. The church started several digital small groups
in which people gathered via Zoom. Additionally, Churchome launched an app
intended to replicate other aspects of church life in the digital sphere. Through
a “pastor chat”, anyone interested in the church can seek pastoral care or find
answers to their questions. A prayer function in the app enables believers to
publicly request prayers from fellow congregants and to react to these requests.
Daily “guided prayer” exercises and recorded worship performances help peo-
ple new to the church to align with Churchome’s theology and practice their
faith online. Congregants can also give and tithe online, without ever being
physically present in church. While online campuses and live-streamed ser-
vices have become staple in most Christian churches since the COVID-19 pan-
demic, at the time, Churchome’s approach was unusual if not pioneering, and
prepared the church well for what happened later. In 2020, when contact re-
strictions were issued and large gatherings prohibited, Churchome had not
only already successfully set up digital options for participation but these had
become a normal and much-used part of church practice.

Churchome's digitalization led to an increasing internationalization of the
church. Judah Smith claims that services reach people in over 80 countries.*
There are digital small groups hosted by people from all continents. Chur-
chome, however, did not adapt much to integrate its international following.
Sermons are, for example, exclusively in English, and YouTube videos do not
come with subtitles other than automatically generated English ones. Many
of Judah Smith’'s examples and anecdotes only make sense in a US context and
require an understanding of the country, its politics, and its culture. In my
interviews, it became clear that Churchome relies on the small groups and
especially the group hosts to adapt the church’s content to their respective
local culture. As a result, internationally, the church mainly attracts people
who are mobile, globally oriented, and highly educated.

At the same time, Churchome sold or demolished the buildings they had
owned, keeping only the Kirkland church campus, and reduced the number of
in-person services. When large events were prohibited from happening during
the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, Churchome already had all technolog-
ical necessities in place and ceased in-person services. When in-person ser-
vices started again, as congregants told me, the pews were not as full as before
the pandemic. Many Churchomians who had previously attended services in

4 Field notes, May 8, 2022.
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person enjoyed this enforced participation in digital church and did not want
to go back to “regular” church. In May 2023, Churchome offered one in-per-
son service weekly at their Kirkland campus and one service per month in a
rented location in Los Angeles. At the Kirkland campus, one service a month
featured Judah Smith preaching live on stage. The other three Sundays, visitors
watched a pre-recorded sermon on the auditoriunt’s huge screens or listened to
an in-person sermon by a local pastor, followed by a live worship performance.
The services featuring a live in-person sermon by Smith are called “church ex-
periences” and are specifically advertised. In addition to their regular services
in Kirkland and Los Angeles, Churchome at times organizes services in other
U.S. cities.

With its rebranding of the City Church to Churchome, Churchome has
switched from a multi-site megachurch to a church model I designate, in
parallel to the business administration term, click-and-mortar church. A click-
and-mortar church provides its members with both digital and in-person
opportunities for participation. It does not understand its digital campus as
solely an optional add-on or a lesser alternative to in-person church atten-
dance but instead sees both modes of participation at least equally justified
and works on making all aspects of in-person church and faith life available
in the digital realm. As seen in the sermon excerpt at the beginning of this
article, Churchome plans to rely even more on technology in the future. It will
be interesting to see whether the church will at some point give up its Kirkland
campus and focus on irregular events throughout the country, or even become
a fully digital church.

4. Digital and hybrid social forms at Churchome

In going from a multi-site to a click-and-mortar church, Churchome not only
replicated offline social forms for an online audience but also saw changes in
its existing, in-person social forms. In the following, I analyze these develop-
ments regarding events, groups, and membership in the organization.

4.1 Events

In May 2023, Churchome still held weekly services at its main campus in a
Seattle suburb. Head pastor Judah Smith, however, was only present once per
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month. These services were specifically advertised as “church experiences”.®
During other Sunday services at the Kirkland campus, Churchome would ei-
ther show a pre-recorded sermon by Smith or have a local pastor preach the
sermon. In both cases, sermons took up the largest part of the service, usually
lasting between forty minutes and over one hour. Announcements and pleas
for giving and tithing took place either before or after the sermon. At the end
of the service, a live worship band played several songs. While church expe-
riences were livestreamed directly and fully from the Kirkland auditorium, on
other Sundays those who joined digitally saw the same recording as the church
visitors, usually followed by music videos of worship songs.

This similarity of the online and offline experience on regular Sundays
explains why “church experiences” draw many more visitors than regular
services. While it did not make much difference for my interviewees whether
they watched a video recording in church or at home, the experience of par-
ticipating in a “church experience” could not be replicated in the same way
by attending online. “Church experiences” not only feel different than regular
Sunday services, but Churchome also markets them as such. Digitalization for
Churchome goes hand in hand with and provides a basis for an eventization
of church life. In-person services are not simply services but “experiences”,
made special precisely because of their infrequency. In promoting these
events, Churchome draws both on pastor Smitl’s popularity and the live and
in-person aspect of the services. Attendees of a “church experience” can be
sure to see pastor Judah Smith live on stage and come specifically to see him.
At least in my own experience as a participant observer, Smith’s live preach-
ing is not only longer but also more enthusiastic, emotional, and agitated.
During church experiences, Churchome also puts more of an emphasis on
the parts of a church service that are hard to replicate online, like the worship
performances. Instead of having an anonymous worship band, for example,
the church invites musicians and uses their names for the promotion of its
events. Whether or not attendees have heard of them before, the mention of a
special act makes the event seem even more extraordinary.

Hitzler (2011: 39) has argued that in parallel to a tendency to eventization
in general society, believers increasingly concentrate their faith practice on
special events. By “eventizing” regular church services and marketing them as
something special, Churchome enables its followers to experience such events
while engaging in the conventional practice of church attendance. Moreover,

5 Cf. https://www.churchome.org/monthly-experiences.
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attending services monthly and not weekly appeals to the busy demographic
of young professionals and young families that Churchome mainly attracts,
and provides an incentive for people who live in the wider surroundings of
Kirkland and would not travel to Churchome every Sunday.

By livestreaming its services, Churchome enables all its members, spread
out all over the globe, to have a shared experience. Klaver (2021: 95) has argued
that the livestreaming of services can contribute to a shared sense of belong-
ing of a globally spread out megachurch. Similarly, Campbell and DeLashmutt
(2014: 276) and Hutchings (2017) have observed that churches explicitly refer-
ence online visitors to make them feel included. At Churchome, this sense of
belonging is encouraged by frequent references to the global membership of
the church. When pastors Judah and Chelsea Smith address their audience di-
rectly, they often add the phrase “wherever you are” and sometimes list possible
cities from where people might be watching. Also, they use many occasions to
mention that people all over the world are listening to Churchome’s sermons
digitally and present Churchome as a “church scattered all over the world”.

4.2 Groups

Small groups or house groups have been a fundamental feature of Evangel-
ical church practice at least since seventeenth-century Pietism. Especially in
megachurches, they are a means to counter large, possibly anonymous ser-
vices and to differentiate between occasional visitors and committed mem-
bers. Usually, these groups meet either in one of the members’ homes or in
a designated church space. While some groups discuss Bible passages, oth-
ers speak about how to apply the content of the previous week’s sermon to
their current struggles in life, read Christian self-help books together, or pray
for and with each other (Bielo 2009). At Churchome, small groups are asked
to watch the service together. Churchome staff provide group hosts with dis-
cussion questions related to the sermon. However, as Churchome employee
Philipp’ explained in an interview with me, whether they use these questions
and “what they do before or after [...] is really up to them”, as is the meeting lo-
cation and the length of the meeting. With this flexibility, small group hosts are

6 Sermon by Chelsea Smith. “Let Jesus Serve You.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
ewoVnnVMho8, 02:04.
7 All names of interviewees in this article are pseudonyms.
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expected to create a group that “serves their community the best”, or in other
words, that appeals to as many people as possible.®

Both in sermons and interviews with me, Churchome’s pastors continually
emphasized the importance of watching the digital recordings of sermons not
alone but with a group of fellow believers. Conversely, small groups were hardly
ever mentioned concerning in-person services. Churchome staff believes dig-
ital participation to lead to a lack of togetherness and community that can be
countered by watching together instead of alone. “Finding community” is an
omnipresent goal at Churchome, often aimed toward people Churchome sus-
pects must be watching the sermons alone. If someone watches from a place
in the world where there is no small group, they are encouraged to start their
own group. Since 2022, Churchome has also been producing a video series fea-
turing mostly small group hosts outside of Seattle who speak about how they
practiced “community” with Churchome from afar.® The emphasis on small
groups especially for online participants might stem not only from the desire
to combat the isolation of digital participation but also from an intention to
draw occasional visitors into the church. Those who watch online are “free-
riders” (Thumma/Travis 2007: 50) even more than those who occasionally visit
a service. By integrating digital members into small groups, Churchome not
only expands its number of loyal (and loyally giving) members but also gets in-
sights into and control over the anonymous number of YouTube and app view-
ers. Thus, groups help counter the anonymity of the megachurch crowd both
for individual members, who can get to know fellow worshippers, and for the
church as an institution, for whom digital attendees are hard to grasp.

4.3 Organization and membership

Digitalization at Churchome has diversified the possible ways of relating
to and engaging with the church. All megachurches offer a variety of possi-
ble modes of interacting with the church, some of them more distant and
others more active (Thumma/Travis 2007: 50). In megachurches, “low-cost”
attendance (Wellman et al. 2020: 20) is tolerated more easily than in smaller,
more tight-knit congregations, as megachurch services tend to be anonymous
events that attract a lot of infrequent visitors and many megachurches en-
courage people to consume their media products without ever attending a

8 Interview with Philipp, Churchome pastor, January 14, 2022.
9 Cf. https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLicUMmdCSpPjuC4NFk-JRzSIOxks5Z-€].
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service. Membership is usually not formalized but based on participation in
church activities, giving and tithing to the church, and a feeling of belonging.
In a local, non-digital megachurch, being an active church member usually
depends on physical presence. Active members attend services regularly, are
part of a small group, and might even take on volunteering roles. In a click-
and-mortar church, defining active membership becomes complicated: Can
someone be considered an active member who regularly watches services on
YouTube but has never gotten in contact with anyone at the church? Is in-per-
son participation a sign of greater commitment than following the church
digitally?

Churchome has, through digitalization, attracted a category of followers I
call long-distance members. Long-distance members live too far from a church
campus to regularly attend in-person services but extensively use the church’s
digital offers and consider themselves active and committed church members.
While some of them visit infrequently, others have never been to a physical lo-
cation of the church, be it for financial, visa-related, or other reasons. Some of
them might have been local members before but moved away. Others stumble
upon a sermon or book by coincidence and decide to follow from afar. At Chur-
chome, the long-distance members I interviewed either took note of Chur-
chome when they heard pastor Judah Smith speak at an event™ or when, af-
ter watching other faith-related videos, YouTube's algorithm recommended
one of Smith’s sermons. All of them followed Churchome for a while, watching
services online and using the church’s app, before reaching out to the church,
usually via the pastor chat function in Churchome’s app. The pastors referred
them to digital small groups or groups that met in their region or encouraged
them to start their own group. One example of such a trajectory is Diane, who
lives on the US East Coast and had been following Churchome digitally for
about ten years before “getting involved”." What nudged her to reach out to the
church was that someone at Churchome explicitly mentioned that they were
looking for people to host small groups outside the West Coast area. While all
of the long-distance Churchomians I interviewed were enthusiastic about the

10  Some large megachurches regularly organize events called conferences to which they
invite several pastors to give a “guest sermon”. Judah Smith gained much of his fame
from preaching at conferences organized by the Australian global megachurch Hill-
song.

b8 Interview with Diane, long-distance member, pastor, and small group host, December
22,2022.
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church, some also reflected on having a limited perspective from afar. Sophia,
a long-distance member from Europe, noted that, as an online participant,
she did not get insights into church life beyond the digital small group she at-
tended." Thus, she could not know for sure whether the lived-out church cul-
ture reflected Smith’s preaching.

For some of my interviewees, attending a church digitally was a matter of
personal preference. Two of my interviewees, for example, told me that they
felt socially anxious and experienced video calls as a relief. Others felt called
to Churchome and their missionary vision of reaching people through tech-
nology. Some of my interviewees traveled or moved a lot and found it practical
to be able to access the church from wherever they had an internet connection.
Long-distance member Carmen, for example, had worked as a flight attendant
and considered Churchome to be “right in her wheelhouse”, as she identified
as a “global traveler”.”

Most of the long-distance members I spoke with, however, simply did
not find a church they liked as much as Churchome where they lived. Par-
ticularly those living in countries where Evangelical Christianity is a fringe
phenomenon explained that they found local churches to be too conservative,
services neither lively nor dynamic, and the overall atmosphere not as “unique”
or “special” as at Churchome.™ This resonates with the fact that most of my
interviewees emphasized purposely choosing a church that fit their convic-
tions and lifestyle. The internet made it easier for them to design their faith
practice, as they can choose from a broad array of church offers and religious
content from around the world. In other words, digitalization enormously
expanded their “spiritual marketplace” (Roof 1999). Sophia explained that she
closely followed three US churches online because each of them focused on a
different aspect that was important to her character and faith. In her view,
“people are complex, and we all need quite a few things to kinda feed us [..]

» 15

[spiritually]”.

12 Interview with Sophia, long-distance member from Europe, October 15, 2021.

13 Interview with Carmen, long-distance member and small group host, December 15,
2022.

14 Interestingly, some of my non-American interviewees connected their fondness for
Churchome with the physical location of the church. Sophia, who lived in a predom-
inantly Catholic area, laughingly mentioned that she might move to Seattle one day
because it “seems like it might be my town” (interview with Sophia, October 15, 2021).

15 Interview with Sophia, October 15, 2021.
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Long-distance members are often “promiscuous worshippers” (Abraham
2018: 39): Usually, they listen to sermons by several pastors online, and many
of them are members of and attend in-person services at a local church. Digi-
talization has simplified and expanded the possibilities of such “split loyalties”
(Coleman 2003:19). While “church hopping” (Wuthnow 2007: 116), or spending
one’s Sundays in various churches, is a common practice encouraged by large,
anonymous megachurch services, digitalization makes it possible to quite lit-
erally be in several places and engage in several activities at once. Followers do
not even need to commit to a single church on any given Sunday but can easily
close the browser window if they do not like the digital service they are watch-
ing and try out something different.

Thus, long-distance Churchomians approached both their membership
at Churchome and their religious affiliation more broadly with a “mix-and-
match” mentality that led them to consciously design their religious practice
drawing on several sources. This resonates with Campbell’s (2012) concept of
“networked religion”, which intends to grasp how believers assemble their
religious practice from both online and offline aspects. Churchome’s long-
distance followers flexibly make use of what the church offers and listen to ser-
mons on other days of the week if they do not find time on any given Sunday or
listen to sermons while doing household chores, as one of my interviewees told
me. “Mixing and matching” one’s faith practice is, however, not only done out
of preference or curiosity but also because there are things that Churchome
just does not provide its followers with. Especially for long-distance members,
but also for those who come to in-person services, Churchome is not a “full-
service church” (Roof 1999: 94). Carmen, for example, missed live worship and
attended a local church to experience it."® One of my interviewees got baptized
in a local church, although he was more actively involved in Churchome than
the local church he chose for his baptism. Apparently, some of Churchome’s
attempts to relocate religious rituals into the digital sphere, such as recordings
of worship performances or Zoom baptisms, do not satisfy all long-distance
members. There are also some important Christian rituals that Churchome
does not offer to its members, neither digitally nor in person, such as wed-
dings. Not being able to meet pastors in person, however, was not an issue to
any of my interviewees, many of whom were experienced followers of global

16  Interview with Carmen, December 15, 2022.
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megachurches with celebrity pastors. To Sophia, for example, it was clear that

she “will never have a conversation with [the] pastors that I'm listening to”."”

5. More digitalization, less organization:
Churchome’s digital self-presentation

In the following, I will turn to how Churchome religiously interprets and ide-
alizes its digital practices and show how Churchome presents its digital ap-
proach as not only efficient and bold but also more authentic than religious
practice at other megachurches.

5.1 Digital missional identity

The emergence and popularization of megachurches cannot be explained
without their suburban locations and embeddedness in suburban lifestyles.
Bielo (2011: 168) notes that the “organizational invention” of the megachurch
was a result of a link between conservative Evangelicalism and suburbia
that solidified in the second half of the 20th century. Due to their size and
car-friendly location, megachurches, like the shopping centers they were
often compared to, could draw masses of people who were already used to
driving long distances for their daily chores (Loveland/Wheeler 2003: 117).
Correspondingly, megachurches designed their buildings to fit the habits and
preferences of middle-class suburbanites (Laughlin 2022: 26—27).

This ‘suburbian-ness’ of megachurches, however, evoked a range of criti-
cism from inside and outside the Evangelical subculture. Due to their isolation
from their surroundings and lack of any religious or denominational markers,
megachurches have been described as interchangeable “religious non-places”
(Sanders 2016). The high level of maintenance (and thus the large amount of
money, usually through tithes and donations) needed to uphold megachurch
infrastructure has been criticized as inefficient and excessive. Evangelical
critics, in particular, accuse megachurches of being inefficient evangelizers,
more interested in filling their buildings than in bringing people closer to faith
or in building up sustainable relationships with attendees. For representatives
of the inner-Christian reform movement Emerging Church, for example,
megachurches were a symbol of the conservative Evangelical conviction that

17 Interview with Sophia, October 15, 2021.
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it was enough to plant a building and wait for people to come through the
door (Bielo 2011: 118). To counter this, Bielo's Emerging Church interviewees
initiated church activities in the urban, low-income areas they had chosen to
be their mission fields and sometimes even fully relocated there. What they
described as “being missional” was not only an ideal but also an identity acted
out in everyday life (ibid.: 119).

At Churchome, such criticisms against megachurches are taken up and
countered with reference to digital technology. Presenting its technology-fo-
cused approach as a way to overcome the isolation of a suburban megachurch
campus, Churchome has developed a digital missional identity that works as
an add-on to the conventional megachurch model of the church.

In a sermon Judah Smith preached around the time of Churchome’s thirti-
eth anniversary, titled “God Pursues You”, he laid out several arguments as to
how digital technology was not only more efficient but also meant being able to
bring faith to people instead of waiting for them to come. In the months prior,
Smith had already begun advertising new “technologies” the church was plan-
ning to develop and asking for donations, arguing that a little money put into
creating an app or launching a website could go a long way. In “God Pursues
You”, Smith condensed this to the formula that “we’re gonna spend thousands
to reach millions” by technology “instead of spending millions to reach thou-
sands”, as would be the case with planting a new church campus.”® Spending
money on digital technologies meant that “we’re going to spend more money
on people than buildings, [...] we're going to spend more money on people than
events”.” Thus, Smith directly counters criticism against the inefficiency of
megachurches. Churchome might own a physical campus, but it did not plan
to build another one. Instead, the money that members donated would be used
toward “reaching millions” via technology.

By regularly emphasizing that church, to Churchome, is not a building, Ju-
dah Smith can refute accusations that he as a megachurch pastor is primarily
interested in filling his pews. Moreover, in his sermons, Smith often mentions
that not everyone needs to find their home at Churchome. He wants to bring
people to Jesus, and if another church helps them strengthen their faith more
than Churchome, so be it. In “God Pursues You”, Smith explicitly states that

18 Sermon by Judah Smith. “God Pursues You.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uix
DJthl7dU, 1:02:13-1:02:18.
19  lbid.: 1:02:18-1:02:32.
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“this isn’t about your allegiance to Chuchome”.*® Carmen, a long-time Chur-
chomian who has experienced both living in Seattle and attending what was
then called City Church and being a long-distance member of Churchome, was
passionate about Churchome not tying members to the church. She explained
to me that when Judah Smith took over as head pastor, the church dropped a lot
of conservative ideas. One of the changes was letting go of the idea that “you’re
committed to this house and you need to stay in this house, this is where you're
fed, and this is where you're tied”.*

Smith not only allows or even encourages attendees to get input from
various churches or to find their luck somewhere else if they do not like Chur-
chome’s approach, but also calls on church members to stay home and not
physically come to church. In his “God Pursues You” sermon, Smith argues
that God is not at church, either:

Everyone thought that God would come and have church friends, but all
of his friends didn't go to the synagogue, so that really annoyed people,
because they're like, no, God should be in a robe in church putting little
Wafers on everyone’s tongue for communion, right, it’s our picture of God.
But instead, he’s up late [at] night with knuckleheads [and] drug dealers.??

According to Smith, God cares about people, and for that reason, he joins peo-
ple who would not set foot into or have been excluded from a church. With this
quote, Smith makes an analogy to Churchome’s approach: With technology,
Churchome can also reach people 24/7 and be everywhere at once, similar to
God. By not focusing on gathering everyone in a specific building, Churchome
can meet people in need instead of waiting for them to come to church. Di-
ane, a long-distance member on the US East Coast who had recently come on
the staff of Churchome at the time of our interview, was enthusiastic about
this possibility. Her job position included attending conversations on “pastor
chat”, a function in the Churchome app and website that connects people to
Churchome pastors for spiritual care or more general questions. According to
Diane, the availability of pastor chat enabled people to reach out in moments
of crisis:

20 Ibid.: 29:34-29:40.

21 Interview with Carmen, December 15, 2022.

22 Sermon by Judah Smith. “God Pursues You.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uix
Dithl7dU, 49:14-9:46.
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[Before], there was nothing like that. There was nothing like that at all. Ex-
cept, maybe you could call your pastor, but how many times are you gonna
call your pastor at night? And when you're broken, [..] you [need] someone
to be there [..].73

Smitl’s idea of Churchome, like God, being awake at night helping “knuck-
leheads and drug dealers”, however, is not only directed at external criticism
against a perceived ignorance of megachurches. By comparing the effects of
Churchome’s mission to God’s omnipresence, Smith showed his congregation
the utmost importance of focusing on digital technologies. In his sermons,
Smith regularly mentions that some congregants are not happy about the
church’s transition from City Church to Churchome and especially the cutback
on in-person preaching, and counters such criticism by pointing to the signifi-
cance and uniqueness of Churchome’s approach. Smith presents Churchome’s
decision to focus on digital technologies as a bold and risky move that people
only criticize because they are too comfortable to try out new ways. Just like
God’s work is excitingly unpredictable, according to Smith, Christians need to
be open to trying out new things. In “God Pursues You”, Smith declared that
God had called Churchome and its members to follow him, even if this meant
giving up things they had come to know and love, such as in-person services.
In a particularly energized and emotional part of the sermon, Smith presented
this need to let go of the familiar as a “prophecy” from God.:

Some of you need to hear that tonight, I'm talking to you, and this just
went from sermon to, like, prophecy. Your word is “go” and you know it.
You gotta go, you got to do what God told you to do, you got to step out.
[..] The goal is not that we all stay together, the goal is that we go with him
wherever he takes us. [..] This church was not set up to stay, this church was
set up to go. 30 years ago, we started with a goal. We're not ending with
the word safe or stay or convenient or comfortable or predictable, we're go-
ing to keep going. [..] People are worked up that Churchome doesn’'t have
a service every week where they can hear a live preacher. The word is go.
The church is not an event where we come [to] hear a preacher, it's a ro-
mance and a journey and you follow Jesus wherever he takes you to. Go!
It’s unpredictable, it’s wild, it’s fierce, it’s beautiful, it is painful, it’s won-

23 Interview with Diane, December 22, 2022.
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derful, it’s called your journey with Jesus. It’s not meant to be the same,
it's gonna be new challenges and new days and new seasons.®*

The Churchome members I spoke with mostly embraced Churchome’s focus
on digital technologies. When they mentioned that they missed in-person ser-
vices or meetings, they often framed this as a sacrifice they were willing to
make to support Churchome’s vision. Diane, who had only been to in-person
Churchome events twice, called technology a “miracle” that God was able to use
for good, and compared it to the long history of media use for Christian evan-
gelizing:

| mean, being in person, you know, being able to hug people, [..] that’s
great, but even if we look at, like, you know, the original disciples, right?
A lot of what they had to do was write letters, like, they would go out as
much as they could, but it was hard to travel back then. [..] And they didn’t
have the internet, you know. [..] We just happen to have the ability now
to reach people all over the world [..]1.*

Being a worship musician, Diane, however, not only missed “being able to hug
people” but especially the live music during in-person services. After listening
to her passionate recount about reaching people through technology, I asked
her whether she didn't miss live worship. In her response, Diane subordinated
her preferences to the larger vision of Churchome:

I am. [..] I'm missing it. But | don’t think there’s anything wrong with miss-
ing something. I'm, you know, I'm a worship leader, | would love to be lead-
ing worship. It isn't about me, though.?®

Churchome's digitalization thus allows members to be part of something big-
ger than themselves. By using digital media, they can reach people all over the
world and be part of a new and exciting endeavor that is still ongoing and con-
stantly changing. Like this, Churchomians can counter the egoism and subur-
bian-ness that megachurch-goers are often associated with.

24 Sermon by Judah Smith. “God Pursues You.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UixD
Jthl7dU, 38:18-40:04.

25 Interview with Diane, December 22, 2022.

26  Ibid.
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5.2 Streaming as the path to authenticity

Churchome not only presents its technology-focused approach as an efficient
evangelizing strategy and as proof of it caring about people instead of profit
but also as a means for people to practice their faith more authentically. Au-
thenticity is a classic Protestant value. Lindholm (2008: 4) argues that the mod-
ern aspiration to authenticity was significantly shaped by Protestantism’s em-
phasis on introspection and modesty. For Protestants, salvation could not be
attained by performing rituals or following religious rules but through faith
alone. Believers thus needed to constantly make sure that their faith was gen-
uine (Scheer 2012: 180).

Striving for authenticity fueled a Protestant reluctance to rely on media
or other tools when evoking religious experiences or emotions (Scheer 2014).
Believers who attend megachurches, which have been carefully designed to
create an atmosphere enabling intimate religious experiences (Rakow 2020),
seem to have overcome such skepticism. As my interviews show, however,
megachurch services are an ambiguous activity for many attendees. My inter-
viewees were aware of how the architecture of megachurches and the presence
of large crowds of other worshippers influenced their emotions. Even though
they were not critical of megachurches and their strategic usage of media and
architecture per se and found live worship to be an important part of their
religious practice, many of them emphasized that their faith should not and
did not depend on “putting on a show every weekend”.”” According to pastor
Kevin, while a building might draw people in for the show, church at home
groups attracted people interested in the same goal as the church, namely
building a sustainable and authentic community:

[..] 'm hosting church in a donut and coffee shop [..] and people aren’t
turning up because we have this amazing building with lights and all the
things, they're turning up there because they actually wanna meet genuine
people [..]1.72

Fittingly, to the Churchomians I spoke with faith practice is more authen-
tic when it takes place in locations not usually associated with Christianity.
This is true for digital spaces but even more so for in-person meetings in

27  Interview with Natalia, long-distance member, December 16, 2022.
28 Interview with Kevin, local pastor, December 5, 2022.
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unorthodox environments such as Kevir's donut and coffee shop, whose usage
the livestreaming of services makes possible. The church at home group that
was most frequently highlighted in my interviews and conversations with
Churchome members was a group that met in a CrossFit gym and watched the
service together after their workout.*

To Churchomians, staying at home to stream services and connecting with
other people outside of a church building in church at home groups was not
only more authentic because it lacked the dubious showiness of a megachurch
service, but because it integrated faith into everyday life. As Kevin put it, “we
see a limitation in only gathering in a church building on Sunday morning.
There’s just so much more to following Jesus than that”.>° This “so much more”,
at Churchome, takes on the form of building up a personal relationship with
Jesus and involving him in all life decisions. As Luhrmann (2012) has shown,
in much of present-day Evangelicalism, God is perceived to be an always avail-
able friend, and practicing one’s faith means working on this friendship. Chur-
chome’s sermons often center around the idea that God wants people to include
him in their everyday lives, not only because he is desperately interested in ev-
ery single human being but also because he

wants to get in your dirt with you, [...] he wants to be involved with [..] all
of the things that you're facing, that you're struggling, that youre ashamed
of, maybe the things you don’t even like about yourself.'

Building up a relationship with God is so central to Churchome’s message that
the people I spoke with often used this idea to contrast Churchome with other
Evangelical churches. Both my interviewees and Smith in his sermons con-
structed a binary of churches that focused on relationships and churches that

732 rule-focused churches that thought

focused on rules. The latter, “legalistic
behavior to be more important than belief, served as a negative other whom
Churchomians could differentiate themselves from. In his sermon “Fruit Over
Works”, Smith made this binary explicit and explained that integrating faith

into everyday life was the basis for a relationship with Jesus:

29  E.g. Interview with Philipp, January 14, 2021.

30 Interview with Kevin, December 5, 2022.

31 Sermon by Chelsea Smith. “Let Jesus Serve You.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
ewoVnnVMho8, 10:56-11:12.

32 Interview with Carmen, December 22, 2022.
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[..] 'm a fruit over works person, [...] | am relationship over rules. [..] Our
focus isn't supposed to be our moral code or the rules we keep or the dis-
ciplines we practice, it is to be [in] a relationship with the person of Jesus.
| believe someone who focuses on the fruit of the spirit as opposed to the
works of the flesh is someone that truly believes that the person of Jesus
is far more important than the principles of Jesus. Your focus isn't about
disseminating or even assimilating [to the] principles of Jesus, it’s about
staying close and following the person of Jesus every day.®

Integrating God into everyday life, to Churchomians, also means not being
able to hide anything from him. Smith’s sermons advise listeners to be com-
pletely honest with God and my interviewees strove toward opening up to him
in prayer. Transparency and vulnerability are important values at Churchome
that are regularly acted out both in conversations between followers and in
Smitl’s self-presentation, as he often touches upon his faults and failures in
his preaching. In this perspective, reducing one’s faith practice to a Sunday
service impedes honesty and transparency, and driving to a designated build-
ing for religious practice provides an opportunity for pretense. Practicing
one’s faith from the intimacy and privacy of one’s home instead made it more
difficult to hide one’s shortcomings from oneself, other believers, and, ulti-
mately, God. At Churchome, this was seen as not only intensifying believers’
relationships with God but also with each other. Judah Smith's wife and co-
pastor Chelsea Smith mentioned in a sermon that when she thinks about the
“significant change” from City Church to Churchome, “what comes to mind is
the quality of relationships”.?* This resonates with the emphasis Churchome
puts on small groups, particularly for those who digitally stream services.
Many of my interviewees, and I argue that this observation can be extended
to Churchome’s followership more generally, have grown up in Evangelical
churches, often ones that were more conservative than Churchome and, in
their perspective, belonged to the “rule-focused” side of the binary. Rachel lived
in Seattle but enjoyed the freedom of only driving to church for the monthly
“church experiences” and streaming the services from home on the other
Sundays. For her, Churchome’s approach of integrating faith into everyday life
via technology opened a whole new perspective on Christianity. Rachel told me

33 Sermon by Judah Smith. “Fruit Over Works.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ElrU
XVabrz4, 16:42-17:48.

34  Sermon by Chelsea Smith. “A Gift From Jesus.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=16
qLNIbFOZ8, 2:26-2:32.
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that, having grown up in a rule-focused church, she had always experienced
Sunday services as a time when she and her family had to pretend to be happy
and pious and to hide their family’s “dysfunctionality”. Not “having to go to
church to have a relationship with God” helped her understand that she did
not have to hide her everyday struggles because “Jesus wants to meet you in
all of that”. As she could be more honest with Jesus, she also allowed herself to
take off the “mask of perfection” she had previously worn to all church-related
activities.*

6. Conclusion: An "authentic” and “exciting” organization

Going online profoundly changed Churchome as an organization: The church
diversified possible membership roles and integrated long-distance members,
many of them from outside the US. Also, it differentiated between regular and
in-person services and framed the latter as special events. The church’s fol-
lowers increasingly consider Churchome as one tile in the mosaic of their re-
ligious practice and combine their participation in Churchome with options
from other churches and services. Going “beyond a building” also helped Chur-
chome define its identity as an authentic megachurch. By presenting its digital
approach as bold and unusual for a megachurch, Churchome can react to cri-
tique against the commodification and isolation of megachurches. Paradox-
ically, for Churchome and many of its members, digital religious practice is
more authentic than in-person church attendance.

As they have emerged from modern consumer and event cultures,
megachurches arguably depend more than other religious institutions on
offering their followers an exciting, unusual, and continuously new expe-
rience. As Wellman et al. (2020: 73) put it, at megachurches, “whenever
things become too comfortable, too stable, too predictable, the jig is up’.
Megachurches have been a relevant part of the religious landscape of the
US at least since the 1980s. Having church services in large auditoriums can
hardly be considered a wow factor anymore. Churchome’s digital approach,
however, is something new and unique. As Evangelicals have become used to
megachurches, they have also become used to thoroughly structured religious
organizations that often make decisions according to market logic. At the

35 Interview with Rachel, Churchome member and small group host in Seattle, Decem-
ber s, 2022.
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same time, megachurches have received lots of criticism from believers and
nonbelievers alike. Churchome, thus, does not see a need to generally conceal
its high degree of organization. Instead, it uses its digital approach to combine
organization and communitization, to specifically counter criticism against
megachurches, and to present itself as an authentic and exciting organization.

As it religiously justifies and idealizes its digitalization strategy, Chur-
chome can stand as an example of how religious entities seek to bring the social
forms they choose in alignment with their beliefs. By presenting its “church at
home” approach as what God has intended, Churchome can counter criticism
from church members unhappy with the church’s increasing digitalization
and from outsiders accusing the church of not being authentic. According to
Churchome, God is not at church, and neither do humans need to be. When
more and more of the church’s followers are not at church, however, there is of
course a risk of anonymity. Churchome’s emphasis on “community” for those
who follow digitally and the creation of in-person meetings for long-distance
members show the fragility of the church’s technology-focused approach and
a longing to complement digital with in-person participation.
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Shapeshifting the Christian Right

The Moral Majority as a Faith-Based Organization
and the Immanent Turn of Evangelicalism

in the Late 20th Century

Sebastian Schiiler

Abstract  Without organizations, religious movements would unlikely survive or
achieve social and political influence. This article therefore looks at nonprofit organi-
zations as a specific religious social form. It uses the Moral Majority as an example of
how the Christian Right evolved from a loose network of church organizations into a
politically successful movement by adopting new forms of organization. These nonde-
nominational faith-based organizations arose in part in response to tax regulations
imposed by the government. The Christian Right thus underwent an immanent turn,
increasingly adapting its social forms and semantics to secular forms of organization
and legal discourse.

Keywords Christian Right, faith-based organization, Moral Majority, nonprofit orga-
nization

1. Introduction

On June 24, 2022, the US Supreme Court overturned the 1973 Roe v. Wade le-
gal ruling that granted women the federal right to make a personal choice on
abortion. Since then, it has been up to individual states to decide whether and
how to grant this right. Twenty-two states have already banned abortion or
placed more significant restrictions on it than before. What makes this ruling
sounique is that for nearly half a century, conservative Christians in the US not
only ceaselessly fought the 1973 decision but also managed to turn this private
matter into a public issue to morally charge and politicize it. Many Christian
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campaigns, rallies, and even physical assaults in front of abortion clinics have
taken place since then. Yet, all these local protest actions would not have had
such an impact on public discourse and politics had it not been for the emer-
gence of larger organizations of conservative Christians that have since en-
gaged in targeted political lobbying (Hertzke 1988). As a 2012 study by the Pew
Research Center for Religion and Public Life showed, not only have religious
organizations begun to open offices in Washington and engage in political lob-
bying since the 1950s, but their numbers and diversity have also grown tremen-
dously in the 20 years preceding the study, and have nearly quadrupled since
the 1970s.! One reason for this increase, according to the study, is the “growing
reach of the federal government in economic, environmental, and social pol-
icy”, which acts like a magnet and “draw([s] religious groups to the nation’s capi-
tal” (ibid.: 26). However, the rise of the Christian Right and its political lobbying
cannot be explained quite so simply. Historian Randall Balmer (2021), for in-
stance, has even argued that the beginning of the Christian Rightlies not in Roe
v. Wade but in segregated schools, an argument I will discuss later. Scholarly
research on the beginnings of the Christian Right shows one thing above all:
astonishment at its sudden success. How could isolated churches and preach-
ers with few connections swiftly mobilize the broad masses and conquer the
political stage? Different answers have been given to this question.

My purpose in this paper is not to add yet another answer to the question
about motives that gave rise to the Christian Right. Instead, I want to shift the
focus away from motives and toward changing organizational forms. I thus
endorse the theses of Markus Hero (2010), who points towards the importance
of the “productivity of mediation structures” for religious change and assumes
an “inherent logic of institutional arrangements” (35). The turn toward Evan-
gelical political activism in the late 1970s was spawned by several organiza-
tions that had a lasting impact on public opinion and party politics. Among the
best-known of these were Focus on the Family (founded 1977), Christian Voice
(founded 1978), The Religious Roundtable (founded 1979), and Moral Majority
(founded 1979). By this time, Evangelical leaders such as Jerry Falwell, Robert G.
Grant, Paul Weyrich, and James Dobson had established solid networks. They
forged a plan for Evangelical Christians to exert more influence on Washing-
ton politics. These organizations, most notably the Moral Majority, were their
first genuinely successful instruments for doing so.

1 Cf. https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2011/11/21/lobbying-for-the-faithful-exec/.
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Sebastian Schiler: Shapeshifting the Christian Right

Two aspects of these organizations are of particular interest: First, they are
not ecclesiastical or denominational organizations, as was typical in the US for
a long time, but rather supra-denominational organizations whose religious
character is only sometimes immediately apparent. Second, they often consist
of several component organizations with different tax statuses. They were usu-
ally founded as tax-exempt religious nonprofit organizations but, at the same
time, established sub-organizations that are not tax-exempt but enable politi-
cal lobbying. As I will argue in this contribution, the differentiation and diver-
sification of organizational forms in the US has provided new opportunities for
the Christian Right, and these two organizational strategies helped the Moral
Majority, in particular, to achieve its success and influence.

Foralong time, research into religious social forms was based on the classic
distinction between church and sect; it was not until the 1970s that other terms,
such as movement, cult, or network, were added (see the introduction to this
volume for a detailed discussion). More recently, religious organizations have
been considered as well, but rarely in their function as a social form. In the last
30-40 years, there has been an enormous increase in religious organizations,
leading to a transformation of religious social forms. Religious organizations —
be they so-called religious nongovernmental organizations (RNGOs), religious
nonprofit organizations (RNPOs), or faith-based organizations (FBOs)* — are
exerting significant influence on social and political processes and, at the same
time, becoming more and more like secular organizations because they have
to translate their religious motives into secular language. I therefore speak of
an ‘immanent turn’ in US Evangelicalism based on this change in religious so-
cial forms. However, I do not claim that religions or Evangelicalism have trans-
formed into mere organizations. Instead, I argue that several social forms of
religion exist side by side and that religious organizations have changed the
face of religion in the US significantly in more recent decades. Therefore, I will
take a closer look at religious organizations as particular social forms of reli-
gion to address the transformation of US Evangelicalism.

2 These terms for religious organizations are sometimes used synonymously. While RN-
GOs are often more internationally active, RNPOs tend to operate at a local or national
level. The term FBO is more recent and often used in the context of social welfare or
development discourses. There is no adequate typology (Jeavons 2004). | do not see
it as my task to solve this problem here, but rather to address the role of religious or-
ganizations as religious social forms, regardless of the definitional problem. For this
purpose, | will use the more general term FBO and, in the context of US tax law, RNPO.
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First, I will review some of the central arguments for the success of the
Christian Right to argue that so far, mainly substantive motives have been dis-
cussed and less attention has been paid to the social forms of the religious or-
ganizations that make up the Christian Right. Secondly, after reviewing recent
literature on religious nonprofit organizations and explaining the differences
between the various 501(c) types of organizations based on the United States
Internal Revenue Service, I argue that they, as particular social forms of re-
ligion, play a crucial role in explaining religious change. Building on this, I
will further argue that the rise of the Christian Right is closely intertwined
with tensions between Evangelical organizations and the US’s Internal Rev-
enue Service (IRS) about tax exemption. Finally, and against the background
of this tension, I will show that the social forms of Evangelicalism have shifted
from church-based to faith-based organizations, giving the Religious Right
its success and paved the way for the ‘immanent turn’ of US Evangelicalism.
By this, I mean replacing its rhetoric of redemption with nationalist and le-
gal rhetoric and establishing advocacy groups. I understand my contribution
as a cautious sketch of some implications of this development while provid-
ing references to relevant literature to acknowledge previous work and further
stimulate the debate.

2. Out of the blue? Explaining the success of the Moral Majority

The Moral Majority (1979-1989) is considered one of the most influential Chris-
tian conservative organizations and lobby groups of the Christian Right in
the United States. It was founded in 1979 by Rev. Jerry Falwell (1933-2007), the
well-known best-selling author, televangelist, founder of a megachurch, and
founder of the Evangelical Liberty University. Falwell actually has a Baptist
background, in which religion and politics are traditionally strictly separated
(Allitt 2005:152). By the 1970s at the latest, and in the wake of the counterculture
movement as well as rising unemployment, the attitude of many conservative
Christians changed, and they now increasingly blamed the government for
social and moral decay. In a series of rallies entitled “I love America”, Falwell
traveled the country intending to awaken patriotism, morality, and cohesion
among Christians and make them aware of their opportunity to exert political
influence and to get them out of their self-imposed bubble, which until then
had resulted primarily in missionary work to save souls. In his view, there was
a moral majority in the country that was not (yet) visible and needed to be
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mobilized to exert real political influence. The term “moral majority” in this
context goes back to Paul Weyrich, who co-founded the Heritage Foundation
and Moral Majority, Inc. with Jerry Falwell. By 1980, the Moral Majority al-
ready had state chapters in 18 states, and at its peak, it had more than 4 million
members.

The rapid success was astonishing to many contemporary observers. For
several decades, it seemed that the activities of Evangelical Christians were
limited exclusively to saving souls and planting new churches. After the Scopes
Trial in the 1920s, Christian fundamentalists were particularly critizied, and it
was not until the 1950s that Bible-believing Christians were given a new social
stage on which to publicly express their devout faith, most notably through
the famous preacher Billy Graham. In the following years, Evangelical train-
ing and education centers, radio stations, and televangelists also increasingly
emerged. Still, most activities served missions. Politics in Washington was far
too distant for many Evangelicals to be closely involved, and local campaigns
had little reach because there was no organization to focus activities (Liebman
1983b: 227).

It came as all the more of a surprise — in the perception of the media pub-
lic and among scholars - that an organization like the Moral Majority should
achieve a meteoric rise seemingly out of nowhere and begin exerting enormous
political influence. Through the media prominence of Jerry Falwell (he reached
some 15 million viewers every week through his television program “Old Time
Gospel Hour”), mass letters, and an ideological program, it succeeded in mo-
bilizing Evangelicals and bundling their votes. This way, the Moral Majority
managed to cast itself as the conservative and moral conscience of the nation.
However, even in the years before the Moral Majority’s founding and in the
wake of Jimmy Carter’s presidential candidacy, the power of Evangelicals as
a constituency became clear. Carter, a representative of the Democratic Party,
officially declared himself a “born-again Christian” and received the full sup-
port of Jerry Falwell for his candidacy. On October 25, 1976, Newsweek maga-
zine ran the headline “Born Again! The Evangelicals”, and Christianity Today,
thelargest Christian magazine in the US, programmatically proclaimed 1976 as
“The Year of the Evangelical” (Kucharsky 1976), followed by the Time Magazine ti-
tling “The Evangelicals: New Empire of Faith” on December 26, 1977. It was only
when Carter did not come out firmly in support of conservative causes such
as school prayer or a ban on abortion that the mood tilted. Falwell turned his
back on Carter and in the next presidential campaign supported Republican
Ronald Reagan with the help of his newly formed Moral Majority. The Moral
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Majority was not the first Evangelical lobby group. Still, it was certainly one
of the most influential, and its unexpected success drew a lot of attention to
this movement, which led scholars to take up the phenomenon of the Christian
Right. Over the years, much has been written about its sky-rocketing appear-
ance and much research done to seek explanations for this surprising develop-
ment. Initially, Moral Majority attracted the interest of political scientists, so-
ciologists, and also communication scientists. Some contributions attempted
to explain the religious and political support for Moral Majority using demo-
graphic evaluations and analyses of voter behavior. For example, Clyde Wilcox
(1989) points to such diverse factors as geography, religious values, social sta-
tus, party identification, alienation, and symbols, and argues that support for
the Christian Right was primarily a reaction to political symbols rather than a
reaction to social problems. Sociologists Johnson and Tamney (1984; 1988), on
the other hand, examined the voting behavior of Christians in several quanti-
tative studies and found that older, less educated people predominantly voted
for the Moral Majority, but also that Christian media possessed a great deal
of influence (televangelism, radio stations, etc.) (Lienesch 1982; Roberts 1983;
Shupe/Stacey 1983).

Since many also attributed the success of the Moral Majority to the promi-
nence of its leader Falwell, several publications initially focused on Falwell’s
rhetoric. Between 1983 and 1985 alone, at least five dissertations were writ-
ten on this topic (Buckelew 1983; Brenner 1984; Jefferson 1984; Phipps 1985;
Ray 1985). These works focus primarily on Jerry Falwell’s sermons and public
speeches, analyzing in particular the argumentative strategies of the Moral
Majority in light of their political opposition. In addition, Snowball (1991)
attempted an analysis of Falwell’s use of war metaphors, which he considered
significant for Moral Majority rhetoric. But this explains more about how
Evangelicals perceived social tensions than it does about the success of the
Moral Majority as a politically influential organization.

For many observers, especially sociologists, the success of the Moral Ma-
jority was at odds with modern America. They believed in the secularization
of society and that Evangelical and fundamentalist Christians were a dying
breed, to be found at most in the very rural areas of the United States. How-
ever, the opposite was true. While liberal churches lost members, conservative
congregations experienced growth (Liebman 1983b: 234). The rural-urban di-
vide played a role here, as did the establishment of Evangelical educational in-
stitutions in the 1970s. Susan Harding (2009), for example, argues that only lib-
eral intellectuals (like herself) believed for too long that religion in general and
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Christian fundamentalism in particular were on the wane as secularization
progressed. In her view fundamental Christians never disappeared, which she
attempts to demonstrate through her historical review going back to the 19th
century. In doing so, she emphasizes that the “period between World War II
and the birth of the Moral Majority hosted an unbroken series of politically ac-
tive or politically inflected conservative Protestant mobilizations” (ibid.: 1281).
Harding points out a historical thread of the Christian Right that has never
been broken and argues that Evangelicals were already trying to bring moral is-
sues into the public sphere before the 1970s to “legislate morality” (ibid.: 1282).

There is no question that the Moral Majority did not simply emerge out of
thin air but built its success on various activities and diverse organizations.
However, I argue that the success of the Moral Majority cannot be explained
solely by the expression of its moral consciousness and social concerns. Before
the 1970s, the issues were much more centered on anticommunism, a minor
issue for the Moral Majority and only one of many it served. Moreover, the or-
ganizations Harding listed were not as successful as the Moral Majority, both
in their expansion and reach or membership. Many Evangelical organizations
at that time were almost exclusively registered as religious, tax-exempt orga-
nizations and, therefore, did not function much differently than church con-
gregations. Their opportunity for political influence was limited if they did not
want to risk their status. Accordingly, I argue that a closer look at the organi-
zational form of the Moral Majority promises to shed a different light on the
question of its political success.

Robert C. Liebman and Robert Wuthnow made an initial foray in this
direction as early as 1983 in their anthology The New Christian Right: Mobilization
and Legitimation. They also express their astonishment at the rapid success
of the movement by opening the volume with the following words: “Scarcely
anyone expected it. For more than 50 years Evangelicals kept studiously aloof
from American politics” (Liebman/Wuthnow 1983b: 1). They also emphasize
that while there had been Evangelical activities before, against communism,
for example, these had been exceptions and for many conservative Christians
politics was “an evil of the flesh, an exercise in futility” (ibid.: 1). To better
understand the Evangelicals’ sudden turnaround, they propose a movement-
sociological perspective, first noting that social and political movements are
often short-lived and that it was therefore uncertain how long the Christian
Right movement would last. Today, 30 years later, it can be said that they were
right, as the Moral Majority lasted only about 10 years. On the other hand, the
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authors also emphasize that social and political movements can have a lasting
effect on society, which is also true for the Moral Majority.

The main concern in their volume is to show that common interpretations
of the sudden success of Evangelicals have too often been attributed solely to
the social discontent of Evangelicals and the popularity of pastors like Jerry
Falwell, with less consideration of the actual activities and strategies of the
movement.> Moral protest and burgeoning ideological visions alone might ex-
plain a movement’s beginnings and motivation, but not necessarily its societal
triumph. Every movement consists of various protagonists, lobbyists, and,
most importantly, organizations that provide an infrastructure to make the
protest permanent and gain political influence. In the new Christian Right,
several organizations can be found with financial resources, technical capabil-
ities (such as computerized direct mail solicitation), media publicity, targeted
lobbying, and particular organizational forms (Liebman/Wuthnow 1983b: 4).
Robert Liebman compared four of the most successful of these new Christian
Right movement-organizations and found that Moral Majority’s advantage
over the others was its experience in fundamentalist political activity as well
as its access to a widespread fundamentalist network (1983a: 49). Although the
anthology on the Christian Right focused on social and political movements
and their organizations, the aspect of particular social and organizational
forms, especially regarding the Moral Majority, was not pursued more deeply.
The fact that the Moral Majority consisted of various organizational forms
sheds a different light on its success, a point to which I return in the next
section.

In more recent years, however, historian Randall Balmer (2021) has brought
a very different reading of the success of the Christian Right into the debate.
Balmer argues that its success was not (solely) due to the abortion issue, but
that the real motive was to be found in a dispute over segregated schools (see
also Marti 2020). Balmer even claims that the narrative of the Christian Right's
success triggered by Roe v. Wade is a fiction served by scholars as much as by
Evangelicals themselves. The historical facts would prove that Falwell did not
prominently feature the abortion issue in his speeches until the late 1970s.
Moreover, he emphasizes that the real key figure was not Jerry Falwell, but

3 The editors emphasize that the contributions in the anthology argue quite differently.
While some emphasize the role of ideology in the rise of the new Christian Right, oth-
ers do not see it as a central factor. The volume deliberately unites different positions
(Liebman/Wuthnow 1983b: 6).
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Paul Weyrich, who tried out various themes to mobilize the Christian Right.
Balmer’s reading goes like this: In 1970, public schools in seven federal states
were still racially segregated, which had been illegal since the US Supreme
Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision. In response to that deci-
sion, white students left public schools to enroll in private, racially segregated
schools, so-called segregation academies. These schools not only were funded
by churches, but also enjoyed tax-exempt status. In a legal trial in 1971 (Coit
v. Green), the Supreme Court ruled that nonprofit segregation academies
could not be eligible for tax exemption based on the IRC 501(c)(3) definition
of public charities. In reaction, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) withdrew
the tax-exempt status of segregation academies, sparking an outcry among
white conservative Christians. According to Balmer, Paul Weyrich found this
a common ground for Evangelical leaders and approached Jerry Falwell with
this issue, which both now turned into a conversation about government
interference. It took until 1976 for the United States Supreme Court to rule,
in Runyon v. McCrary, that private schools implementing racial segregation
violated federal law. Another famous case from the late 1970s was Bob Jones
University v. United States (1983), in which Bob Jones University lost its tax
exemption on the grounds of racial discrimination.

Balmer’s discovery is very intriguing, even though I don’t share his rather
one-sided account of the Christian Right mobilizing solely on the grounds of
segregated schools. Nevertheless, his studies highlight a central point in the
emergence of the Christian Right, which I believe was also important for the
strategic orientation of its organizational forms. Following Balmer’s findings,
I argue that it was not only abortion (nor was it only segregation) that gave
rise to the Christian Right, and that the influence of Paul Weyrich on Jerry Fal-
well has probably been underestimated in most historical explanations. Given
Weyrich's process of trial and error, it is convincing that abortion, even though
it was already an important topic for some Evangelicals, was made a central
issue not immediately after Roe v. Wade in 1973, but was publicly politicized
only when the Moral Majority was in place. The success of the Moral Majority —
in my opinion - therefore cannot be reduced to a single reason or contentious
issue. The advantage of the Moral Majority over many other Evangelical orga-
nizations was that it served several issues simultaneously. In addition, I argue
that past experiences of Evangelicals with the IRS prepared them to develop
new ideas on how to build an organization per se. Evangelicals felt that they
had long enough been castigated by the political arm from Washington with
the IRS as its sharpest tool. The tax-exempt status of religious organizations
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such as churches or Christian schools has always been an important pillar for
organized religion in the United States. It guarantees tax-free income via do-
nations and donors’ tax claims on their donations. In addition, tax exemption
also means freedom from the state. However, the tax law for religious chari-
ties and their relationship with the US government has a checkered history.
I will argue, therefore, that the trigger for Evangelicals’ mobilization lay pri-
marily in the perceived threat to their religious liberty from the government
and the IRS. The mobilization of the Christian Right cannot be explained by
motives alone but must consider the infrastructure and strategies involved in
establishing new forms of organization. In the following, I will discuss these
particular forms of religious organization in more detail.

3. Religious social forms: From nonprofit organizations
to faith-based organizations

The Christian Right in general, as well as the Moral Majority in specific, are
often casually classified as religious movements. The term movement seems a
popular label for many religious social forms. However, religion has rarely been
researched in its social form as a movement (Snow/Beyerlein 2019). Research
on New Religious Movements (NRMs) from the 1960s onward has scarcely en-
gaged with social science movement research. In contrast, older distinctions of
religious social forms such as church, sect, and mysticism have been taken up
repeatedly and supplemented by further terms such as cult, consciousness, or
charisma (Ashcraft 2018). This has not helped to sharpen the concept of move-
ment in the field of religion. On the contrary, it seems to be applied to any ‘re-
ligious movement’ that is not a church, denomination, or cultic community.
While most NRMs are groups with a concrete and manageable following that
turns to a charismatic leader, the term movement is more appropriate for col-
lective mobilizations such as religious reform and protest. The Christian Right
also rises from a position of protest against the state and the perceived moral
decay of society and seeks divine reform of society and politics. Therefore, the
movement concept often forms the overarching classification of such a social
form, which consists of diverse groups, informal networks, and organizations
(Diani 1992:13).

To better understand the dynamics and structure of such movements as
the Christian Right, it is necessary to distinguish between the substantive
motives of collective dynamics and mobilizations on the one hand, and the
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formal strategies and organizational structures on the other that together
form a movement. As such, movements like the Christian Right also consist of
(movement-)organizations. While much has been written about the motives
of the Christian Right, less is found about its organizational structures. How-
ever, without organizations the dynamics of the newly emerging collective
consciousness would fizzle out shortly. Moreover, organizations must trans-
late the (religious) ideological demands of the mobilized masses into secular
policies and political action.

To become politically active, the Moral Majority had to adopt a different
organizational form than most religious organizations in the US. All formally
organized religions in the US are run as private nonprofit organizations (Ham-
mack 1998). A religious nonprofit organization operates within legal parame-
ters defined by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) that allow it to receive tax-ex-
empt status and engage in activities related to its mission.* For many decades,
religions in the US were organized primarily as churches and congregations,
legally registered as charitable nonprofit organizations and thus tax-exempt.
However, this was to change from the 1970s at the latest. I argue that it was
the Christian Right that initiated this change and became the forerunner of a
new type of religious nonprofit organization, which on the one hand consists
of a more complex organizational form to be able to become politically active,
and on the other hand identifies itself less as a religious organization. From
this perspective, the Moral Majority is one of the first so-called faith-based or-
ganizations (FBO). This transition from a denominational church-based loose
network to a politically right-wing movement is grounded on creating faith-
based organizations. It has allowed the Christian Right to take advantage of
the benefits of this legal structure, such as fundraising, legal recognition, and
targeted advocacy efforts, while continuing to address its core religious and
moral concerns. To better understand this change in social form, the present
section will provide an overview of different variants of nonprofit organiza-
tions and past research on religious nonprofit organizations to determine the
specific character and appearance of FBOs.

For centuries, religions have seen charity and care for the poor as one of
their mostimportant tasks. In the US, itis primarily local churches and congre-
gations that provide such social services. Legally, all organizations whose activ-
ities serve the general and public good are classified as charitable nonprofit or-

4 Cf. IRS Tax Guide for Churches & Religious Organizations: https://www.irs.gov/pub/ir
s-pdf/p1828.pdf (last accessed January 18, 2024).
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ganizations.® In fact, the definition of a “charity” is determined by the require-
ments of state laws and the federal tax laws represented by the IRS. The IRS
also distinguishes between several variants of charitable organizations, all of
which are coded according to the internal IRS coding system. In total, there are
29 different 501(c) types, such as for Social and Recreational Clubs (501(c)(7)) or
Veterans Organizations (501(c)(23)). Religious organizations such as churches
are usually listed as 501(c)(3) organizations. All 501(c) corporations are exempt
from corporate income tax, but donations to (c)(3)s are the only ones that are
tax deductible. This makes it especially valuable for religious groups to be run
as 501(c)(3) organizations. The label “nonprofit” also means that these organi-
zations may take in more than they spend, but the income may not enrich in-
dividuals.

Most religious organizations fall under section 501(c)(3). Since at least the
1970s, there has been a shift of some religious organizations to establish one
or more sub-organizations that have 501(c)(4) status. According to the IRS def-
inition, a 501(c)(4) is a “social welfare” organization that is primarily engaged
in promoting the common good and general welfare. This rather vague defi-
nition makes it difficult for the IRS to understand the exact intentions of an
organization and classify it accordingly, thus allowing religious organizations
to expand their activities. Social welfare organizations are also granted tax-ex-
empt status, but one important difference is that donations to 501(c)(4) orga-
nizations are not tax-deductible for donors, unlike donations to 501(c)(3) char-
itable organizations. This is a consideration for both the organization and po-
tential donors. What makes the status of a 501(c)(4) organization interesting
for religions is that they have more flexibility in engaging in political activities
and advocacy. This means they can actively influence legislation and public pol-
icy debates by supporting partisan campaigns and candidates. It’s important
to note that while 501(c)(4) organizations are allowed to engage in political ac-
tivities, there are limitations on the extent of their political involvement. They
are still required to primarily focus on social welfare rather than solely engage
in partisan political activities. Unlike (c)(3) organizations, (c)(4) organizations
do not have to disclose their donors, and a change from (c)(3) to (c)(4) is not al-
ways easy because various aspects are taken into account here. It is therefore

5 Nonprofit organizations and not-for-profit organizations are different legal forms. A
NFPO must be distinguished from a nonprofit organization (NPO) because it need
not be established expressly for the public good. In addition, NFPOs are considered
recreational organizations, which do not generate revenue.
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also noticeable that religious organizations do not usually switch to (c)(4), but
establish further sub-organizations with (c)(4) status. This also means that the
activities and finances of each sub-organization must be kept separate. In gen-
eral, the vague boundaries and requirements of nonprofits have led to litiga-
tion, and there are now special nonprofit associations that provide legal advice
to individual nonprofits on tax issues.®

The relevance of the 501(c)(3) status for religious organizations in the
United States has evolved over the past 100 years, particularly as the legal
and regulatory landscape surrounding nonprofit organizations and their
activities has developed. The significance of the 501(c)(4) status for religious
organizations became particularly pronounced during the latter half of the
20th century and into the 21st century. For instance, in the early 20th century,
tax-exempt status was primarily associated with charitable organizations
and there was less differentiation for social welfare activities. However, over
time, amendments to the tax code allowed for recognizing other tax-exempt
organizations, including 501(c)(4) social welfare organizations. The distinc-
tion between the two types of organizations began to take shape during
this period. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s prompted
increased advocacy and activism from various groups, including religious
organizations. While religious groups had previously engaged in social and
political issues, the civil rights movement highlighted the potential impact of
organized advocacy. This period marked a growing interest among religious
organizations in participating in political and social advocacy efforts. During
the latter half of the 20th century and into the 21st century, issues such as
abortion, LGBTQI+ rights, family values, and other moral and social concerns
gained prominence in public discourse. Many religious organizations sought
to influence the outcomes of debates surrounding these issues. The 501(c)(4)
status provided a legal framework for organizations to engage more directly
in advocacy, lobbying, and political activities related to these issues. The rise
of the Christian Right marked a significant period of political activism among
conservative religious groups. Some of its organizations operated as 501(c)(4)
entities to maximize their ability to engage in political activities.

6 As an example, see the California Association of Nonprofits, which lists the ad-
vantages of being a nonprofit organization and creating another 501(c)(4) sub-
organization to exert political influence. Cf. https://calnonprofits.org/publications/ar
ticle-archive/616-what-should-nonprofits-know-about-501-c-4-organizations-especi
ally-in-an-election-year.
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Social Forms of Religion

These developments have further underscored the relevance of the 501(c)(4)
status for religious organizations. Accordingly, the IRS has published a Tax
Guide for Churches & Religious Organizations, which at least attempts to distin-
guish between churches and other welfare organizations. Nevertheless, the
overall situation remains rather confused. It poses practical challenges to
religious organizations and the government in dealing with the tax conditions
for religious and other welfare organizations (Scheitle 2010: 137).

Research on religious nonprofit organizations has been very limited, al-
though the religious nonprofit sector has grown significantly in the US and
globally in recent decades. One of the earliest explorations of the topic was
written by Jeff E. Biddle (1992), who describes who benefits from the religious
and social activities of religious NPOs. It is noteworthy, however, that Biddle
focuses mostly on local congregations rather than larger parachurch organiza-
tions or faith-based organizations such as the Moral Majority. This shows that
until the 1990s, religious NPOs were perceived primarily in their social form as
churches.

In the first edition of the handbook The Nonprofit Sector, initiated by sociolo-
gist Walter W. Powell, which has already been published in three greatly revised
and expanded editions, there is no entry on religion (Powell 1987). Only in the
second edition is there an entry entitled “Religion and the Nonprofit Sector”,
in which the authors make clear: “Whereas religious organizations generally
fit the profile of voluntary associations that involve membership and support
from members, they do not so easily fit definitions of nonprofit organizations
based on registration with tax authorities” (Cadge/Wuthnow 2006: 485). There-
fore, to obtain tax-exempt status, religious organizations must demonstrate
that a substantial portion of their activities are for charitable and benevolent
purposes. In addition, they highlight that “the law and policies governing re-
ligious organizations in the United States are subject to differing interpreta-
tions and frequently contested” (ibid.: 489).

The complexity of religious nonprofit organizations has also increased
since the 1980s. Brad R. Fulton's article “Religious Organizations: Crosscutting
the Nonprofit Sector” notes that religious organizations have rarely been
considered from an organizational sociology perspective and emphasizes:
“Religious organizations are also the most prevalent type of organization in
the nonprofit sector, encompassing not only congregations but also a wide
variety of other faith-based organizations that provide a vast array of prod-
ucts and services” (2020: 579). In addition, some religious organizations have
recently become active in non-religious areas of the nonprofit sector and tend
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to downplay their religious roots and intentions (ibid: 580). Ultimately, this
makes the transition between religious and secular nonprofits increasingly
fluid and difficult to define for administrative authorities. Fulton also notes
the changing nature of religious organizations: While many scholars under-
stand religious organizations to mean primarily churches and congregations,
and even other religious traditions such as Buddhists and Hindus in the US
organize themselves into congregations, it is also clear that not every religious
organization is a congregation. He therefore makes an analytical distinction
between congregations and faith-based organizations, which I adapt here.

The term faith-based organization (FBO) is not a legal term and is under-
stood more broadly than the category of a religious organization. Thus, FBOs
do not necessarily have to be of or affiliated with a particular religion or de-
nomination. Most FBOs are social service organizations that run soup kitchens
and care for the poor. The term emerged in the late 1990s, after President Bill
Clinton initiated the welfare reform 0f 1996 that took control over welfare away
from the federal government and gave it to the states. As a result, they were now
to decide whether to allow religious organizations funding for their charitable
work (this state degree is therefore also known as charitable choice program,
cf. Nagel 2006). This was pushed even further when President George W. Bush
launched the so-called Faith Based Initiative in 2001 that provided more in-
frastructure for the welfare reform and allowed FBOs to partake in federally
directed social service programs to the same extent as any other group as long
as they used the money only for their welfare activities and not for religious
activities (Scheitle 2010: 155). This development has resulted in much more re-
search literature on FBOs than on religious NPOs since the 1990s (cf. Bielefeld/
Cleveland 2013). Usually, it addresses only the state’s financial support of re-
ligious organizations and not attempts on part of religious organizations to
influence the state through lobbying.

Although the term FBO refers principally to developments in the nonprofit
sector since the 1990s, I think it is also fruitful for describing the transforma-
tion of religious social forms particularly within the Christian Right since the
1980s. Similarly, sociologist Christopher Scheitle has shown that parachurch
organizations have been growing since the 1980s (2010). The term parachurch
organization is used here synonymously with faith-based organizations that
work across or outside of denominations. In an additional study of Evangelical
mobilization in the nonprofit sector, Scheitle and McCarthy (2018) have shown
that counties with more Evangelicals in the population are more likely to estab-
lish parachurch organizations than counties with more Catholics or Mainline
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Protestants. Unfortunately, their analysis only covers the period from 1998 on-
wards. Nevertheless, this study highlights an important point in my argument:
I suggest that since the late 1970s, Evangelicals in particular have begun to form
FBOs that have changed the organizational landscape of Evangelicalism. These
are characterized above all by the fact that, unlike other religious NPOs, they
cannot be assigned to any particular church or denomination and are often —
at least in terms of their name and appearance — hardly recognizable as reli-
gious NPOs. The Moral Majority fits that description. It was also open to other
denominations, but was composed of and addressed primarily to Evangelical
Christians, without the name Evangelical in its title.

Summing this up, traditional religious social forms such as church, sect,
or cult have often been the subject of academic inquiry. In contrast, religious
movement organizations such as religious parachurch organizations, non-
profits, and faith-based organizations received less attantion as distinct social
forms of religion. Nevertheless, they can help to explain the transformation
of religious social forms in late modernity. The emergence of faith-based
organizations from the 1980s onwards can therefore be understood both as
a reaction to the demands and possibilities of the rule of law (like the IRS)
and as a way of manipulating the rule of law (as in federal politics). In the
case of the Christian Right, faith-based organizations like the Moral Majority
not only gave opportunity for political activism, but also gave the Christian
Right a whole new image and an integrative, mobilizing force beyond church
organizations and denominations, as I will exemplify further in the next
section.

4. From mobilization to lobbying and advocacy:
The immanent turn of Evangelicalism

Since the founding of the United States, the religious nonprofit sector has been
characterized by “an ethos of voluntarism or self-help and the development
of a strong civic sphere that was only loosely associated with government”
(Cadge/Wuthnow 2006: 488). During the 20th century, however, tensions
between the state and religious service providers increased: “As the role of fed-
eral government has expanded, church-state rulings have also governed the
extent to which tax, employment, and nondiscrimination policies that apply
to other nonprofit organizations would apply to religious ones” (ibid: 488).
These tensions culminated in the 1970s and repeatedly led to legal disputes.
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The first mobilizations took place at the local and regional level, and interest
in political activism arose around abortion laws, pornography, and gay rights
legislation, most of which were fought in local courts or led to protest cam-
paigns. Accordingly, from the 1970s onward, Evangelicals became increasingly
politically aware. Local and regional networks and organizations became an
important infrastructure for the later success of the Moral Majority. It quickly
utilized its infrastructure to engage in advocacy, education, and mobilization
efforts while remaining aligned with its religious foundations. In addition
to all the motives that contributed to the mobilization, a general awareness
developed among Evangelicals that religious liberty was threatened by state
impositions and an overly liberal government (Marti 2020). The IRS became a
symbol of governmental evil and suppression of religious liberty.

At the National Affairs Briefing Conference in Dallas on August 21, 1980,
just a few weeks before presidential election day, Ronald Reagan held a well-
known speech in front of thousands of Evangelicals. Some say this is when
Evangelicals finally embraced the Republican Party. In his speech, Reagan
makes direct reference to religious freedom under threat by the state (which
he himself soon intended to represent): “If we have come to a time in the
United States when the attempt to see traditional moral values reflected in
public policy leaves one open to irresponsible charges, then the structure of
our free society is under attack and the foundation of our freedom is threat-
ened” (American Rhetoric Online Speech Bank). Of particular interest here is
that for Evangelicals, political activism is part of their religious freedom, but
political decisions should not limit their religious freedom: “When I hear the
First Amendment used as a reason to keep traditional moral values away from
policy making, I'm shocked. The First Amendment was written not to protect
the people and their laws from religious values, but to protect those values
from government tyranny” (ibid.). This tyranny he also sees in the IRS when
he speaks against plans to “force all tax-exempt schools — including church
schools — to abide by affirmative action orders drawn up by — who else? — IRS
bureaucrats”.” Evangelicals saw America in jeopardy of losing its identity as a
Christian nation, and the Christian Right continuously spread the narrative
that America was founded as a Christian nation, a myth that prevails until
today.

The name Moral Majority was therefore also programmatic and had an in-
clusive rather than a denominational character. To target advertising and reach

7 Cf. https://millercenter.org/rivalry-and-reform/building-movement-party.
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additional groups of people, the Moral Majority distributed a leaflet with the
inscription Your Invitation to Join The Moral Majority.® The leaflet was intended
to address pastors in particular, who were seen as multipliers for the organi-
zation’s concerns: “Bible-believing churches of America constitute the largest
single minority bloc of America. However, this bloc is, for the most part, un-
informed and disorganized, to the point that politicians ignore them. The only
persons who can lead this mammoth bloc are the pastors”.® This top-down pro-
cess also shows that the Moral Majority was less of a grassroots movement than
it is sometimes portrayed. The movement was much more thought through
structurally by a small circle of actors, and its organizational form is modeled
on modern FBOs. On the back of this tri-fold leaflet one finds a quite revealing
organizational chart of the Moral Majority. According to this chart, the Moral
Majority is divided into four organizational units: the Moral Majority Founda-
tion, the Moral Majority, Inc., the Moral Majority Political Action Committee,
and the Moral Majority Legal Defense Foundation. All four suborganizations
had their legal status.

According to the leaflet, the Moral Majority Foundation is a 501(c)(3) or-
ganization whose central mission is to educate “pro-moral citizens”. Confer-
ences, rallies, and seminars are to be offered for this purpose. The leaflet specif-
ically points out that donations can be deducted from one’s taxes. The reader
also learns that Moral Majority, Inc. is a 501(c)(4) organization whose primary
mission is to influence national, state, and local legislation. The organizational
structure here is the most extensive and includes the production of print me-
dia, targeted seminars, and assistance for political candidates and their staff
to win elections. It also mentions a network of 435 congressional coordina-
tors who can recruit and train “pro-moral” candidates for all public offices. The
Moral Majority Political Action Committee is listed as a separate sub-organiza-
tion, but without specifying its legal status (regarding the IRS). This committee
aims to coordinate moral activism between the Moral Majority and other “pro-
moral” organizations and promote voter registration among church agencies.
Italso specifically states that donations to the committee are tax deductible. Fi-
nally, the Moral Majority Legal Defense Foundation is listed as a 501(c)(3) orga-
nization and described as a “pro-moral” counterpart to the “humanist” Amer-
ican Civil Liberties Union. The ACLU, founded in 1920, is an NGO advocat-
ing for civil rights such as freedom of speech and liberal positions such as the

8 Cf. https://cdm17184.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p17184coll/id/22/rec/2.
9 Cf. ibid.
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right to abortion and the separation of church and state. The so-called “pro-
moral” counterpart of the Moral Majority therefore wants to help individu-
als and families with adequate legal defense “who are attacked by the godless,
amoral forces of humanism”. It also states as one of its goals to “legally establish
Humanism as a religion and have it expelled from the public schools”. Here,
once again, the Moral Majority’s perception as a group of citizens oppressed
by the liberal state and the attempt to legally translate its concerns into secular
language (humanism as a religion) becomes clear. This way, the Moral Majority
also established another trend: the use of legal action in addition to political
lobbying. For example, Evangelical law firms proliferated after the end of the
Moral Majority, with the American Center for Law and Justice, founded by Pat
Robertson in 1990, as one of the leading firms.*®

The Moral Majority can generally be seen as an FBO with clear hierarchical
structures to organize a centralized decision-making process, allowing for
swift and coordinated responses to emerging issues. This hierarchical struc-
ture aligned with the organization's objectives of influencing public policy,
particularly on issues like abortion, homosexuality, and school prayer. The
Moral Majority effectively utilized media platforms and personal networks
to communicate its message, showcasing the significance of organizational
communication in promoting its cause and garnering support. Unlike classical
churches and denominations, FBOs often operate within a complex network
of stakeholders, including members, donors, and other advocacy groups.
These interconnections influence the organization's activities, strategies,
and effectiveness in achieving its goals. The Moral Majority’s collaboration
with other conservative groups such as Robert Grant’s “Christian Voice” or
the “Roundtable” demonstrated the broader social forms that emerged from
shared values and objectives. The Moral Majority is thus not a typical (de-
nominational) religious organization but can be considered one of the first
faith-based organizations to use the creation of sub-organizations to obtain
various legal and tax benefits and to operate at various levels. In this way,
Evangelicalism has taken an immanent turn on its organizational side. By
immanent turn, I do not mean the Moral Majority’s attempt to be politically
active, but to position itself as a secular organization that is no longer set up
like a church-based nonprofit and is even barely recognizable as a religious
organization. Moreover, this organizational shift also implies a semantic shift:

10  Cf. https://www.duo.uio.no/handle/10852/41063.
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religious concerns are translated into secular, partly legal, language. The sal-
vation of souls through faith and repentance, as preached by Billy Graham, is
being transformed into the salvation of the nation through morally educated
citizens whose rights must be secured by the courts. In this process, there
have been many areas where Evangelicals have identified moral lapses. These
may have been triggers for mobilization. But as I have shown, it was also the
organizational choice that made the actual success of the Moral Majority and
the Christian Right possible.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the paper argues that understanding the success of the Chris-
tian Right requires examining not just ideological motives but also the chang-
ing organizational forms that allowed these groups to exert significant political
influence. The interplay between religious organizations, their legal status, and
political strategies is seen as crucial in shaping the trajectory of the Christian
Right and its transformational impact on US Evangelicalism. Therefore, I fo-
cused on the organizational forms of the Christian Right, emphasizing the im-
portance of movement organizations like Focus on the Family, Christian Voice,
The Religious Roundtable, and Moral Majority. These organizations, founded
in the late 1970s, significantly mobilized Evangelical Christians for political ac-
tivism. Notably, they were supra-denominational and utilized tax-exempt re-
ligious nonprofit status while establishing sub-organizations that allowed for
political lobbying. This legal transformation began as a response to tax regula-
tions imposed by the IRS and led to the adoption of new organizational forms.
The rise of Evangelical political activism is thus attributed to the differentia-
tion and diversification of organizational structures. I further argued that this
shift from church-based to faith-based organizations and the strategic use of
legal statuses like 501(c)(3) and 501(c)(4) organizations with varied tax classes
provided new opportunities for the Christian Right and contributed to its suc-
cess. To explain this process, I have introduced the concept of an ‘immanent
turn in US Evangelicalism, through which religious concerns are translated
into secular language and used to address legal and political challenges. The
Moral Majority began the legalization of the Christian Right, which continues
to fightits battles primarily in the courtroom. While the Moral Majority’s direct
influence may have waned, its organizational tactics and impact continue to
resonate in contemporary Evangelical political activism. The text underscores
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the importance of understanding both the substantive motives and formal or-
ganizational structures to grasp the dynamics of movements like the Christian
Right.
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Social Forms in Neo-Pentecostal
Prosperity Contexts
From Network to Market Exchange

Maren Freudenberg

Abstract This chapter discusses the various social forms that play a role in prosperity
contexts, a diverse yet distinct strain within neo-Pentecostalism whose adherents believe
that God will reward them with health and wealth in return for generous gifts to their
churches and other financial investments. The contribution focuses on group, event,
organization, network, movement, and market exchange as the social forms through
which individuals and groups coordinate their religious interaction and practice, and
highlights market exchange as a particularly salient form due to its congruence with
prosperity semantics. Prosperity theologies teach that investment not only in one’s
personal faith and one’s congregation, but also, and importantly, on the secular market,
will be rewarded by God, and these semantics are mirrorved on a structural level by
the market exchange as a form of transaction between two parties. Given the fact that
financial risk-taking and success on the secular market are coded religiously as signs of
depth of faith and divine grace, the market exchange complements these cove tenets by
translating semantics into structure, as it were.

Keywords group, market exchange, neo-Pentecostalism, network, organization, pros-
perity ethic, prosperity gospel, prosperity theologies

1. Introduction

This chapter focuses on what has been called the prosperity gospel, prosperity
theologies, or, more recently, the prosperity ethic, a diverse yet distinct strain
within neo-Pentecostalism whose adherents believe that God will reward them
with health and wealth in return for generous gifts to their churches and other
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financial investments (Attanasi 2016). Prosperity teachings have spread at an
astounding pace in recent years, particularly in the Global South, where Pente-
costalism continues to gain adherents in large numbers (Attanasi/Yong 2016).
While a host of literature exists on the popularity and rapid dissemination of
prosperity theologies (cf. below), little attention has been paid to how the con-
tent of these theologies might affect the ways in which believers come together
to practice their faith — how they structure and coordinate religious interac-
tion. It is the aim of this chapter to shed light on various social forms that play
a role in neo-Pentecostal prosperity contexts; it is thus primarily a theoreti-
cal contribution, less an empirical one. To this end, it will draw from existing
literature and use selected empirical examples to illustrate its theoretical ar-
guments.

The chapter consists of four sections: The remainder of this introduction
(1) will locate neo-Pentecostal prosperity teachings within the broader Pente-
costal-Charismatic landscape as a general orientation for readers unfamiliar
with this Christian tradition. Following a brief summary of the history and
main tenets of prosperity teachings in section 2, which serves to sketch the
most important religious semantics in the field, section 3 shifts the focus to
religious structure and discusses a variety of social forms that are evident in
prosperity contexts. It focuses on group, event, organization, network, move-
ment, and market exchange as the main forms by way of which individuals and
groups coordinate their religious interaction and practice, and highlights mar-
ket exchange as a particularly salient social form due to its congruence with
prosperity semantics. The chapter closes with some concluding reflections.

Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity, an experiential strain that empha-
sizes the “gifts” of the Holy Spirit, such as speaking in tongues, prophecy, and
healing, is the fastest-growing Christian current worldwide (Miller et al. 2013).
With its ability to adapt to local contexts, absorbing instead of disregarding
existing religious worldviews and ‘translating its core tenets to meet a range
of cultural expectations, it has successfully spread around the globe and par-
ticularly taken root in the Global South (Afolayan et al. 2018; Robbins 2004).
Observers generally distinguish three phases in the history of Pentecostal-
Charismatic Christianity: (1.) ‘Classical’ Pentecostalism, which emerged at the
beginning of the 20th century in different parts of the world, including in
the United States in the context of the Asuza Street Revival (1906—-1915) in Los
Angeles; (2.) Charismatic Renewal movements, especially but not exclusively in
the Roman Catholic Church, which gained momentum through contacts with
Pentecostalism since the 1960s; and (3.) neo-Pentecostalism (or neo-Charis-
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matic Christianity), a ‘softer’ reinterpretation of classical Pentecostalism that
emerged starting in the 1980s and emphasizes healing and self-empowerment
(Bowler 2013; Hunt 2002).

There are a number of different statistics and reports on how many people
identify as Pentecostal-Charismatic Christians; a rough consensus seems to
be that at least 500 million people worldwide exhibit some degree of self-iden-
tification with this broad tradition. The World Christian Encyclopedia’s third
edition counts 644 million members globally: 230 million in Africa, 195 million
in Latin America, 125 million in Asia, 68 million in North America, 21 million
in Europe, and 4.5 million in Australia and Oceania (Johnson/Zurlo 2020);
other general sources count e.g. 450 million Pentecostals and Charismatics
worldwide plus an additional 200 million Christians strongly influenced by
Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity, including Evangelicals with a focus on
the Holy Spirit (Jacobsen 2021). In her extensive study on the Prosperity Gospel
in the United States, Kate Bowler reports that 17% of all US Christians identify
with prosperity teachings, while 31% believe that God increases the wealth of
those who give (2013, 6).

Clearly, thus, Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity is an influential tra-
dition in the Americas and, to a lesser extent, in Europe, and prosperity
teachings play an increasingly large role in Asia, Africa, the Americas, and
beyond. Because the prosperity gospel originated in the United States and has
become similarly popular in Latin America in recent decades, the empirical
examples this chapter draws from are largely located in the Americas, also to
match the present volume’s geographical focus. The following section offers
a brief overview of the history and main tenets of prosperity theologies be-
fore we turn to our discussion of social forms in neo-Pentecostal prosperity
contexts in the remainder of the chapter.

2. Neo-Pentecostal prosperity teachings

At the heart of prosperity teachings lies the conviction that God will reward
believers with health and wealth for generous gifts to their churches and for
a variety of other monetary and spiritual investments. Adherents are taught
to expect multiple returns on what they give: material wealth, physical and
emotional health, and a generally prosperous, “abundant” life. For this reason,
prosperity theologies are often called the “health and wealth gospel”, although
observers have long since emphasized the heterogeneous nature of prosper-
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ity teachings around the globe (Coleman 2017; Hunt 2002). Coleman suggests
thinking of “Prosperity discourse as manifested less in a single Gospel per se,
and more in a set of ethical practices that can be combined and reconstituted in
very different cultural contexts, and which may in fact work through ambiguity
and play as much as through the expression of apparently firm and exclusive re-
ligious convictions” (2016, 276—277). Very generally, he argues, “prosperity ori-
entation is constituted by ritual activity that establishes links between forms
of giving and the creation of value” (Coleman 2017, 62-63). In the prosperity
framework, the believer becomes an investor with the goal not only of spiri-
tual salvation but of access to the secular market as a sign of this-worldly di-
vine election. As elaborated below, economic risk-taking is increasingly coded
as conviction of God’s power to change adherents’ lives for the better, while
success in the marketplace translates into an indicator of divine grace. The fol-
lowing overview of the origins and development of global prosperity theolo-
gies takes these assumptions as a point of departure to emphasize their wide
variety at the same time as stressing core commonalities in order to focus, in
the following section, on the various social forms, particularly the market ex-
change, that emerge in neo-Pentecostal prosperity contexts.

Prosperity theologies also run under the heading of “Word of Faith”, the
name of a Pentecostal current that was coined by American evangelist Ken-
neth Hagin (Coleman 2016, 279). According to Harrison, Word of Faith con-
sists of three core elements: Believers must (1) learn “who they are in Christ”
and (2) practice “positive confession” to (3) be rewarded with prosperity, divine
health, and material wealth (2005, 8-12). They are taught that because the Bible
promises a life of “abundance” for the faithful - “God loves a cheerful giver”
(2 Corinthians 9:7); “Give and it will be given unto you” (Luke 6:38); “My God
will supply every need of yours according to his riches of glory in Christ Je-
sus” (Philippians 4:19); etc. (cf. Yong 2016) —, they must fully accept this fact
as a kind of contract between themselves and God, never calling it into doubt
and thus not accepting poverty and suffering as their lot in life. Instead, they
are to cultivate an optimistic mindset which focuses on how “blessed” they are
and to affirm this attitude out loud wherever possible. The belief in the trans-
formational power of words lies at the heart of positive confession: “Members
are encouraged to always be vigilant concerning the power their words carry in
shaping their thinking and their subsequent lives or realities. [...] Mental dis-
cipline, mental ‘hygiene, or self-censorship, should be an ongoing practice as
demonstration of one’s faith” (Harrison 2005, 10-11). Through these means, ad-
herents argue, health, wealth, and prosperity can be attained by anyone. This
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line of reasoning can be seen as the smallest common denominator of prosper-
ity theologies, their broad variety notwithstanding.

Prosperity theologies began emerging in neo-Pentecostal congregations
in the United States during the 1980s and 1990s, but their roots lie in certain
ways of thinking about spiritual power and the power of the mind at the
turn of the 19th to the 20th century. In particular, New Thought (an 1870s
offshoot of Christian Science emphasizing the power of thought and speech),
classical Pentecostalism of the early 20th century, and the pragmatism, in-
dividualism, and “mythology of uplift” that American society is known for,
including African American spiritualism, shaped prosperity theologies as
they exist today (Bowler 2013, 11). Norman Vincent Peale’s 1952 book The Power
of Positive Thinking is considered as influential a source as televangelist Oral
Robert’s “seed faith” concept, which laid the groundwork for more recent
entrepreneurial, risk-taking varieties of prosperity discourse. Bowler argues
that, in contrast to the biblically prescribed tithe of 10 per cent of one’s income,
which can be seen as a secure investment as it constitutes part of a larger
amount one has already received, seed faith money presents an additional
donation that adds risk in the hopes of increasing returns (Bowler 2013: 67;
cf. also Coleman 2017: 56—57). This idea has led to increasingly risky financial
investment on part of prosperity adherents in the last decades with the aim
of overcoming material poverty, physical suffering, and spiritual self-doubt,
including in the Global South (Hunt 2002; Coleman 2016; Chesnut 2016).

While the growing popularity of prosperity churches around the world - in
countries such as Brazil, Guatemala, Colombia, and other Latin American con-
texts, but also in Sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia, Southeast Asia, and, to a lesser
extent, Eastern Europe — can be interpreted against the backdrop of the global
dissemination of American religious and secular (i.e. capitalist) values (e.g.
Brouwer etal. 1997), it is crucial to realize that prosperity churches in the Global
South have long become religious actors in their own right that shape not only
their own local and regional contexts in distinct ways but also strongly influ-
ence the international neo-Pentecostal scene through worldwide missionizing
(e.g. Afolayan et al. 2018; Hunt 2000). For instance, the Brazilian Igreja Uni-
versal do Reino de Deus, the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (UCKG),
Latin America’s largest neo-Pentecostal denomination, has meanwhile estab-
lished a visible presence in southern Africa (Freston 2005).

What is the worldwide appeal of prosperity churches? The promise of
health, wealth, and “abundance” is obviously compelling to many, particularly
but not exclusively the lower strata of global society (Attanasi/Yong 2016). It
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seems to resonate in contexts of both material (absolute) deprivation, such
as in the Global South, and of relative (perceived) deprivation, such as in the
more affluent societies of the Global North (Hunt 2002), promising access to
“the secular market not only as an enabler of open commerce but also as a
somewhat exclusive space to which access is restricted but desired” (Coleman
2017:52). In fact, prosperity theologies are attracting an increasing number of
middle-class adherents with their promise of upward social mobility, includ-
ing better jobs, better pay, no more loans and debt, and so forth (Marti 2008;
Harrison 2005). Its messages are aimed at individuals (not at families, congre-
gations, or communities) and may also encompass typical middle-class issues
such as ameliorating circumstances in the workplace as well as improving
one’s social or romantic life. Chesnut notes that prosperity theologies’ focus
on health and healing is especially welcomed in contexts where the majority of
adherents perform hard labor and do not have access to basic medical benefits
such as sick leave and health care, while neo-Pentecostal exorcisms to drive
out sickness are increasingly popular in the Global South as they dovetail with
indigenous beliefs (2016: 221).

Whether the context is one of absolute or relative deprivation, it is impor-
tant to note that the individualist ethos of prosperity theologies is at complete
odds with more communally oriented interpretations of Christianity, such as
Catholic Liberation Theology with its focus on communal justice and funda-
mental systemic change. In contrast, prosperity theologies emphasize indi-
vidual “empowerment” by offering believers, who are usually the receivers of
charity and assistance, the opportunity to “become active investors often in the
same institution that facilitated a miracle in their lives or even helped them
turn their lives around” (Chesnut 2016: 219). They are clearly strongly material-
istin orientation, promoting what has been called “a kind of consumer ‘instan-
tism' [...] that prosperity and health is the automatic divine right of all bible-
believing [sic] Christians” (Hunt 2002:16). While prosperity teachings certainly
perpetuate the global capitalist order, they are at the same time more complex
than simply a ‘neoliberalization of religion’; for better or worse, the prosperity
framework arguably grants moral agency to believers to work towards alleviat-
ing their own poverty through the market. Adherents believe that they are em-
powered by God to change their own circumstances by way of vocalizing their
convictions of the better life that is in store for them and demonstrating the
depth of their faith by spending money with the firm expectation of a multi-
tude of divine rewards. Although there is no statistical evidence of overall social
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benefits from prosperity teachings and practices, their popularity continues to
remain high on a global scale (Ukah 2020; Soboyejo 2016; Chesnut 2016).

While early prosperity theologies were more miracle-based and other-
worldly in orientation, observers are noting subtle shifts in current prosperity
discourses around the globe that increasingly emphasize this-worldly salva-
tion. Cornelio and Media argue that giving and positive confession are, to a
certain extent, a thing of the past; now, adherents are expected to develop
investment and financial management skills with the goal of increasing finan-
cial revenue and freedom from debt. This new “prosperity ethic”, according
to them, “promotes an individualized work ethic, backed by a religious con-
viction that promises financial returns” and is characterized by two main
features: “sacralizing self-help and celebrating consumption” (Cornelio/Medina
2021, 65; italics in original). The first includes achieving individual prosperity
through one’s own means instead of waiting for God to intervene, while the
second refers not only to financial prosperity but, quite explicitly, to spending
and consuming as a marker of a happy, fulfilled life. They argue that the new
prosperity ethic “has three dimensions: the morality of the market (believing
right), the prescribed mindset (thinking right), and the practical skills to
accumulate wealth (doing it right)” (ibid.: 72). Joel Osteen, senior pastor of
America’s largest megachurch, is a forerunner of the prosperity ethic in this
sense (Freudenberg 2024; Freudenberg et al. 2020), which has meanwhile
spread around the globe. Bartel (2021) has shown how spending and consump-
tion - to the point of maximizing one’s credit card and running high debts - is
considered a sign of absolute faith and trust in God in Columbia, while Ijaola
notes “a shift from the ‘claim it and have it’ prosperity formula to ‘work it and
have it’ by faith” in Sub-Saharan Africa in recent years (2018: 153).

Analytical investigations of the development of prosperity theologies have
focused, on the one hand, on the marketization of religion and society, and, on
the other, on convictions regarding capacity for change on part of individuals
(Medina/Cornelio 2021). This contribution understands itself as located in the
former line of investigation, given its focus on social forms as an expression
of religious structure and the market exchange as a particularly salient form
of social interaction in prosperity contexts. The following section begins with a
brief overview of the concept of social form, referring to the volume's introduc-
tion for a more detailed discussion, before presenting the various social forms
that are evident in neo-Pentecostal prosperity contexts.
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3. Social forms of religion in neo-Pentecostal prosperity contexts

The introduction to this volume defines social forms very generally as ways in
which individuals coordinate social interaction, and social forms of religion
subsequently as ways of coordinating interaction in the religious field. This in-
cludes not only religious interaction per se, as in during a worship service or
group prayer, but also the ‘background coordination’ that makes religious in-
teraction possible, such as maintaining a congregation or organizing an event.
Social forms of religion are thus located at the meso level of society, between
the macro and micro levels, where mediation between individuals and society
at large occurs and the dynamics of communitization, of deepening interper-
sonal connections in the process of coordinating religious practice, come to the
fore (Ludwig/Heiser 2014).

The introduction offers an overview of various typologies of religious social
forms, including Max Weber’s ideal types of church and sect (Weber 2011 [1905]);
Ernst Troeltsch’s (1960 [1912]) expansion of Weber’s work and his addition of
mysticism as a third type; H. Richard Niebuhr’s (1929 [2005]) addition of de-
nomination as an attempt to apply Troeltsch’s typology to the American context;
Howard Becker’s (1940) alternative expansion of Troeltsch’s work that includes
ecclesia, sect, denomination, and cult; Bryan Wilson's (1970) sevenfold sub-typol-
ogy of sects; Roy Wallis’s (2019) distinction between world-affirming, world-
rejecting, and world-accommodating cults; and Stark and Bainbridge’s (1985)
distinction between church, sect and cult. Instead of drawing on the typolo-
gies proposed by Weber and Troeltsch and subsequently expanded by other au-
thors, however, this chapter draws from newer perspectives on social forms in
the sociology of religion which also look toward organizational sociology for
inspiration.

One of these is Beyer’s distinction between organized religion, politicized
religion, social movement religion, and communitarian/individualistic re-
ligion (Beyer 2003), which draws on organization, movement, and group as
three types of social forms of religion. Following a slightly different approach,
Krech et al. (2013) view group (or community), organization, and market
exchange as the three main social forms of religion and add movement and
event as two further sub-types. Similarly, Heiser and Ludwig (2014) present
five social forms of religion: organizations, networks (including movements),
communitization (or group dynamics), marketization, and eventization (the
increasing importance of religious events) . The following discussion on differ-
ent social forms that are evident in neo-Pentecostal prosperity contexts draws
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from this and other literature to show that a range of social forms shape neo-
Pentecostal religion and are in turn influenced by prosperity ideologies.

In neo-Pentecostalism, congregations and small groups (such as Bible
studies, prayer groups, and a range of other groups) are crucial: It is here that
people come together to affirm and celebrate their beliefs, strengthen their
social relationships, provide mutual support, and find means of accessing the
divine in community. While these characteristics apply to religious congre-
gations in general, the group is inevitably an important social form in neo-
Pentecostalism. Here, prosperity teachings are disseminated among mem-
bers and legitimated by way of shared practices, such as worship as a central,
formalized ritual with its elements of preaching, prayer, and testimony, on
the one hand, as well as through informal personal ties and close emotional
bonds, on the other. In addition, weekly worship as a communitizing and le-
gitimizing ritual can be conceived of as an event as a spatially, temporally, and
socially condensed form of communal religious experience which transports
participants out of the realm of the everyday and offers an extra-ordinary,
cathartic experience (Hitzler 2011; Gebhardt 2018). Again, this social form is
not exclusive to neo-Pentecostalism, being characteristic of other emotional,
ecstatic traditions in and beyond Christianity. In prosperity contexts, however,
the worship service and especially the sermon have the important function
of elaborating the prosperity message and driving it home through specific
performative and rhetoric strategies (cf. Freudenberg 2024 for an example).

At the same time, neo-Pentecostal congregations are usually embedded
in an organizational context that provides the necessary personnel, struc-
tures, and resources to offer worship services and other forms of service to
the community as well as to maintain staff, a building, and so on. This so-
cial form of organization may take the shape of a denomination, such as the
Assemblies of God in the United States or the Igreja Universal do Reino de
Deus (‘Universal Church of the Kingdom of God’) in Brazil. But there are also
a multitude of non-denominational neo-Pentecostal congregations, many
of them megachurches with an attendance of thousands of participants per
weekend (cf. Thumma/Travis 2007), that are small organizations in them-
selves. Besides providing structures and resources for congregations, these
denominations or non-denominational church organizations also facilitate
access to (or are themselves nodes in) larger networks as channels for the fur-
ther dissemination of prosperity theologies worldwide. As Coleman observes
on organizational features of neo-Pentecostalism the United States,
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a loosely knit organization called the International Convention of Faith
Churches and Ministries (ICFCM) has provided some ideological unity in
more recent years, alongside powerful educational establishments such
as Oral Roberts University and Kenneth Hagin's Bible School, both based
in Tulsa, Oklahoma. And yet, no single church form or organization has
held definitive sway. For instance, the suburban, middle-class, post-de-
nominational megachurch phenomenon of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries has provided an important venue for dimensions of
prosperity teaching (2017: 57).

Inasimilarvein, Harrison calls the neo-Pentecostal Word of Faith movement “a
contemporary American religious subculture made up of denominationally in-
dependent churches, ministries, Bible training colleges and other educational
institutions, voluntary organizations and fellowships, information and enter-
tainment production facilities, and mass media broadcast networks” (2005: 5).

So while organizational structures are clearly evident in neo-Pentecostal-
ism as a broader field, it also exhibits the characteristics of a network, with
flatter hierarchies, decentralized power structures, and a global range. The
Brazilian denomination Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus (‘Universal Church
of the Kingdom of God’) again serves as a good example: It is based in Sio
Paulo but has spawned subsidiaries not only throughout the country and
region, but overseas, including in the United States, the United Kingdom,
India, and, most importantly, southern Africa (Freston 2005). These ‘sister
churches’ around the world are connected with each other through various
channels, including through international conferences to share the latest
developments and best practice examples, by way of guest preachers to expose
congregations to different styles of preaching and interpreting the prosperity
message, but most importantly through the internet and social media. In
this way, the UCKG is able to integrate a range of different social actors and
roles on this basis of a common identity, all the while maintaining distinct
yet porous boundaries to ensure flexibility in the many different contexts it
has (and continues to) spread to. Other prominent examples of global neo-
Pentecostal prosperity networks that operate similarly include the Nigeria-
based Redeemed Christian Church of God (Adogame 2004) and the originally
Australian Hillsong Church (Rocha et al. 2021).

As mentioned in the introduction, the social forms of network and move-
ment are often understood as somehow related, albeit in different ways, in the
literature (e.g. Ludwig/Heiser 2014; Williams 2003). Social (including religious)
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movements have been defined as networks consisting of group and organiza-
tion elements assembled around a collective identity, common goals, and re-
source mobilization and aimed at bringing about social (or religious, or po-
litical) change (Kern/Pruisken 2018). Neo-Pentecostal prosperity settings have
been described as taking the social form of “meeting combined with move-
ment: coming together while never quite wishing to accept stasis and institu-
tionalization” (Coleman 2016: 281). At the same time, observers argue that the
designation of movement misses the mark, as the term implies more coher-
ence than is actually apparent in the field (e.g. Coleman 2017). The breadth of
variety found in global neo-Pentecostalism — also considering that many neo-
Pentecostal congregations are non-denominational instead of being part of a
larger denomination (Walton 2016) — should not be underestimated, particu-
larly in terms of how it affects the development of its social forms. Hunt em-
phasizes that “the designation of this relatively new religious phenomenon as
a ‘movement’ is a misnomer, since the distinctive Faith gospel is represented
by hundreds of independent ministries which might depart, to one degree or
another, in both practice and doctrine, from the core teachings. What cannot
be doubted, however, is the global significance of these ministries.” (2002: 2). I
agree with this assessment; although neo-Pentecostalism is often described as
a‘movement’ even in academic literature, the term is not used in a sociological
but more in a popular sense, implying development and innovation instead of
stasis. While neo-Pentecostalism is certainly a dynamic field, it lacks the unity
— shared identity, goals, and resource mobilization - that would render it a
coherent movement from a sociological perspective.

In the context of prosperity theologies, the market exchange is a salient
social form that deserves special attention considering the fact that believers
are encouraged to actively invest in their faith, their congregations, and the
secular market as a sign of their conviction that God will reward them with
“abundance”. The market exchange involves exchange partners - individuals
or groups — that come together for a limited amount of time to negotiate
and conduct a transaction. Krech et al. (2013: 55-56) argue that because the
exchange is a rational form of interaction, the exchange partners are included
in this social form based on their formal roles and functions, not on their
personalities. In slight contrast, Ludwig and Heiser (2014: 6) point out that
both rational cost/benefit analyses as well as communally negotiated norms
and values establish the basis for market exchanges . From the perspective of
microeconomics, negotiating norms and values in the process of the market
transaction falls under the individual’s cost/benefit analysis, which means, for
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a discussion of social forms, that the exchange partners are in fact included
based on their formal roles in the exchange (cf. Freudenberg/Rezania 2023:
85—125 for an overview of basic assumptions in microeconomics).

In prosperity churches, then, who are the exchange partners? They may be
conceived of as the believer, on the one hand, and the divine, on the other:
The believer invests time and effort to learn “who they are in Christ” and at-
tain the skill of positive confession (Harrison 2005: 8—11), and invests money in
and beyond their congregation to ultimately sow the seeds of health, wealth,
and prosperity. This is an inevitably tricky analytical construct from a social
scientific perspective as the divine is of course not a concrete empirical social
agent; but considering that it is the task of the sociology of religion to investi-
gate the social consequences of individual and collective religious beliefs, pros-
perity theology adherents’ conviction that God responds to and rewards their
investments must be taken seriously, also from an analytical vantage point.
This means conceptualizing the divine as one ‘partner’ involved in prosperity
transactions. Another way of understanding the partners included in the mar-
ket exchange in prosperity contexts is the believer, on the one hand, and their
congregation, on the other. In return for the believer’s spiritual and monetary
investment, the congregation grants affirmation and legitimacy to the individ-
ual’s conviction that God will reward them with a healthy, wealthy, and pros-
perous life. The same framework could be applied to the believer and the con-
gregation’s pastor: The pastor as preacher and spiritual guide but also as a main
beneficiary of donations to the congregation encourages individual believers’
investments in return for the promise that God will reward them abundantly.
In this case, the pastor represents the rewards promised by the divine in the
form of his (or, more seldomly, her) own prosperity.

However, prosperity teachings have consequences that extend beyond the
realm of the congregation. As adherents are encouraged to “celebrat[e] con-
sumption” (Cornelio/Medina 2021: 65) by spending money as a sign of a blessed,
fulfilled life, by conducting risky financial investments, and even by taking on
debt to show their absolute faith in divine rewards, the social form of market
transaction in prosperity contexts also includes transactions between believ-
ers and agents in the secular market. The latter may or may not hold prosper-
ity convictions of their own, but secular market transactions become part of a
larger set of religious practices from an analytical perspective as soon as be-
lievers frame spending money in the secular realm as an act of faith. When
a prosperity adherent is encouraged by their pastor as spiritual guide to in-
vest in something as seemingly mundane as, say, new living room furniture
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to demonstrate their conviction that God will abundantly reward their posi-
tive, optimistic mindset with health and wealth, the seemingly ‘secular’ act of
buying furniture is coded religiously, i.e. as a divine investment that will reap
multiple returns (cf. Freudenberg 2024 and Freudenberg et al. 2020 for exam-
ples). Itis in this sense that prosperity teachings create a kind of ‘double value’
through investment: On one level, the believer invests in new furniture, in-
creasing the value of their home; on the other, they invest in their religious con-
victions, increasing their expectation of manifold returns (cf. Coleman 2017:
62.—-63).

We arguably see here the extent to which prosperity semantics correspond
to the social forms prosperity practices take. The main tenets of prosperity
teachings have come to include not only investments in one’s personal faith
and one’s congregation, but also increasingly risky and debt-prone transac-
tions on the secular market. The market exchange — conceived of as taking
place between the believer and God, or the congregation, or the pastor, or,
importantly, agents in the secular market as exchange partners - is evidently
the social form of religion best suited to ‘translate’ the central prosperity
tenets into concrete social practices, as it allows individuals to interact and
coordinate with one another in a way that gives expression to those religious
ideas they, for better or worse, hold most valuable.

4, Conclusion

This chapter has focused on neo-Pentecostal prosperity theologies as a distinct
yet diverse tradition within Pentecostalism to show the range of social forms
that are evident in the ways that adherents come together to coordinate their
faith: group, event, organization, network, and market exchange. It has sug-
gested that the social form of market exchange is particularly salient in this
context due to its correspondence with prosperity semantics: Prosperity the-
ologies teach that investment not only in one’s personal faith and one’s con-
gregation, but also and importantly in the secular market, will be rewarded by
God in multiple ways — especially with physical and emotional health as well
as material wealth —, and these semantics are mirrored on a structural level by
the market exchange as a form of transaction between two parties. Given the
fact that financial risk-taking and success on the secular market are coded re-
ligiously as signs of depth of faith and divine grace, the market exchange com-
plements these core tenets by translating semantics into structure, as it were.
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This is not to render any of the other social forms discussed above less im-
portant; for other dimensions of neo-Pentecostalism, such as community co-
hesion or globally organized structures, they remain central. As analytical cat-
egories, all of them could (and should) be investigated in more depth against
the backdrop of the congruence between form and semantics. It is necessary
to keep in mind that religions always exhibit a mix of social forms, with impor-
tanteffects on how religions — especially their core ideas — develop over time. In
this sense, a closer investigation of the tension between community and indi-
vidualism in neo-Pentecostalism would further our understanding regarding
the importance of the social form of group and the dynamics of communitiza-
tion just as much as an investigation of the logistical structures that undergird
neo-Pentecostal denominations and megachurches would further our under-
standing of the centrality of organization and network as social forms. The cor-
respondence between semantics and structure is thus not limited to a single
social form; this chapter has highlighted the market exchange in the effort of
making an indent in the larger work on social forms to be done in and beyond
the neo-Pentecostal field.
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Pentecostal Social Engagement
in Contemporary Guatemala

Virginia Garrard

Abstract This essay explores emerging social forms in the context of Pentecostal social
engagement in the Central American nation of Guatemala. It explores why in this spe-
cific context, evangélicos and Pentecostals in particular have begun to develop new social
forms and hermeneutics of social transformation. Guatemala has undergone a tectonic
epistemological shift from a post-temporal, apocalyptic orientation to one that is presen-
tist and instrumentalist in its outlook. Pentecostals in recent decades have transitioned
from an eschatological hermeneutics of separation from the world to one that embraces
social and political participation, cohering, in the process, into social forms that empha-
size collective mobilization and participation. This evolution of religious social forms cor-
responds to a shifting emphasis in religious ideals and theologies that become self-rein-
forcing logics within the vertical and horizontal networks of the church. Pastors build
strong vertical patriarchal relations with their congregants, and they purposefully en-
courage strong lateral networks within “small groups,” formed around different affini-
ties, such as geography, interest, age, marital status, or demographic, that strengthen the
group cohesion of the church as both a community and as an institution As these social
relationships evolve, they transform the role of the church as an organization to one of
increased, outward-facing social action. This chapter posits that this transition evinces
an evolution of evangélico social forms. These differ in fundamental ways from classical
Pentecostalism, which reified insularity, to modern social forms that adhere to religious
values that they believe compel them to action.

Keywords Guatemala, hermeneutics, Latin America, Pentecostalism, social forms, so-
cial groups, social mobilization, theology
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1. Introduction

In1990, the US anthropologist David Stoll published an early study on the rapid
expansion of Protestantism, and specifically Pentecostalism, in Latin Amer-
ica entitled Is Latin America Turning Protestant? The Politics of Evangelical Growth
(1990). The book’s subrtitle exposed an expectation as to the implications of re-
ligious conversion that pervades much of the literature to the present day. Both
scholars and popular observers of Pentecostalism in Latin America have often
defined the religion’s function as one that is or should be, fundamentally polit-
ical and socially engaged.

This work will explore how and why in the specific context of the Central
American nation of Guatemala, evangélicos (used here in the Spanish sense to
describe all Protestants, not only ‘Evangelicals,’ as the term means in English),
and Pentecostals in particular, have begun to shift their individual and group
religious understandings, as well as their own and institutional expectations,
from staunch apoliticism to a new hermeneutics of social engagement. Dur-
ing what the noted British-Brazilian sociologist Paul Freston (1994) designated
as the ‘first wave’ of wholesale conversions in Guatemala — roughly, the 1970s
and 1980s, during the nation’s civil war — these ‘Classical’ Pentecostals were
perhaps the least likely of any sector to get involved in politics or political ac-
tion of any kind. In sharp contrast, many of today’s Pentecostals believe that
their beliefs compel them to action (cf. Garrard-Burnett 2012). Pentecostals in
recent decades have transitioned from an eschatological hermeneutics of sep-
aration from the world to one that embraces social and political participation,
cohering, in the process, into social forms that emphasize collective mobiliza-
tion and participation. This evolution of religious social forms corresponds to
a shifting emphasis in religious ideals and theologies. As these social relation-
ships evolve, they transform the role of the church as an organization — which
previously prioritized insularity — to one of increased, outward-facing social
action.

I posit that this transition evinces an evolution of evangélico social forms.
These differ in fundamental ways from Classical Pentecostalism. Concepts of
personhood and theological concerns throughout Latin America, even as re-
cently as the 1980s, were fixated upon end times prophecies and the centrality
of the salvation narratives within a social universe that they called “the church,”
but in practice, consisted of many disaggregated denominations and individ-
ual congregations. These religious groups were connected only by a shared em-
brace of key charismatic theological beliefs and somatic practices, specifically,
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an emphasis on “baptism in the Holy Spirit”, manifest by “gifts”, such as faith
healing and speaking in tongues.

Classical Pentecostalism was extraordinarily atomized and highly indi-
vidualized, as believers established their bona fides not by joining a specific
church, but in their individual abilities to performatively manifest Charis-
matic virtues such as offering individual conversion stories and engaging in
ecstatic behavior during worship services. A third characteristic of Classi-
cal Pentecostalism was its centrifugal tendency, as any individual member
who had a unique Charismatic vision or heterodox theological perspective,
regardless of his or (less commonly her) training or experience as a pastor,
could and often did break off to start their own church, taking sectors of their
home congregation with them. These factors all conspired to make Classical
Pentecostalism in Latin America dynamic, but also very fragile in terms of
social cohesion, and the churches weak in their collective efficacy as social
organizations.

All this has changed over the past three or four decades, as the dynamism
of Pentecostalism has generated new theologies that are presentist rather than
eschatological in orientation, and which emphasize new technologies of self
(self-improvement, capacity-building, education, wealth acquisition, and con-
sumerism, leadership training) instead of focusing on the imminent Second
Coming of Christ, the prophetic vaticination that animated their predecessors.
The scholarly literature refers to this orientation as ‘neo-Pentecostalisnt, an
etic designation that few believers or pastors would utilize or even recognize;
nevertheless, itis the dominant religious strain in Guatemalan Pentecostalism,
asitis in most of Latin America.

Neo-Pentecostalism encourages and flourishes in large mega-churches.
These types of churches typically gravitate around the Charismatic leader-
ship of a single pastor, who often presides with his wife or other close family
members as leadership affiliates. Pastors build strong vertical patriarchal
relations with their congregants, and they purposefully encourage strong
lateral networks within “small groups” (a term of art used in the churches);
some congregations call these grupos celulares, or cellular groups, reflecting the
aspiration that the groups reproduce themselves like cells undergoing mitosis
in a living organism. Small groups form around different affinities, such as
geography, interest, age, marital status, or demographic, that strengthen the
group cohesion of the church as both a community and as an institution. The
groups function as a social formation designed to encourage strong horizontal
interpersonal relationships among group members. At the same time, they
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reinforce horizontal, patriarchal relations between the groups and the church
as an institution as embodied by the pastor; these horizontal and vertical
relations stabilize the structure of the church and the authority of its leader.

This is especially crucial in a very large church such as Guatemala’s Frater-
nidad Cristiana, for example, which boasts an average Sunday attendance of
12.000 at services (cf. Célulares Frater 2023).

Ina congregation thatis the size of a small town, many members may never
otherwise have an opportunity to have a personal relationship with or even ex-
perience a one-on-one conversation with their pastor. But the small groups, as
per Simmel, help to establish a relationship of super- and subordination that
makes the believer predisposed to be bound by their pastor’s mandates and
teachings (1909: 289-322).

Horizontal groups encourage interpersonal relationships between friends
and families, and small groups form close and coherent social groups; these
connect and overlap with one another, thus reinforcing the church’s hegemony
across the totality of a member’s life. These connections, at least in theory, pro-
vide for the believer and their family on every level of human need: friendship,
career connections, financial education, leadership training, education, moral
edification, support in life’s sufferings, and, lest we forget, salvific assurances
through involvement in the church. Churches, as organizations, typically al-
low members to come and go at will, but even deeply disillusioned members
are socialized to such an extent that they often find it difficult to challenge the
leadership or to leave the comprehensive world that the church provides, along
with the social groups within it (Schmidt 2019; Alexander 2012: 1049-1078).

Neo-Pentecostal pastors typically have a higher degree of religious train-
ing than their Classical Pentecostal counterparts (although this is by no means
a sine qua non to be a pastor, as charism and the ability to rally a congrega-
tion are the key qualifications for the job). They are usually connected to other
pastors through regional, national, and even international Pentecostal nodes
and networks. Through these, they are aware of and responsive to new cur-
rents and trends in their field. In this respect, Pentecostalism, displays ele-
ments that mark it as a religio-social movement, even as expressions within
a belief and practice within a given congregation are locally derived and con-
textualized (Powe 1994).
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2. Setting the political context

Guatemala has one of the largest evangélico populations, percentagewise, of
any nation in Latin America. Just over 40 per cent of the population is Protes-
tant and the vast majority of these — upwards of 80 per cent — are Pentecostals,
the vigorous legacy of the conversion “boom” of the early 1970s." The boom was
concurrent with and in some respects a response to the 36-year-long armed
conflict during which Guatemala’s ferociously anti-communist military con-
ducted deadly counterinsurgency campaigns against a small but tenacious
leftist armed movement.

The violent nadir of the armed conflict took place in the early 1980s, when
an idiosyncratic neo-Pentecostal general, Efrain Rios Montt (1982-1983),
headed up a full-throttle military campaign to defeat the leftist guerrillas and
their indigenous supporters. A new convert to Pentecostalism, the general
publicly advocated what he touted as Christian moral teachings on corruption
and family values at the same time that he commanded a scorched-earth
campaign in the rural countryside, which also killed, displaced, and terrorized
many tens of thousands of Maya indigenous peoples (cf. Garrard-Burnett
1998). Although many urban elites, non-Mayas, and evangélicos admired Rios
Montt, subsequent revelations about the brutality of his regime did much to
sully his name and his Pentecostal associations along with it for a time, and
for good reason. The general was convicted of genocide and crimes against
humanity in 2013. In the words of one Guatemalan pastor, “Like many of my
generation, I was convinced that if the head of government were healthy (sana)
[meaning evangélico], the social-political body would also become healthy. But
history has shown us the irrationality of such ideas” (Cajas 2009: unpaginated).

Democracy returned to Guatemala in 1986, and the armed conflict con-
cluded in 1996. However, Guatemala remains a country where what political
scientists Guillermo Trejo and Camilo Nieto-Matiz term “criminal wars —
armed conflicts by which states fight organized criminal groups and fight
among themselves for control over illicit economies and territories — have
emerged as one of the most lethal types of conflict in the world today, surpass-
ing the death toll of the typical civil war of the second half of the twentieth
century” (2022: 1328). Today, despite small signs of improvement, the nation

1 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1067082/guatemala-religion-affiliation-share-ty
pe/
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continues to struggle with many of the very same social and economic in-
equalities that militants in the 1970s and 1980s had sought to bring an end to
in the first place.

Guatemala’s earlier unresolved social, political, and economic problems in
recent years have been augmented by an intractable array of new challenges,
including endemic violent crime (the nation suffers some of the highest rates
of homicide in the world), rampant narcotrafficking, corrupt and ineffec-
tive government, deeply engrained racism against the indigenous majority,
widespread gang violence, the drain of productive human capital through em-
igration, and new inequities resulting from neoliberal economics (cf. Lessing
2017; Trejo 2020). The unexpected election of Bernardo Arévalo, a reformist
and progressive, to the presidency in August 2023 — if Guatemalan’s political
elites actually allow him to assume power — promises what Guatemalans
call a nueva primavera, or new spring, for the nation, but genuine progress,
even under optimal circumstances, will remain a serious challenge for any
government.*

3. From quiescence to mobilization:
Shifts in the Pentecostal worldview

Notwithstanding the extremity of this context, Guatemala’s evangélicos, until
relatively recently, have kept themselves at a remove from social or political
action, both for strategic and theological reasons. Subscribing to a fugamundi
outlook (literally, ‘flee the world"), they framed their moral constructs around
a strict binary dividing “the church” and “the world” the former a safe haven of
salvation, the latter dangerous and sinful. In Classical Pentecostalism, the only
contact between these two spheres should be through prayer and evangeliza-
tion.

By contrast, neo-Pentecostals, whose churches started to come of age in
Guatemala in the late 1980s, embrace the notion of the manifestation of the
Holy Spirit through temporal transformation: theirs is an instrumentalist the-
ology that is very much of the here-and-now. Neo-Pentecostalism focuses not
only on healing — a traditional Pentecostal preoccupation — but also promises
faithful believers wealth and temporal success, a belief known as prosperity

2 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-66569014.
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theology. Not only in Guatemala but across the Global South, prosperity theol-
ogy enjoys enormous appeal in places where urbanization, late-stage capital-
ism, and neo-liberalism in the late 20th and 21st centuries have eroded already
fragile rural lifeways. In these settings, where traditional saberes (knowledge
and ways of being) gave way, prosperity theology seemed to open up access
to modernity’s enchantments: consumer goods, lucrative employment, social
stability, and respect (cf. Bowler 2018).

Neo-Pentecostals believe that God wishes them to have “life abundant”
(John 10:10) in ways that are material and quantifiable: to ask God for less
is not merely unwise, but unfaithful. They focus on the improvement of the
individual through prayer and ascetic practices such as fasting; most impor-
tantly, they trust in God’s power, which they believe flows to the individual,
to his or her family, and then, almost by osmosis, permeates the church, the
community, and beyond. God, in the neo-Pentecostal imaginaire, is a direct
and negotiable agent in every matter of daily life, no matter how mundane or
acquisitive.

For the proponents of this highly instrumentalist theology, as Daniel
Miguez has noted, prosperity theology “inverts the moral value of acquisition
and capitalism”: money is no longer “the root of all evil,” (1 Timothy 6:10) but
tangible proof of God’s sovereignty and grace (2001: 4). Pastors urge believers
to give money and give again to the limits of their abilities and beyond, as a
sign of their faith that God will provide, and do so abundantly, in the exchange.
As a form of market exchange, prosperity theology reifies capitalist acquisi-
tion and serves as a heuristic through which religious ‘consumers’ enter into a
symbolic marketplace where they are able to purchase, through their faith and
tithing, both credence goods (as per Gill) as well as greater access to consumer
materialism (cf. Gill 1998).

Thus is resolved the apparent paradox of Pentecostal pastors who display
ostentatious wealth — well-tailored suits, expensive cars, fine homes, even pri-
vate planes — purchased with believers’ tithes and ‘widow’s mites.” Prosperity
theology’s devotees see these things not as signs of decadence, but rather as
positive affirmation of blessing: it is a powerful signifier of the potential good-
ness available to every believer who seeks it. Within the world of prosperity
theology, a well-coiffed pastor with an elegant wife clothed in designer apparel
and asecond home in Miami is aliving testament to the good life abundant that
awaits poor and aspiring Central American congregates, for whom economic
and social access to capitalism’s enchantments seem otherwise closed off. Be-
lievers understand prosperity theology to be a rational market interaction in
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which they exchange their time (via church attendance), talent (participation),
and above all their treasure (donations), with every expectation that they will
be able to maximize personal gain in return.

Within this matrix of understanding, there has not been any real theo-
logical space for social justice considerations, because prosperity theology et
in se posits a market exchange that promises to bring those who suffer from
poverty and inequality into the shining world of modernity and capitalism (cf.
Freudenberg's chapter in this volume). However, it is important to remember
that prosperity theology is also an actual theology —that is to say, it is a sys-
tematic method of relating to the divine. Because of this, access to the modal-
ity is, understandably, religious, through evangelization: spreading the mes-
sage of the church and bringing others into the congregation. Evangelization
is paramount to church growth, which is a trope within Guatemalan Pente-
costalism, as for Pentecostals, church growth (iglecrecimiento, a neologism that
combines the Spanish words for ‘church’ [iglesia] and ‘growth’ [crecimiento]) is
a quantifiable measure of a church’s vigor, prosperity, and favor in the eyes of
God. It is, therefore, the critical obligation of all believers to bring individuals
in from the cold of the soulless secular world to the warm and sanctified em-
brace of the church.

And the arms of the church are indeed expansive. Scholars such as Brusco,
Mariz, Smilde, and Santos have demonstrated that there are many varieties
of collateral social goods that can accrue from belonging to an Evangelical
church - problems with alcohol diminish, machismo is tamed, family violence
decreases, educational levels often increase. This said, after adopting these
value-rational (wertrational) behaviors, evangélicos do not distinguish them-
selves from others in this regard to the degree that Max Weber, writing from
his observations on the rise of capitalism in Western Europe, predicted in his
work the Protestant ethic and on society and economy. Be that as it may, all
these transformations continue to take place within the church and the church
family, not outside of it (cf. Mariz 1994; Burdick 1993; Brusco 1995; Smilde 2007;
Santos 2012).

A key aspect of this discourse is that neo-Pentecostal churches encourage
self-improvement on all fronts, for which they mandate new technologies of
the self (Garrard 2020: 191-236). These typically range from dictating mode of
dress to personal comportment, to issues of health (often dealt with by spiri-
tual rather than medical interventions), to the nature of daily interactions with
friends and family, hobbies, and pastimes (members may attend church ev-
ery single day and devote nearly all their free time to church-related activi-



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Virginia Garrard: Pentecostal Social Engagement in Contemporary Guatemala

ties). Danish sociologist Martin Lindhardt underscores the centrality of a Pen-
tecostal identity to a believer’s own personhood: “[TThe faith-drenched life of
Pentecostals/charismatics and the ways in which notions of sacred agency and
interference in human affairs pervades their life worlds shape their everyday
experiences and interpretations of events, and enable them to cultivate a cer-
tain sense of agency,” he writes. “[A]dherents live their religiosity on an every-
day basis” (Lindhardt 2012: 7).

The church thus becomes an encompassing universe for a member, colo-
nizing mind, body, and spirit for Christ. Churches encourage members to con-
stantly read devotional and edifying texts and improve their spiritual educa-
tion, and they provide training (often in the small groups) for leadership, eco-
nomic stewardship, and general capatacién (training and empowerment). Neo-
Pentecostal churches demonstrably generate substantial amounts of human
capital for their members, as evinced, for example, in the leadership skills they
learn through the church. In the words of Lindhardt, “they create new prac-
tical skills and new ways of relating to oneself and the social world,” (2011: 5)
although that social world may, in fact, be only as large as the church itself.

The church produces a social universe in which interpersonal relations,
personal networks, horizontal, and low-hierarchy relations built on a shared
faith vision and confianza (trust and confidence: a coveted commodity of rare
and inestimable value in Guatemala). This function is especially cohesive at
the small group level, although the vertical linkages that membership pro-
vides farther up the hierarchy of the church can also be beneficial, not unlike
the practice of compadrazgo (godparent relations) that bound patrons with
reciprocal obligations to peasant families in earlier eras. Daniel Levine is one
of several sociologists who have demonstrated that this is particularly true
in leadership training and the teaching of executive function skills that men
and especially women would likely not learn elsewhere (Levine/Stoll 1997:
63-103). But they can also make great demands on human capital, as the church
can become a self-referential loop of meetings, services, small groups, and
people that absorbs almost all the time, talents, emotions, and attention of its
members.

In dealing with an outside “world” that they still largely regard as hostile
and dangerous, Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal churches have been more
wary, even regarding charitable work. Even neo-Pentecostal churches, broadly
speaking, do not share a common vision with Mainline Christians as to the
meaning of Jesus’ teachings about charity or the need to contribute to a worldly
summum bonum, nor do they reify extending a helping hand to the poor and
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needy outside of their own communities. As Samuel Berberian, a leading
Guatemalan Pentecostal educator, explained to me in a personal conversation:
“We have simply not had the theology for that.”

4. Toward a Pentecostal hermeneutics of social engagement?
4.1 The Seven Mountains of Iglesia EI Shaddai

There is a particular sector of neo-Pentecostalism, however, that claims this
view reflects a limited view of God’s potential to transform: for them, it is a
short conceptual leap from believing that God wishes to upgrade the faithful
believer’s economic status to believing that He desires to improve the insti-
tutions, economic and social conditions, and governance in which one lives.
The argument in favor of the church taking on these challenges is compelling
in a place like Guatemala, where corrupt government, a nearly absent rule of
law, a frail justice system, and the outsize roles played by illegal actors — nar-
cotraffickers, gangs, and a venal political-economic elite — have all eroded civil
society’s ability to uphold its responsibilities to maintain the nation’s public
institutions and its people.

Guatemalas example par excellence of activist Pentecostalism is a
Guatemala City-based pastor, Dr. Harold Caballeros, who has been willing to
venture into this void. In the early post-war years, Caballeros envisioned a
much larger role for himself and his church in transforming Guatemala, with
the larger objective of bringing the entire nation into the Pentecostal fold.
Caballeros was founder and pastor of a El Shaddai, a wealthy Guatemala City
megachurch with a significant presence in other areas of the country. In the
early 1990s, he launched his first large-scale crusade for national reformation,
a campaign of prayer and revival called Jesus es Sefior de Guatemala. In this na-
tional-wide public effort, Caballeros called upon evangélicos — even those who
did not belong to El Shaddai - to pray and fast for the welfare of the nation,
calling for the redemption of the nation and call to abundant life, by the grace
of God.

The Jesus is Lord of Guatemala campaign was an aspirational social move-
ment, built on Caballeros’ initiative, but the ideas behind it grew out of an

3 Personal conversation, July 28, 2006.
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emergent new current within global Pentecostalism known as the New Apos-
tolic Reformation (NAR), of which Caballeros was an early proponent and later
known as a “prophet.” The NAR is an international Pentecostal/Evangelical net-
work that promotes the notion that divine revelation is still unfolding in the
contemporary world, and that God speaks directly to modern day prophets and
apostles. These men, although there are a few women in the movement, be-
lieve they are specifically anointed to help bring their own nations, and indeed
the whole world, under Christ’s authority and governance. This they refer to
as bringing “dominion”: leading their nations into a new era where Christian
leadership and values will rebuild fallen and sinful societies.

Dominion theology digresses from Classical Pentecostalism or even stan-
dard neo-Pentecostalism in its willingness — indeed its eagerness — to engage
with the secular world and to flood it with a Christian message that advances
very conservative and literally-defined “biblical values” (cf. Cowen 2021; Stew-
art 2020; Ingersoll 2015; Goldberg 2006; Hedges 2006; Diamond 1995). While
the main arena for engagement is in politics, dominionism calls for Evan-
gelical domination across seven key areas of influence that they believe form
the bedrock of secular modernity. These are the so-called “Seven Mountains”
(7M): 1) faith and religion, 2) politics and government, 3) family, 4) media and
communications, 5) arts and entertainment, 6) education, and 7) business/eco-
nomics. Dominionism calls upon Christians to “invade” and dominate each
of these spheres in order to restore “godly” and “biblical” values to the world
(Wallnau/Johnson 2013). By way of example, Paula White, a well-known North
American pastor, advocate of 7M, and Christian nationalist, rationalized her
support for Donald Trump' tendentious January 6, 2021 insurrection in the
United States by framing it in the language of providential dominion. “We
have God-given authority,” she stated plainly, “to take over the world”.*

The NAR also promotes the tenets of “spiritual warfare”, a wide-spread
practice in which Pentecostals pray and (literally) exorcise malign beings such
as fallen angels, demons which have held people and places in their thrall, thus
shutting them off from God’s presence and goodness (O'Neill 2012). This is a
Pentecostal practice that began in the 1980s and has spread rapidly through
Pentecostal networks as a concrete ritual modality, although non-Pentecostals
might consider it as a metaphoric resistance to social and moral changes that

4 Cf. https://www.cbc.ca/radio/day6/mrna-after-covid-19-blowing-up-trump-plaza-cro
kicurl-history-of-swear-words-and-more-1.5874120/how-a-conservative-christian-m
ovement-became-an-important-part-of-trump-s-political-strategy-1.5874143.
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challenge traditional cultural and biblical values (such as abortion and same-
sex marriage). In parts of Latin America, it is also strongly associated with
Pentecostal enmity to indigenous- and African-spiritual beliefs and prac-
tices that remain active features on the religious landscape of the region. For
example, spiritual warfare in Brazil is largely directed toward the exorcism
of extis and pomba giras and other African spirits (cf. Reuter’s chapter in this
volume), while in places such as Guatemala, Peru, or Bolivia, where there are
large indigenous populations, it highlights the targeting of native saints and
gods. By contrast, in Argentina, which has the highest rate of psychologists
per capita in the world, spiritual warfare combats mental illness as a spiritual
disease.®

For believers themselves, however, these celestial struggles with evil are
anything but symbolic: rather, they are physical and concrete. In 1990, for ex-
ample, Guatemala’s Caballeros claimed that workers on the El Shaddai church’s
new property unearthed an enormous pre-Columbian earthwork of a serpent,
which he associated Mesoamerican god Quetzalcoatl. To Pastor Harold, this
discovery provided both a soteriological explanation for Guatemala’s troubled
history and the opportunity for Caballeros to champion his theology, espe-
cially since the graven image’s excavation happened to coincide neatly with the
launch of the Jesus es Sefior crusade (cf. Caballeros 2001). Declaring that “our
entire country was dedicated [in 300 BC] to Satan,” Caballeros used the Jesus
es Serior platform to call upon all Guatemala to pray fervently for their coun-
try to deliver it at last from the power of malevolent Mesoamerican false gods
and fallen spirits that had controlled its destiny since even before the arrival of
Europeans (Stoll 1994: 99).

By the turn of the new century, Caballeros expanded his vision of direct
engagement by neo-Pentecostals in prayer and politics toward the “redemp-
tion” of their nation. Here, he moved away from the standard Pentecostal
repertoire of prayer, fasting, and deliverance toward practical interventions in
the lives of church members, intended to build their social and human capital
in a variety of ways, including training in extensive capacitacion (capacity-
building), self-improvement, and furthering education. All of this took place
in small groups connected to the church and was the lynchpin of the formation
of what Caballeros calls “Christian citizenship.” A key aspect of this citizenship
is preparing ordinary people for leadership, whether that be as modest as
running a small business or as lofty as being summoned to the highest level

5 Cf. https://qz.com/734450/almost-everyone-in-buenos-aires-is-in-therapy.
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of servanthood, even to the godless world of government or business. As
Kevin Lewis O'Neill has shown in his work, City of God: Christian Citizenship in
Guatemala (2010a), while Caballeros’ tipping point for national transformation
has remained elusive, the principles of “Christian citizenship,” largely by way
of small prayer and study groups affiliated with El Shaddai, have become active
in networks for capacity-building and shared confianza among Guatemalan
Pentecostals, catapulting members into prominent leadership positions in
business and education within the country.

Capacitacion has benefits not least of all for Pastor Harold himself, who
ran for President of Guatemala in two elections. Though unsuccessful both
times, his campaign for the presidency in 2011 resulted in his being named
foreign minister in the administration of President Otto Pérez Molina. After
his government service, Caballeros continued to expand his influence across
almost every sphere of the Seven Mountain Mandate. While his wife, Cecilia,
continued as the head pastor of the 12.000 member El Shaddai church that he
founded (which remains the spiritual home of many government and business
leaders), Caballeros actively expanded his portfolio. He served as founder and
rector of Universidad San Pablo, Guatemala’s largest Evangelical university,
the mission of which is to train professionals in Christian moral values and
principles in order to become “agents of transformation in the society they live
in;” he became president and founder of Radio Visién Corporation, a network
of twenty five Evangelical radio stations; he is founder and former director
of FUEDES (Fundacién Educative El Shaddai), a system of Christian schools
in rural areas of the country “designed to inculcate a worldview of values and
principles that affect the nation,” and, along with his wife, headed “Manos de
Amor,” a church-affiliated development program that works in rural areas (EI
Shaddai 2010: unpaginated).

On top of all this, Caballeros is also the founder of a political party called
Vision con Valores (VIVA), which in 2015 ran Zury Rios, an Evangelical Chris-
tian and daughter of the genocidal general of the early 1980s, at the head of
its ticket.® Caballeros also served as facilitator for Guatemala’s ‘Vision Plary
(Plan Vision de Pais), a UNESCO-sponsored initiative which consolidated the
role of political parties as interlocutors between society and state during the
2020 presidential regime (Caballeros 2001).

6 Cf. https://www.as-coa.org/articles/six-numbers-understand-guatemalas-surprising-
2023-general-election-results.
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Social Forms of Religion

For along moment, Caballeros’ successful summiting of all the Dominion-
ism’s Seven Mountains seemed to have made him a bellwether of Pentecostal
social mobilization and political ascendency. His star continued to rise until
two events — the disclosure of offshore bank accounts and commercial real
estate holdings in Miami he had purchased with church monies in 2016, fol-
lowed by his injury in a near-fatal traffic accident while traveling in Germany
in September 2022 — tumbled him from the summits of success.”

And yet, the rise and fall of Harold Caballeros serves as a rich case study,
perhaps even an archetype, for a new type of leader in Latin America: that
of a well-connected and influential religious leader who successfully uses his
networks, suasion, and connections to articulate and implement a social and
political program that advances Pentecostal religious values and ambitions.
We can see Caballeros’ successes mirrored elsewhere across the continent
in the influence of highly visible, well-connected religious actors in Brazil,
Bolivia, Mexico, and elsewhere in the region. We need only look toward the
strong support that Brazil's former president Jair Bolsonaro received from
powerful megachurch pastors such as Edir Macedo and Silas Malafaia; or to
the influence that Mexico's evangélicos wielded in demanding that Mexico's
leftist president Andres Lépez Obrador’s administration issue a national
cartilla moral (moral primer) in return for their support; or to the prominent
role that evangélicos played in Bolivia in the ouster of Evo Morales during his
attempt to remain in the presidency in 2019 to see that the days of quiescent
Pentecostal leadership is long past (cf. Cowen 2021).

4.2 Centro Esdras

Notwithstanding decades of prayer and fasting, Guatemala remains a deeply
troubled nation, as far from the tipping point of redemption as ever, and even
for evangélicos, this is a paradox that is impossible to ignore. With this in mind,
in July 2009, Centro Esdras, an evangélico non-profit organization founded by a
pastor named Israel Ortiz, convened a meeting of Evangelical and Pentecostal
pastors in Guatemala City. The conference theme, Rostros del Protestantismo en
Guatemala (Faces of Protestantism in Guatemala) did not hint at the event’s

7 Cf. https://www.evangelicodigital.com/sociedad/24339/harold-caballeros-sufrio-un-a
ccidente-en-alemania; https://cmiguate.org/iglesias-politica-y-millones-de-dolares-
harold-caballeros-y-los-panamapapers/; https://www.businessobserverfl.com/news/
2016/may/27/stay-classy/.
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Virginia Garrard: Pentecostal Social Engagement in Contemporary Guatemala

subtle but urgent agenda, which was to establish a framework for developing
a theology for Evangelical social engagement en su propia manera (in their own
way). In contrast to Caballeros’ Jesus es Sefior initiative and Christian citizenship
projects, which were driven by Caballeros’ charisma and his 7M aspirations,
Ortiz drew his inspiration from the issue that Berberian (above) articulated:
the lack of a Pentecostal theology of social consciousness.

Atthetime, Ortiz’s was a unique vision to redirect and mobilize Pentecostal
social potential by channeling evangelicos’ value-driven rational behaviors to
help address secular society’s most dire problems. Ortiz’s proposal hoped to
build on conventional Pentecostal beliefs and priorities, but it also embraced a
much more capacious view of what constituted the body and boundaries of ‘the
churchl'. Specifically, Ortiz envisaged, per Turner, the building of communitas
by creating a more porous membrane between the church and secular world®
(Turner 1969: 96). This task was doubly complicated not only in that it required
a radical re-reading of Guatemalan evangélico theology, but it also demanded
a high degree of coordinated organizational decision making that seems al-
most impossible, given the highly disaggregated nature of Guatemalan Protes-
tantism and Pentecostalism in particular (cf. Starkloff 1997).

Despite these known challenges, Ortiz threw down the conceptual gaunt-
let in very specific terms: “Are we feeling we are the salt and light of the world?
Are we conscious of the moral and ethical role that the Gospel demands of us
in society?”, he asked the group. “Why have we not had more of an impact on a
country that is plagued by violence, corruption, poverty, and inequality, etc.?”
Ortiz challenged his colleagues to ask themselves to entertain the question of
why fervent prayer alone had not saved the nation. “We continue to grabble
with theories and practices of mission,” he argued, “that reduce the Gospel to
a spiritual force and leave aside the challenge to affect all dimensions of life”
(Ortiz 2009: unpaginated). The conference attracted a wide variety of church
leaders, representing some 400 different denominations. As one rural pastor
plaintively called out from the audience, succinctly summarizing up Centro Es-
dras’ challenge, “How many churches have we built? How many Bible studies,
how many small groups? And yet this country still continues to get worse and
worse. Isn't it time for us to ask if God wants us to do more?”

8 Turner uses this word to describe, “society as an unstructured or rudimentarily struc-
tured undifferentiated comitatus [Latin: “retinue”] or even communion of equal indi-
viduals who submit together to the authority of ritual authority.”

9 Quote taken from fieldnotes at conference on July 29, 2009.
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Marco Tulio Cajas, a well-known Guatemalan pastor, spoke to this ques-
anti-society” discourse as both
impeding the advance of the faith and as patently disingenuous. “We pray for

’u

tion directly, explicitly critiquing the churches

the authorities in power, and yet we are contemptuous of public life and those
who take part in it,” he noted. “We need solid argumentation [for social en-
gagement] and innovative ideas that will permit us to be more audacious and
creative in the transformation of society.” Cajas, too, called for what he termed
a “theology of public life,” wherein “the churches as community of faith, mo-
tivate, equip, and support their members to reinterpret public life and to act
within it as agents of social and political transformation” (Cajas 2009: unpagi-
nated).

Even as the conference generated enthusiasm among its participants, it
did not transform Guatemalan Pentecostalism overnight. But it did help to
coalesce social groups of like-minded pastors and other religious actors (such
as faculty at the Guatemala City-based Seminario Teoldgico Centroamericano)
by opening venues for communication that allowed them to safely explore
new hermeneutics of social engagement and to consider new social forms
that might pave the path to change. This process is of yet incomplete, but
in the years since the conference took place, we can see a more expansive
social hermeneutics has emerged in Guatemalan Pentecostalism in several key
areas. Church efforts are most visible in those areas of need where the feeble
Guatemalan state has failed to provide even basic services for its people and
some, perhaps, have grown weary of waiting for the soteriological unfolding
of the redemption.

4.3 Hermeneutics in action: Pentecostal social forms against violence

By way of example, Guatemalan sociologist Claudia Dary (2016) writes about
the community campaigns against domestic violence conducted by the Iglesia
de Dios Evangélio Completo (IDEC) (a “classical” Pentecostal denomination),
demonstrating ways that the church has been particularly adept at developing
new biblically based strategies by which women and men learn to cope with
violence in the home. The IDEC’s Baja la Voz (literally: “lower your voice”) pro-
gram both empowers women (and some men) who belong to the church to speak
up against abuse, and for abusers to learn new ways to control their anger and
increase respect for their partners, providing templates for what the church
calls “biblical alternatives to machismo” (Dary 2016: 100).



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Virginia Garrard: Pentecostal Social Engagement in Contemporary Guatemala

Sociologist Robert Brenneman (2012) is among the most prominent schol-
ars who has written about other Pentecostal social interventions that have met
with success; Brennemarn's research focuses on religious with programs among
gang members. Although it is patently dangerous work, this type of ministry
appeals to Pentecostals and evangélicos because they view gang violence as a
“spiritual problem” best tackled by the church, rather than as a social or crim-
inal problem that the state should address (but does not). As a social group,
evangélicos are one of only a handful of social actors who are willing to take on
the gangs, one of Central America’s most urgent social problems. Church work-
ers are usually respected mediators, to the extent that the gangs themselves
take their efforts seriously.

Brennemarn’s work on Pentecostal ministries to gang members notes that
genuine religious conversion is one of the only means by which young men are
able to leave la vida loca; the only other exit from the gang is through death. In
practical terms, this means a gang member must fully abandon his criminal
past, eschew all contact with his former clique and homies, begin the process
of removing tattoos, and adhere to standard evangélico behaviors such as not
drinking alcohol and attending church services with regularity, often several
times per week. As sociologist José Miguel Cruz observes: “The pious lifestyle
that churches encourage lets gang members easily monitor their former
members” and gangs expect former members to fully live up to the Evangelical
lifestyle to which they have converted. When gangs determine that a former
member is not sincerely committed to their new life, they promptly eliminate
him, notifying the victim's pastor with the message: “This one didn't walk
right” (quoted in Miller 2023: unpaginated).

Likewise, Pentecostal ministries have improved conditions for some in
Guatemala’s carceral hellscape — a dangerous and lawless system of prisons
that criminologist Mark Fleischer has termed “warehouses of violence” (1989;
O'Neill 2010a). By using strategies such as prayer, helping break addiction and
bad habits, and teaching basic literacy and other life skills, prison ministers
work to improve self-esteem and teach new technologies of self to prison-
ers, who become less violent while still incarcerated and are less prone to
recidivism when they are released (cf. Johnson 2017). As one prison minister
described his work: “My objective has always been to spread the word of God,
but also to teach gang members good customs and habits, how to be good
people, good sons and fathers, how to be good citizens.” This approach simul-
taneously speaks to the Christian quest to find God through inspection of one’s
interior life, at the same time that it provides new and practical technologies
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of self — soft skills — to help prisoners cope both in and outside the walls of
prison (O'Neill 2010b).

Astheylearn an alternative to what is called in English “the thuglife,” Chris-
tian prisoners become part of new social forms that cohere and support them
both while still in prison and once they are released. So committed are some of
these groups that they police themselves while still in confinement, providing
some modicum of security and order in Central America’s notorious and func-
tionally unregulated penal system, including Guatemala’s El Pavén prison, one
of the most lawless and dangerous such places in the world. As such, Chris-
tian prison groups — organically united by their shared conversion and some-
times united under the authority of a self-appointed incarcerated “pastor” —
provide an alternative to the hierarchies of international gang and drug cartel
members, extortionists, and “prison kings” that otherwise control virtually all
aspects of men’s lives in confinement.*

In short, “empowered” neo-Pentecostals have been increasingly effective in
creating functional systems for improving education, security, and problems
of everyday violence in places where other types of public authority, including
the state, are precarious or even entirely absent. But even these successes carry
with them some serious caveats. As evinced in O'Neill's work on Evangelical-
run Guatemalan addiction centers, the state’s abjuration of its own respon-
sibility to provide proper care for addicts and the mentally ill opens the door
wide for intentional or unintentional mistreatment when it hands them over
to untrained church people, turning rehabilitation over to unregulated, un-
monitored institutions, where care can range from clinically lax (again, relying
mainly on prayer and tropes of redemption) to unscrupulous and dangerous
(where, for example, patients are locked up and mistreated and hunted down
if they leave the premises) (2019). It would also be possible, and probably fruit-
ful, to discuss some very negative effects of Pentecostal social mobilization,
for example, cases of vigilantism in parts of the country where the rule of law
is largely absent that have resulted in the deaths of purported criminals with-
out benefit of trail, or of rumors of financial ties between prominent national
televangelists and the drug cartels, but these disturbing cases do not reflect the
overall larger trajectory of Pentecostal life in contemporary Guatemala.

10  Cf. https://insightcrime.org/news/analysis/the-prison-kings-of-guatemala/.
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Virginia Garrard: Pentecostal Social Engagement in Contemporary Guatemala

5. Conclusion

As we have seen, Evangelical religion, especially in its majority form of Pente-
costalism in the Central American nation of Guatemala, has undergone a tec-
tonic epistemological shift from a post-temporal, apocalyptic orientation to
one that is profoundly presentist and instrumentalist in its outlook. In specific
terms, Pentecostals in recent decades have transitioned from an eschatological
hermeneutics of separation from the world to one that embraces full-on social
and political participation, cohering, in the process, into social forms that em-
phasize collective mobilization. This reflects a change in religious social forms
and values that correspond to a shifting corpus of religious ideals and theolo-
gies. As these social relationships evolve, they change the role of the church -
which previously prioritized insularity — to one of increased, outward-facing
social engagement. As this evolution progresses, pastors retain charisma and
sway, but the capacity building, self-realization, and leadership training that
small groups nurture in congregants has made them into a social force that,
over time, is beginning to chip away at the patterns of patriarchy and even au-
thoritarianism that characterized earlier Pentecostalism.

In this milieu, we see that at least certain sectors of Pentecostalism have
sacralized social values and aspirations that they heretofore perceived as sec-
ular, but which they now map onto a religious framework of understanding.
It is not the allure of secular society that encourages Pentecostals to engage
with the world, but rather its absence - the failure of secular modernity’s ‘en-
chantments’ in modern Guatemala to provide sustenance for body or soul. I
refer here to such things as basic public services, the rule of law, remediation
programs to address poverty, violence; Pentecostals also identify as problem-
atic the anomie that pushes young people towards drugs or gangs, for example.
And yet, Pentecostal social engagement is very much on Pentecostalism’s own
terms, as secular social, tropes, and formulas for advancing the public good
must be re-signified within a Pentecostal idiom to be acceptable, even legible,
to them.

Pentecostal social mobilization holds great promise, but also certain dan-
gers, as evinced by the role that evangélicos openly played in the nation’s 2023
presidential campaign. In an attempt to marshal Evangelical votes, one of
the leading candidates, Sandra Torres, chose an Evangelical pastor as her
vice presidential running mate and adopted a morally conservative platform
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that she that hoped would appeal to that constituency.” On the other, several
Guatemalan Pentecostal televangelists produced a steady flow of negative
social media against Arévalo, the progressive-moderate winning candidate,
denouncing him as a “communist,” and even an agent of Satan. The fact that
this beleaguered candidate roundly won the election offers tells us that despite
these efforts, evangélicos, who make up over forty percent of Guatemala’s overall
population, voted for him despite efforts by their institutional leadership to
sway them otherwise.'” This suggests that, while Evangelical organizations’
organizational logic remains inchoate, the power of social forms — notably,
the small groups that exist within the large churches and among which Aré-
valo enjoyed much larger support — were instrumental in determining the
outcome.

Many scholars have argued that Pentecostalism’s attraction to converts a
generation ago was its ability to offer an “alternative imaginary” to a corrupt
and violent world, a symbolic resistance that demanded to keep the world at
arm’s length and offer believers an orderly, meaningful life framed by a partic-
ular understanding of the nature of the Holy Spirit’s presence and mandates.
Yet as Pentecostalism in Central America matures, there is a small but growing
number of cradle and second-generation evangélicos who are beginning to test
the boundaries of old binaries. Even today, the social spaces that Pentecostals
are willing to enter remain limited, and the new hermeneutics struggle to com-
pete with the old: Pentecostalism remains divided into those who still wish to
flee the world versus those who wish to scale the Seven Mountains. As recently
as September 2022, for example, evangélicos gathered to pray to ask God to “fill
in” a massive sinkhole that had formed in one of Guatemala’s major highways,
but they did not propose or support any material remedy to this basic infras-
tructural problem.” It remains to be seen just how much the human capital
that Pentecostal churches cultivate in their members will translate into a more
fungible social capital within society at large. If so, a new hermeneutics of so-
cial engagement will require a broad expansion on the Pentecostal prerogative
to bring the world to the church, en su manera.

11 Cf. https://apnews.com/article/guatemala-election-sandra-torres-74ce43addf2ec3fé
f356fdo34546cco.

12 Cf. https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-international-religious-freedom/g
uatemala/.

13 Cf. https://progressive.org/latest/other-americans-guatemala-religious-narco-state-
abbott-091422/.
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Social Forms in Orthodox Christian Convert
Communities in North America

Sebastian Rimestad and Katherine Kelaidis

Abstract The Orthodox Church is considered a rather conservative body — akin to the
Roman Catholic Church. Nevertheless — or precisely for that reason — it has attracted
converts from the other mainstream denominations who seek an ecclesiastical home
grounded on a traditional theological basis. For many Orthodox converts in the United
States, the Orthodox Church is seen as a refuge from rampant liberalism and social
relativism expressed in fluid gender identities and the waning of traditional values. As
such, the Orthodox Church offers them a ‘counter-structure’ to the secular and main-
stream world ‘out there’. In this contribution, we analyze the way Orthodox Christian
convert communities in the US use various social forms in order to create this image of
the Orthodox Church as a divinely inspired counterculture. These social forms in the
convert milieus pose a challenge to existing Orthodox Christian communities, who are
often more concerned with ethnic and cultural affiliation and wish to integrate into
Western culture.

Keywords diaspora, migrant religion, migration, Orthodox Church, reactive online
Orthodoxy, religious conversion

1. Introduction

The origins of the Orthodox Church lie in the eastern basin of the Mediter-
ranean Sea, where Christianity first grew as a movement within the Roman
Empire in the first centuries CE and from the 4th century as the state religion
of the empire. The separation between Eastern Orthodox and Western Catholic
Christianity is conventionally dated to the year 1054, although the actual alien-
ation between the two parts occurred much earlier in a rather subtle fashion
(Chadwick 2003). Numerous theological, liturgical, and political differences
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between the two halves of Christendom ensured that a reconciliation had be-
come impossible by the 16th century. One of these differences was the assertion
that the church did not represent a counterpart to secular society or state pol-
itics but was an integral part of it (Hopken/Rimestad forthcoming). This em-
phasis might not have been unique to the Eastern Orthodox Church, but it has
since the early 20th century been at the center of Orthodox theology’s identity
vis-a-vis Western Christianity.

As such, from the emic perspective of Orthodox theology, the Orthodox
Church cannot be analyzed from the vantage point of social forms. In its self-
understanding, just as that of the Roman Catholic Church, the church does
not have a social form, it encompasses the social in its entirety. For most of the
2000-year history of the Orthodox Church and its antecedents, it was enough
to consider every baptized individual a part of the Church, which would exist
wherever there was a church and parish. Ironically, this globalized narrative
could only exist because Orthodoxy functioned as a “cultural church’; that is
to say, a religious community embedded in a particular homogeneous cultural
(and frequently geographic and political) context in which it acted as societal
glue as much as ideological community. Baptism, which normatively occurred
in infancy, was the only requirement for membership, as it encompassed the
vast majority of members of the community without further inquiry which
might produce dissension and conflict. Even today, and even in far less ho-
mogenous contexts, Orthodox theologians still actively resist looking at the
church as a separate part of society at large. There is no concept of member-
ship beyond baptism, unlike in Western churches, where membership is often
connected with following rules, participating in ceremonies, or paying mem-
bership fees. Even when one looks at the Orthodox Church from a social sci-
entific perspective, it is difficult to frame it in terms of social forms. In the
core region of the Orthodox Church, it is seldom an organization with defined
membership and clear goals, but rather an all-encompassing institution with
a clear hierarchy, which anybody can seek out to satisfy their religious needs.

However, in those regions where the Orthodox Church has traditionally
not been dominant, such as in Western Europe and North America, the Chris-
tian Orthodox presence is relatively young and does not represent the majority
faith. It is therefore subject to the three processes outlined in the introduction
to this volume, both within the church and in its relations to the surround-
ing social world: (1) the societalization of communitization implies that hierar-
chical structures are less important, while community elements gain in preva-
lence; (2) the empowering of the individual is a process that is more obvious in
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this part of the world than in more traditionally Orthodox regions; and (3) the
competition among religions is a core feature of the North American religious
landscape.

These three processes, which are usually perceived by Orthodox Christians
as external influences, alien to the Orthodox faith, do play a peculiar role in
the development of Orthodox Christianity in Western Europe and, especially,
North America. Unlike the Western Christian denominations, which devel-
oped somewhat organically together with modernity, the Orthodox Church
has developed a narrative of being at odds with modern developments. Its
encounter with such developments began with the Enlightenment and secu-
larization from the 18th century onwards, which first introduced the idea of
non-religious social coherence (Roudometof 1998). However, a real encounter
with Western modernity only occurred when a significant migration of Or-
thodox faithful, especially in the 20th century, diversified and dispersed the
global Orthodox presence (Rimestad 2021).

This contribution analyzes the particular way these two processes impacted
the social forms that Christian Orthodox communities have taken in the North
American diaspora. They include the individual parish as a close-knit group
and the auxiliary organizations that structure parish outreach. At the same
time, the Orthodox Church in North America is not a single structure but con-
sists of several parallel, ethnically connoted jurisdictional organizations. Fi-
nally, in an era the two sociologists Lee Rainie and Barry Wellman have diag-
nosed as “networked individualism” with its own “operating system” (Rainie/
Wellman 2012: 6—7), the social form of a network is also making inroads into
the Orthodox Church.

Rainie and Wellman argued that networked individualism relies on in-
ternet communication, enabled by the “Triple Revolution” of social networks
beyond the tight and homogeneous group, of communication technologies
involving the internet, and of mobility induced through ever-smaller cell
phones (ibid.: 11-12). The two sociologists focused on the positive aspects of
networked individualism, which are undeniable. However, there is an increas-
ing awareness of the detrimental effects of the Triple Revolution, which has
become rather visible among US-American converts to the Orthodox Church.

These developments do not only appear in the Orthodox Church in North
America from within but are often introduced by zealous converts from West-
erndenominations. In some cases, one can even observe that novel social forms
function in opposition to more traditional Orthodox ways of community. Also,
the culture wars of the 20th and 21st centuries in the US (Hartman 2019) are
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heavily influencing the way Orthodox Christians in North America live their
faith and coalesce into the social form of networks, often displaying the same
polarization of American society as can be observed in other arenas.

The remainder of this paper is divided into three parts. The following part
(2.) analyzes the historical development of the Orthodox Church outside of the
areas that have traditionally been Eastern Orthodox, especially North America.
This is important to understand the three levels of Orthodox Christianity in the
USA and their corresponding social forms. Then we turn to the phenomenon
of conversion to Orthodoxy (3.). Whereas converts have never made up the ma-
jority in the North American Orthodox Church, they are arguably its most vo-
cal representatives, who have often introduced elements into the church that
the traditional Orthodox consider alien and unsuitable, including ‘Protestant’
social forms. The final part (4.) elaborates on the more recent development of
American internet Orthodoxy, that inscribes itself into an era which has wit-
nessed the globalization of the culture wars (Goldberg 2014). This phenomenon
introduces a new social dimension into the Orthodox Church in North America
that may have detrimental effects on it in the long term.

2. The globalization of the Orthodox Church -
the Orthodox diaspora

The spread of Orthodox Christianity beyond its core regions in the Middle East
and Eastern Europe since the end of the 19th century is primarily the result of
geopolitical upheavals and migration waves, rather than missionary endeav-
ors. While Christianity is per se a missionary religion, the Eastern Orthodox
Church has always been less aggressive in its mission and therefore also less
successful in terms of expansion. Instead of pro-actively traveling to the cor-
ners of the earth in order to turn people into Christians, Orthodox missions
have been less visible, even though they were also quite successful, for example
in the Eastern regions of the Russian Empire, as well as in Japan and Alaska
(cf. Rimestad forthcoming). In the case of Alaska, which was a Russian colony
before it was sold to the US in 1867, historians agree that the Russian Orthodox
mission among the indigenous population was far more effective than the sub-
sequent US Protestant attempts to evangelize the population (Kan 1999; Kan
2001). For many inhabitants, the Orthodox were perceived as peers, whereas
the Protestants were foreign intruders who did not value their original culture.
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Besides this arrival of Orthodox Christianity to America from the West
via formerly Russian Alaska, it also, from the end of the 19th century, arrived
from the East in the form of Balkan and Eastern European immigrants fleeing
economic and political hardships. While most of these migrants identified as
Greeks and came from either the newly formed Greek state or the Ottoman
Empire, they were joined by a substantial number of Serbs, Romanians, and
arrivals of various ethnicities from the Russian Empire (Durante 2015). These
migrants brought with them a profoundly different kind of faith than that
which had developed among the Alaskan indigenous population. In terms of
social forms, though, both communities can be characterized as groups, held
together by close-knit parish and family ties and often linked to a common
ancestry of origin. However, the migrants were eager to integrate into the
multicultural American society. They found themselves in a novel context in
which the state did not involve itself in religious affairs, neither dictating the
religious observance of its citizens nor (importantly) providing state support.

Moreover, ecclesiastical authorities in the regions from which they origi-
nally came were often at best uninterested in these émigré communities, forc-
ing them to organize themselves independently of ecclesiastical oversight. This
was further complicated in the Greek case, where the immigrants arrived from
two distinct (and at times antagonistic) church jurisdictions, the Church of
independent Greece and the Patriarchate of Constantinople in the Ottoman
Empire. As a result, early migrant parishes were established independently, as
private associations (often connected to a school in addition to a church) along
the Protestant model (Kitroeff 2020). This engendered the social form of or-
ganization, but bottom-up and on a voluntary basis. Moreover, these organi-
zations were not the main social form of the parishes, which functioned fur-
ther as groups. They were necessary for the formal and legal existence of the
parishes, which were the owners of the church (and school) buildings.

Meanwhile, the ‘Russian’ Orthodox in Alaska tried to uphold a traditional
top-down episcopal church structure (dioceses), with bishops appointed by
the church administration in Saint Petersburg. The diocese of Alaska was
expanded to include all of the US soon after the Alaska Purchase (1867) and the
bishop resided in San Francisco from 1872. His diocese was also an organiza-
tion, but not congruent with the individual parishes, which remained groups
and seldom had explicit organizational structures themselves. The buildings
and legal obligations all lay in the hands of the diocese, which was a wholly
different level from the lay faithful. It is therefore somewhat misleading to
characterize the diocese as a social form. This element of Russian Orthodoxy
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in the USA was greatly affected by the collapse of the Russian Empire in 1917,
as it opened up the way for legal disputes regarding such ownership (Sarkisian
2019). Russian Orthodoxy in North America split into several antagonistic
jurisdictions (organizations) as a result, one of which eventually became the
Orthodox Church in America (OCA) in 1970.

The Russians, thus, tried to uphold a diocesan structure and administer the
church top-down, while the Greeks established parishes from the bottom up,
starting with an association and then contacting a bishop to appoint them a
priest. These two modi operandi have remained prevalent in the North American
Orthodox Church to this day. Whereas the bishops try to run the church as a
corporation with a top-down structure, independent Orthodox communities
and individuals periodically appear, looking for a bishop that may legitimize
them in terms of church law. Moreover, there are auxiliary organizations in all
Orthodox communities in the US that provide support for the poor, healthcare,
or other issues of social welfare. While these tended to be located at the indi-
vidual parish level in Greek parishes, the Russians often founded regional or
diocesan organizations', but this difference is no longer constitutive.

The ethnically connoted jurisdictional plurality of the Orthodox Church in
North America is considered an anomaly in the Orthodox world. In the tra-
ditionally Orthodox regions of the world, every bishop's jurisdiction is clearly
delimited in geographical terms (Rimestad 2021: 87—91), but this is not the case
outside of these regions. Because there is no universally recognized Orthodox
Church responsible for North America, almost all nationally connoted church
structures try to lay claims on “their” co-nationals on the continent. After the
Greeks, numerous migrants from all traditionally Orthodox countries entered
the US over the 20th century. Such migration happened especially following
the great geopolitical catastrophes of the century, such as the Russian Revo-
lution and the Greek-Turkish War in the wake of World War I as well as the
recalibration of Europe following World War II. But the fall of the Iron Cur-
tain 1989-1993 as well as the Yugoslav Wars and persecutions of Arab Chris-
tians have also increased the number of potential Orthodox Christian Ameri-
cans, which is currently estimated between three and six million, or between
0.5 and 2 per cent of the population.

The US Religion Census 2020 found that the number of actual adherents
to the Orthodox parishes had dropped from almost 800.000 in 2010 to about

1 Cf. https://bpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/sites.northwestern.edu/dist/c/1549/files/2019/08
[Sarkisian-Analysis.pdf.
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S. Rimestad and K. Kelaidis: Social Forms in Orthodox Christian Convert Communities

675.000 in 2020.” The vast majority of these are migrants from Orthodox cul-
tures and their descendants. The absolutely largest Orthodox structure in the
US is the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of North America (GOA) with 375.000
adherents, followed by the Orthodox Church in America (OCA), the Antiochian
Orthodox Christian Archdiocese (AOCA), and the Serbian Orthodox Church
(SOC), each numbering between 60.000 and 75.000 adherents.

The OCA is a structure that was founded in 1970 as a church independent
of any of the national Orthodox Churches (Tarasar 1975: 261-280). However, it
was to a large extent a political project of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC),
meaning that it is still considered ‘Russian’ by many, even though it counts
among the more ‘American’ jurisdictions. The traditional center of world Or-
thodoxy, the Patriarch of Constantinople, has not recognized it as an indepen-
dent church so far, probably because it considers the GOA the most legitimate
structure in North America. The AOCA was originally responsible for Arabic
Orthodox Christians but has accepted a number of convert communities since
the 1980s, making it too a multicultural entity.

There are eleven other church structures in the US that share the remaining
100.000 Orthodox adherents, including the Russian Orthodox Church Out-
side Russia (ROCOR) with 24.000 adherents. This is a structure that was estab-
lished in Serbia in the 1920s as an alternative to the compromised ROC in the
Soviet Union (Rimestad 2015). It comprised most of the Russian bishops who
fled from the Bolshevik regime and remained a staunchly monarchist and reac-
tionary structure throughout the Cold War, considering itself the true Russian
Orthodox Church. Its administrative center was relocated to Munich in 1945
and to New York in 1948. In 2007, through the mediation of Russian President
Vladimir Putin, it reunited with its archenemy, the ROC of the Moscow Patri-
archate (Collins 2023, 50-57). It still exists as a separate entity with a rather
conservative outlook but has acknowledged the legitimacy of the Moscow Pa-
triarchate as the center of Russian Orthodoxy.

This is a rather confusing plethora of separate structures, each of which
may be seen as an organization in its own right. However, as was the case with

2 Cf. https://orthodoxreality.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/2020CensusGeneralRep
ort1.pdf. There are additionally almost 500.000 Oriental Orthodox adherents in the
US. This community has, despite being frequently conflated with the Eastern Ortho-
dox, its own unique historical and sociological realities and so is beyond the scope of
this paper.
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the Russian diocese in the 19th century, these organizations are not primar-
ily social forms in the sense of being arenas for social interaction, but rather
providers of identity and umbrella organizations for the individual parishes
that see themselves as communities for their members. The latter still corre-
spond largely to the social form of ‘group’, where membership is informal and
diffuse, but often tied to ethnic affiliation. At the same time, more formal-
ized ‘organizations’ do exist, especially when it comes to the relationship with
secular American society. There are church-linked social and cultural organi-
zations, where there is formal membership and a hierarchical structure with
clear division of labor. These organizations in most cases do not claim to rep-
resent ‘the Churcl?, however, but are auxiliary associations.

In other words, the social forms of the Eastern Orthodox Church in the US
should be viewed at three different levels: the national level of dioceses and
church structures (organization) is not really concerned with membership
and social interaction, but mostly with church law and upholding geopolitical
boundaries. The individual parishes (group), on the other hand, generally try
to be inclusive but tend to become rather closed communities for people of
a specific ethnic affiliation. The third level is outside of the church as such
(organization/network) and includes church-affiliated organizations that
labor for inclusive parishes, inter-jurisdictional cooperation, or social welfare
programs. All three levels form part of the Orthodox Church in North America
and make up its outward appearance. It would be a fallacy to see only one
level, which would skew the image and misrepresent the complexity of US
Orthodoxy.

3. Conversion to Orthodox Christianity in the United States
of America

One of the factors resulting in such a skewed perception is that of American
converts to the Orthodox Church. Even though the vast majority of Orthodox
Christians in the US have family ties to traditionally Orthodox countries and
see themselves as Orthodox faithful “in the diaspora”, the most vocal views of
the Orthodox Church in the English language come from converts. While most
converts have personal reasons for joining the Orthodox Church, such as Or-
thodox spouses or formative holiday encounters with Orthodox spirituality,
there is a sizeable and very vocal type of convert who approaches the Orthodox
Church from readings and profound theological or spiritual search (Rimestad
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forthcoming; Medvedeva, forthcoming). Interestingly, such converts become
very visible in the American religious field, since they are much more inclined
to missionary activity than the Orthodox Church has traditionally been and of-
ten try to convince their peers of the Orthodox “truth” they have discovered. The
social form thus championed is that of a group, but not in terms of social, lin-
guistic, or ethnic proximity. Rather, the converts seek to idealize the religious
aspects of Orthodoxy, downplaying its social aspects (Gallaher 2022).

One of the earliest examples of this type of convert was Seraphim Rose
(1934—1982), a Californian academic who rejected Christianity as a youth and
studied East Asian languages and culture before being accepted into the Ortho-
dox Church (ROCOR) in 1962 (Christensen 1993). Six years after joining the Or-
thodox Church, Seraphim founded a monastery where he became a monk. He
translated Orthodox theological writings into English and wrote his own the-
ological texts, often in a rather polemical style, besides running an Orthodox
publishing house and bookstore with a bi-monthly magazine. One of his main
topics was the perceived depravity of Western society that could only be over-
come through a rigorous adherence to Orthodox theological doctrine (ibid.).
For Seraphim, secluded monasticism was the only social form that was fully
compatible with Orthodox Christianity. He took an example from the Russian
monastic saints of the 16th through 19th centuries, who also chose a life at the
margins of civilization.

A different conversion story that also conforms to this type is that of Peter
Gillquist (1938-2012), a leading member of the Evangelical Campus Crusades
for Christ in the 1960s. Together with some of his fellow ‘Crusaders’, Gillquist
became disillusioned with what he perceived as the superficiality of Protestant
worship and church life and looked for the “One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic
Christian Church” (1992:57). He came across Eastern Orthodoxy, which he con-
sidered to embody this ideal community. Gillquist and his associates wished
to retain the social form they had grown into during their search for religious
truth — that of a close-knit “community of fate” — but the wish to be accepted
into the Orthodox Church as a group was initially not granted by any Orthodox
bishop in the US. The bishops feared that the balance between the three lev-
els of social forms described in the previous section would suffer from such a
group conversion of theologically literate and, perhaps more importantly, cul-
turally Protestant Americans. If these Protestant Americans entered into their
jurisdictions, their cultural (and one could say, ethnic) character would suffer.
Considering the churches had functioned not just as centers of worship but of
community life, this was a reasonable fear.
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Nevertheless, the Gillquist group was finally accepted by AOCA bishop
(Metropolitan) Philip in 1987, who saw these conversions as a way to provide
additional visibility to his fledgling church of Arabic migrants (Herbel 2014:
103-129). The group was known as the Evangelical Orthodox Mission, an or-
ganization modeled on Protestant missionary outreach, and it grew rapidly,
from 17 to 32 parishes within six years (Gillquist 1992: 175-177). Moreover, the
Mission established a publishing house (Ancient Faith Publishing), which has
published numerous volumes and other texts praising the AOCA as a generous
haven for American converts, even though these publications have been criti-
cized as being a “strange hybrid of evangelical Protestantism and Orthodoxy”
(Gallaher 2022: 115).

For Gillquist, as well as for innumerable others, the Orthodox Church
offered a place for unadulterated spirituality, a refuge from rampant secular-
ization and liberalism (cf. Makrides 2022). At the same time, their Western,
Protestant mindset made it difficult for them to imagine a religious faith
where the social form of organization does not take a prime place. Instead of
blending into the existing social forms of jurisdictions (organizations) and
parishes (groups), the converts tend to establish parish organizations and
evade obedience to traditional authority structures (cf. Gallaher 2022). This
can also be seen in the rising popularity of published conversion accounts to
Orthodox Christianity on the American book market in the last years (such
as Gillquist 1995; Huneycutt 2018; cf. also Medvedeva forthcoming), not to
mention the establishments of other media outlets, such as the radio station
“Ancient Faith Radio” or interactive websites, like “journeytoorthodoxy.com”
and others. Common to them all is the attempt to portray Orthodox Chris-
tianity as original Christianity, and thus the solution to many of the problems
of the modern world.

Ksenia Medvedeva (forthcoming) argues that American converts to the Or-
thodox Church either convert “to the Ancient Church” or they convert “against
Westernvalues”. We argue that there is no substantial difference between these
two motives, but rather between what may be called theological and cultural con-
verts. Cultural converts are those who convert because of personal reasons or af-

3 Rebranded as “Ancient Faith Ministries” in the digital era. Ancient Faith Ministries
demonstrates the particular nature of these “theological converts” and the extent to
which they retain their (white) American Protestant cultural perspective, seeking to
create “Orthodox” alternatives to the cultural components of American Evangelical
Protestantism.
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ter a profound spiritual experience involving the Orthodox Church. They are
generally happy to try to integrate into existing parishes, even if these retain
an ethnic character. The theological converts, on the other hand, who see in Or-
thodoxy “the true church’, feel distracted by the ethnic character. These lat-
ter, like Peter Gillquist and his community, may then try to establish their own
Orthodox parishes, where ethnicity is not a significant marker (Gillquist 1992:
182-184; Slagle 2011:124-142). As mentioned above, this is most easily achieved
in the OCA and the AOCA, church structures that try to leave their ethnic con-
notations behind. That is why these two structures are the ones that tend to be
most open to receiving converts and integrating fully into American culture. In
terms of social forms, this means that their parishes conceive of themselves as
“movements”, rather than groups, in the sense that their membership is even
more diffuse and informal with a high degree of symbolic integration and a
clearly stated goal: to make society more Orthodox.

However, this goal is a two-pronged sword, for it can mean either of two
things. For one, some converts long for a return to the “golden age” of Ortho-
dox Christianity, which is variably situated in the time of the Church Fathers
in the first Millennium CE or in the Tsarist Russian Empire, as we elaborate
in the next section. The other option is more benign, a diffusion of Orthodox
spirituality and Christian love into all aspects of societal life, by leading the way
as positive examples. For some proponents of the first idea, the converts argu-
ing for the second option have already lost contact with the true Orthodox faith
and have succumbed to liberalism and secularization. For those in the second
group, it is the other way around: the converts that long for an ‘orthodoxiza-
tion of society conflate the abstract Orthodox ethos with rigorous practices and
rules (Gallaher 2022).

The proponents of an ‘orthodoxization’ of American society want the Or-
thodox Church to take on the social form of a movement, which would con-
sciously and radically counter what they perceive as harmful secularizing and
liberal developments. Analytically, it is difficult to describe them as a move-
ment, but they are rather part of a network of political and social ideas that
are shared across communities and religions. They often refer to the polemic
works of Seraphim Rose, which would champion ‘traditional Orthodox anti-
Westernism. However, according to Robert Saler (2024), Seraphiny’s actual the-
ology was not so much anti-Western as it provided a template on which anti-
Westernism can easily be crafted (cf. also Riccardi-Swartz 2022:191). The radi-
cal anti-Westernism of Orthodox Christianity is a recent phenomenon, even if
it has precursors in earlier centuries (Makrides/Uffelmann 2003).
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At the same time, immigrant American Orthodoxy has not been entirely
immune from the effects of this mentality, absorbing it both from the con-
verts entering Orthodoxy and from the wider culture, a culture in which reli-
gion has increasingly become a marker of political identity (Hartman 2019). The
mostvisible example of this phenomenon is the rise of the so-called Ephraimite
monasteries in the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America (Kostarelos 2020;
Kostarelos 2022). The charismatic Elder Ephraim (1928-2019), born in Volos,
Greece, and trained as an Athonite monk under the influential Joseph the Hesy-
chast, visited North America in the late 1970s. Here, he found a Greek commu-
nity in its second and third-generation post-migration that was increasingly
affluent and highly assimilated.* Ephraim understood this as a lack of spiri-
tual vigor on the part of the Greeks and thus resolved to come to the United
States as a missionary to this Orthodox Christian community. Thus, like many
American converts to Orthodoxy, Ephraim understood Orthodoxy in a much
more mission-focused way than it had previously understood itself. The differ-
ence, however, is that Ephraim understood his mission primarily to the Greek
diaspora, which had fallen away from their traditional Orthodox faith, not to
those from other ethnic backgrounds. Despite this original focus of his mis-
sion on the Greek American community, the monasteries founded by Ephraim
and his followers have also attracted a considerable number of converts, ea-
ger for the experience of ‘authentic’ Athonite monasticism in America (Kelaidis
forthcoming). The existence of Ephraimite monasteries demonstrates the way
in which Western Christian social forms have influenced Orthodox Christian
understandings in the diaspora leading to the generation of para-ecclesiastical
bodies under the guise of religious organizations.

4. Orthodox catechization and the internet

Sarah Riccardi-Swartz (2022) conducted fieldwork over an extended period
among Orthodox Christians in a small town in the Appalachian mountains.
Her findings corroborate the change occurring since 2010 and especially since
the ascent of Donald Trump to the American presidency in 2016. Whereas the
Orthodox community she studied initially grew out of the vision of a disciple
of Seraphim Rose in 2000, it has increasingly become a home for converts
who are disillusioned with current American politics and look for alternative

4 Cf. https://ergon.scienzine.com/article/articles/liturgical-language-crisis-of-1970.
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concepts of community. This way, the Orthodox faith becomes reimagined in a
way that is deeply tied to the political. This imagined world “marshals theolog-
ical and political structures far removed from ancient Christian monasticism
and American religion and politics, yet continually in tension with both” (ibid.:
192).

Besides this political radicalization of Orthodox communities in rural
America, there is a much more dangerous radicalization that is happening
online. The proliferation of internet resources and digital communication has
profoundly changed the social forms of Orthodox Christianity in America.
Coupled with an increasingly polarized and dichotomized political atmo-
sphere in the US, this gave rise to the phenomenon of reactive internet
Orthodoxy. Digital Orthodox celebrities, such as Josiah Trenham, Rod Dreher,
Peter Heers, and Frederica Mathewes-Green, “were all players in the social
drama of Reactive Orthodoxy” (ibid.: 21). These actors not only are all converts
from Evangelical Protestant Churches to Orthodox Christianity, but they use
internet technologies to very vocally lay the claim of representing ‘true’ Ortho-
dox spirituality. At the same time, they have retained a Protestant mindset
that hinders them in fully accepting universally held Orthodox truths, such as
the subordination to one’s bishop or the importance of community (Gallaher
2022). Although there are various parallel Orthodox ecclesiastical structures
in North America that have a partially strained relationship with each other,
they all agree that it is usurpation when a priest like Peter Heers is unable to
disclose which bishop is blessing his work as a priest.”

Nevertheless, this does not diminish Heers’ appeal to disillusioned Amer-
icans who find these online offerings of Orthodox faith so appealing that they
decide to convert and become avid followers. Even those who are rooted in an
Orthodox parish community tend to utilize online resources. For many of these
converts, according to Riccardi-Swartz, “digital networks allowed them to con-
nect, share, and be a part of the broader Orthodox community across the globe”
(Riccardi-Swartz 2022:188; cf. also Medvedeva forthcoming). While the actual
discussions in Orthodox communities and the printed literature retain some
level of theological nuance and differentiation, online communications tend to
be more polarized and full of inflammatory rhetoric.

In terms of social forms, the actual parishes and living Orthodox commu-
nities, be they predominantly ethnic or converts, retain the characteristics of a
group, focusing on the individuals as part of the community (Bringerud 2019).

5 Cf. https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023.

263


https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023
https://www.assemblyofbishops.org/news/2023/communique-04202023

264

Social Forms of Religion

The online communities, on the other hand, perceive themselves as a move-
ment that aims at preventing further social change in the liberal direction.
However, they are more concisely conceptualized as networks, since they do
not rely on locations or physical interaction but only serve as echo chambers
mutually reinforcing mostly far-right political opinions through specific theo-
logical interpretations that are often not condoned by the official religious ex-
perts of the Orthodox Church.®

Assignificant number of the recent converts to online reactive Orthodoxy in
North America have little contact with an actual Orthodox parish since there is
none in their vicinity. Furthermore, many of these converts are already part
of social groups particularly prone to engagement with online radicalism —
namely young men who have at least some higher education and experience
some degree of alienation from society and/or peer groups (Odag et al. 2019).
In keeping with their broader alienation, their exposure to everyday parish life
in the Orthodox Church is minimal, to such an extent that the social form they
are living in the Orthodox Church resembles a dyad, where the individual con-
vert interacts with the church through a few self-styled internet gurus.” That
many of these converts embrace the label “incel” (originally denoting involun-
tary celibate young males) further exacerbates their radicalization, as they are
“outraged by the shifting social norms in the United States, fearful of potential
political and religious persecution of American conservative Christians, and
concerned by threats to white hegemony” (Riccardi-Swartz 2022: 188). It be-
comes increasingly clear that there is a growing subculture within the Ortho-
dox Church in North America that politically leans to the right fringes while
it increasingly disconnects with traditional authorities and social forms in the
Orthodox Church, the bishops and the parishes as moderating communities
(Gallaher 2022). This subculture thrives in the era of “networked individual-
ism”, as identified by Rainie and Wellman (2012). The more detrimental ef-
fects of the “Triple Revolution” they hold high have arguably become plainly
visible only since the mid-2010s, in the “Putin-Trump era’ that saw the rise
of White Nationalism in the US, the eruption of inter-racial violence and the
Black Lives Matter-Movement, and also the COVID-19 pandemic and rampant
Trumpism (Riccardi-Swartz 2022:187). That there is a direct link between far-
right rhetoric and conversion to Orthodox Christianity is undeniable, both in
terms of white nationalism (Leonova 2019) and anti-vaccinationism (Issaris et

6 Cf. e.g. https://theopenark.substack.com/p/from-orthobro-to-orthodox-and-the.
7 Cf. https://theopenark.substack.com/p/from-orthobro-to-orthodox-and-the.
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al. 2023). When the dispute over the presidential elections of 2020 provoked the
“Storm on the Capitol” on January 6, 2021, there were numerous Orthodox con-
verts among the rioters, including at least one priest, who was later sanctioned
by his bishop for his actions.® This radicalization is undoubtedly a result of the
triple revolution, with the additional revolution in AI and algorithms, which
help solidify the feeling of being part of a moral majority, even if this feeling
has little basis in reality.

The fact that physical interaction as a diverse community is not necessary
to spread some of these political and social views becomes a problem for the
Orthodox parishes in North America. There is a tension between the tradi-
tional emphasis among the Orthodox church structures in the USA and this
new English-language Orthodox discourse on the internet. The former has fo-
cused on finding a way to make Orthodox Christianity American and universal
by overcoming ethnic divisions, a topic that has remained an important part
of the rhetoric of converts like Gillquist and is still held high by the Orthodox
Churches in the US. The other discourse, which Riccardi-Swartz terms “Reac-
tive Orthodoxy”, is a discourse happening primarily online since the mid-2010s
thatis seeping into convert Orthodox communities. It is a “worldbuilding form
of the faith that finds its roots in an imagined nostalgia for ancient Rus’, Amer-
ican Christian nationalism, and an apocalyptic disenchantment with democ-
racy” (Riccardi-Swartz 2022:173).

Instead of readily accepting the social form of the Orthodox parishes that
can be conceptualized as alocal group and focuses on the individual members,
reactive Orthodoxy sees itself as a movement with a clear goal - to overthrow
the liberal bias of contemporary American society, be it gender ideologies, in-
fringements upon civil liberties, or race relations. At the same time, it is ana-
lytically more correct to describe reactive Orthodoxy as a network in the sense
of Rainie and Wellman, as a community held together through digital links,
often centering on a few controversial but media-savvy experts. Some of these
experts, moreover, are more interested in followers and internet fame than in
consistent theological arguments.’

8 Cf. https://www.splcenter.org/hatewatch/2023/08/22/orthodox-priest-jan-6-particip
ant-supports-russian-government-scheme-enticing-conservatives.

9 Cf. https://theopenark.substack.com/p/from-orthobro-to-orthodox-and-the; https://
Www.euronews.com/2023/07/31/democracy-is-a-tool-of-satan-the-murky-world-of-o
rthodox-influencers.
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Social Forms of Religion

5. Conclusion

What all this means for the social forms of Orthodox Christianity in North
America is that there is a rising tension between the communitizing elements
that have dominated American Orthodox discourse until recently and the soci-
etalizing tendencies of reactionary online Orthodoxy. Communitization for the
Orthodox communities in the US means growing together to be a harmonious
community of believers, which would overcome traditional and existing eth-
nic and cultural divisions, including with regard to mainstream society. The
societalizing tendencies, on the other hand, refer to abstract and functional
links between like-minded individuals who are more interested in construct-
ing an alternative to the mainstream than growing as a community. The Ortho-
dox Church has never been fond of the idea of the church as an organization,
even though the various jurisdictions operating in North America have organi-
zational structures. These are much more concerned with authority structures
and church law than with their actual members, though. Although Orthodox
parishes in the US had to register as organizations for legal reasons, most early
parishes were relatively homogeneous groups of individual faithful that recog-
nized each other as equal without any formal membership requirements. That
being said, not infrequently throughout the twentieth century, Greek Ortho-
dox parishes, for example, developed along regional lines or split from one an-
other as political tensions in Greece found their way to the diaspora (Diamanti-
Karanou 2015).%

Nevertheless, the conceptualization of the Orthodox Church as a move-
ment of like-minded people of the same faith, though dispersed among various
contesting ethnic structures, was prevalent, including the attempts to estab-
lish a non-ethnic American Orthodoxy — be they through inter-jurisdictional
cooperation or convert communities (Bringerud 2019). This is clearly a commu-
nitizing impetus, looking to integrate diverse individuals into a united faith
community. Orthodox religious organizations below the level of the jurisdic-
tion do exist, but they are not coterminous with the parish. They help organize
specific parts of its Orthodox outreach, such as support for the needy (Riccardi-
Swartz 2022:152—153) or inter-Orthodox cooperation (Kishkovsky 2004). More-
over, this work is usually perceived as the fulfillment of Christian obligations
rather than as a function within an organization. For the individual parish,

10  The tensions in America’s growing Ethiopian Orthodox community seem to repeat
this kind of development in the 21st century (Kelaidis, forthcoming).



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

S. Rimestad and K. Kelaidis: Social Forms in Orthodox Christian Convert Communities

the social form of a group is more apt, since it has a fluid, diffuse member-
ship, where all those present are integrated into the community as individual
faithful.

Reactive online Orthodoxy, on the other hand, while also perceiving itself
as a movement with a moral impetus, is best described with the social form
of a network. More precisely, it is a digital network, one that in some cases
borders on the dyadic, meaning the relationship between a central actor and
their individual followers. As such, it does not display the same community
elements, but can rather be viewed as a political entity. The community is vir-
tual and only occasionally becomes visible, most often in the term of events.
Brandon Gallaher mentions several events at various North American Ortho-
dox clergy seminaries over the last few years that have included speakers who
are celebrities within reactive online Orthodoxy (Gallaher 2022: 112-113; cf. also
Riccardi-Swartz 2022: 21). He laments a general trend for all these seminaries
to succumb to ultra-conservative agenda-setting and fundamentalist rhetoric
in their public events.

Most Orthodox believers in the US still congregate in communities, but it
is increasingly difficult to avoid the discourse of reactive online Orthodoxy be-
cause it is omnipresent on the internet. Moreover, it is a self-reinforcing spi-
ral in that even well-meaning reposts of seemingly harmless Orthodox content
very easily attract comments from the reactive Orthodox milieu. This is the re-
sult of both the veil of anonymity that is offered by the internet and the mission
impetus of reactive Orthodoxy. Seeing themselves as saviors of a fallen world,
these actors, who are mostly converts from Protestantism, display online com-
munication that is lecturing and polemical. Thus, the ideas circulating among
reactive online Orthodox do take hold also in the parishes, especially those that
have a large percentage of converts. This implies that these parishes might be-
come more closed and dismissive of diversity of opinion. The dream of diverse
and all-encompassing Orthodoxy that is harbored among many liberal Ortho-
dox in North America is hampered by this development.

However, this development is not specific to North America, though reac-
tive online Orthodoxy still is a predominantly American phenomenon. Because
it is conducted mainly in English, however, it has a global following. At the
same time, it is fueled also by the deliberate use of Russian propaganda, es-
pecially following the attack on Ukraine in February 2022. Attempts to openly
split public opinion, mainly originating from Russia, can also be seen in many
European contexts, although the use of Orthodox Christianity to this end has
not been as successful as in the US.
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Forever Into Eternity
Social Forms of Religion in the Temple Wedding
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints

Marie-Therese Mdider

Abstract The wedding in the temple, known as the “sealing” ceremony, constitutes a piv-
otal moment in the life of a Latter-day Saint. Beyond the eternal nature of the marriage,
the exclusive sacred space of the temple holds profound significance for the couple and
their community, accessible only to members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. The temple wedding establishes clear distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘then, delin-
eating boundaries to the outside world and creating social units that embody the cellular
principle of social forms of religions. In this particular case, these units manifest as the
mavital dyad of the couple, fortified during the “sealing” ceremony in the temple. Mar-
riage between a man and a woman represents the most esteemed form of living, providing
access to the highest place in heaven. During the wedding, norms and values are not only
actively shared but also collectively experienced. Even years later, the event is recalled
in intricate detail, with certain experiences akin to the sealing ceremony in the temple.
Therefore, the wedding plays a vital role in communitization. Lastly, the wedding recep-
tion fosters emotional connections among guests who actively and enthusiastically par-
ticipate in the event, thereby bringing the social form of eventization into play.

Keywords boundary making, communitization, eventization, Latter-day Saints, mar-
ital dyad, temple, ceremony, video conversations, wedding

1. Introduction: Drawing boundaries within temple ceremonies

In 2008, while journeying through the Western United States, I had my inau-
gural visit to the Latter-day Saints Temple Square. Back then, my knowledge
of Mormonism and The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was rather
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limited. My initial impression of the place was vivid: the remarkable cleanli-
ness lingered in my memory; a feature particularly noteworthy from a Swiss
perspective. Moreover, the noticeable gap, the physical separation between the
tourists participating in guided tours and the members of the church, left a
strong impression on me (Mider 2020).

Most of the men were dressed in white shirts with ties and jackets. It ap-
peared that the temple square was segregated into two distinct sections: one
designated for the church members and another for the visitors. Initially, I
was puzzled by this division, but I later learned that access to the temple is re-
stricted to church members only. It was not until later that I noticed the wall at
the bottom of the picture and the deliberate landscaping that created a separa-
tion between myself and the guests. This setting clearly delineated a boundary
between us, the visitors, and them, the insiders. It became evident to me that
within Temple Square, there existed an exclusive group: individuals who stood
apart from the broader world, even though the dividing line was adorned with
carefully tended plants.

Latter-day Saints, who consider themselves Christians but are not fully ac-
cepted as such by all Christian communities, visit the temple to conduct vari-
ous rites of passage (Van Gennep 2019: 1-14), such as baptism for the dead or
couple sealings for eternity. Another important ritual practice is the “sealing
ceremony”. Latter-day Saint families who join the church after their children
are bornwill, as they call it, “seal” their family in a temple ceremony for eternity,
meaning that the family will continue to be bound together in the afterworld.
The same ritual is conducted by couples to be sealed for eternity, meaning that
the couple will still be married even after their death.’ Due to its eternal du-
ration, the Latter-day Saint temple wedding is called the “celestial marriage”
(Daynes 2015). The ceremonies, such as the regular temple visit where mem-
bers perform the “endowment ceremony” in various temple rooms, serve not
only as a way to confirm and establish identity among the members but also as
away to create a social distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them.

The present paper centers on one specific rite of passage within the Lat-
ter-day Saint community: the temple marriage, specifically the “sealing” cere-
mony. It addresses three questions: First, what does the temple wedding, the
“sealing” of the couple, mean within the Latter-day Saints’ worldview (Fritz et
al. 2018: 56—57)? Second, how is the representation of inclusion and exclusion

1 For more about the Latter-day Saint practices of “sealing” and “eternal marriage” cf.
Hammarberg 2013: 171-196; Daynes 2015)
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symbolically and practically communicated in the temple wedding and other
moments, like the civil marriage ceremony and the reception? Third, which so-
cial forms of religion follow from these boundaries of inclusion and exclusion
and how are social forms of religion expressed in the temple wedding and its
festivities?

The second question claims that the ritual of temple weddings signifies the
establishment of boundaries where participants create a distinction between
‘theny and ‘us’. This approach draws on the ethnographer and sociologist An-
dreas Wimmer’s understanding of the boundary concept that consists of “ev-
eryday networks of relationships that result from individual acts of connect-
ing and distancing” and the social classifications as ‘us’ and ‘theny (Wimmer
2008: 113). This classification allows the experience of belonging that, accord-
ing to Heinrich Popitz, is a basic form of social experience. The resulting social
units represent the cellular principle of social forms of religion that define the
distinctions between ‘us and the others’ by drawing certain boundaries to the
outside world (Popitz 1992: 140-143).

In the context of Latter-day Saints, this distinction from others is prac-
ticed in the sealing ceremony in the temple.” The latter is specifically drastic
because the couples are sealed forever beyond death. The collective represen-
tation of this shared worldview is expressed, among other ways, in the temple
buildings, which are only accessible to members of the church with a temple
recommendation by church authorities.®> Moreover, the various temple rituals
can be viewed as identity markers used to establish boundaries between the
Latter-day Saints and those outside the faith, echoing Wimmer’s analysis:

One divides the social world into social groups — into ‘us’ and ‘them’ — and
the other offers scripts of action — how to relate to individuals classified
as ‘us’ and ‘them’ under given circumstances. Only when the two schemes
coincide, when ways of seeing the world correspond to ways of acting in
the world, shall | speak of a social boundary. (Wimmer 2008: 113)

“[Sleeing the world” and “acting in the world” are intertwined and rooted in
a particular worldview and distinct practices, among which a wedding can be

2 The temple marriage is an important step in the “Mormon Quest for Glory,” as the title
of Melvyn Hammarberg’s monograph reads. Cf. Hammarberg 2013, 253—267.

3 A detailed account of the religious practices in a Latter-day Saint temple can be found
in Mader 2023, 201—202.
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included as a specific religious social practice on several levels. Yet, the tem-
ple wedding holds significant importance in the worldview of the Latter-day
Saints. The couple forms an eternal dyad between husband and wife by mak-
ing eternally valid promises to each other in the sealing ceremony in the tem-
ple to enter the highest degree of heaven (out of three) in the afterlife (Daynes
2015: 334). This eternal dyad can be seen as the smallest social form, according
to Popitz (1992: 152-156), in which each individual recognizes the other indi-
vidual and by doing so creates a social relationship.

Additionally, the wedding also encompasses the community and the wed-
ding guests. They partake in the ritual, listening to the couple’s vows and the
“sealer’s” (the master of ceremony in the temple) words. During weddings col-
lective and often emotional experiences, a strong sense of unity, and personal
inclusion are communicated. These experiences contribute to the social form
of religious communitization. A wedding transforms “individual experiences
into collective experiences and thus makes a constitutive contribution to so-

cial forms of religion™

(Heiser/Ludwig 2014: 8). In processes of communitiza-
tion common norms and values are shared, and the social boundary between
us and them is strengthened, and a collective identity is generated (Krech et
al. 2013: 54).° And finally, the support by other church members before, during
and after the wedding reinforces a collective practice. It highlights the experi-
ence of something extraordinary, emotional bonding and active participation,
that belongs to another religious social form, namely the eventization. “Acting
and feeling together connects the participants, takes them out of their every-
day lives and gives rise to the assumption that they are connected to something
bigger”, as sociologists Patrick Heiser and Christian Ludwig describe the reli-
gious social of eventization (Heiser/Ludwig 2014:10). This collective experience
is exemplified, for instance, in group photographs taken in front of the temple.
Following the temple wedding, the group congregates on the temple steps for
immediate photographs. This moment holds particular significance as photog-
raphy and videography are prohibited within the temple.

The chapter’s questions are considered on the basis of three interviews
that form part of a comprehensive interdisciplinary research project. This
study employs a multi-methodological approach encompassing 27 narrative-
biographical interviews involving both religious and non-religious couples

4 Translation from German by the author.
5 A detailed account of the religious social form of communitization can be found in
the introduction of this volume.
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across Italy, Germany, and Switzerland. These video-recorded conversations
are shaped by the methodological principles of visual anthropology (Pink 2021:
81-170). They involve couples viewing and commenting on their wedding pho-
tos to reconstruct the events of their wedding day. The current chapter centers
on three video interviews featuring couples affiliated with The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints from Germany, Italy, and Switzerland. It serves as
a case study within a broader research sample, where the contextual informa-
tion becomes pertinent for analyzing the three interviews (Baur/Lamnek 2017;
Hering/Schmid 2014).

The contribution is structured in four parts. In this introduction, I have
considered the boundary concept and how it is connected to the question of
social forms of religion in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (1.).
The main part discusses the role of Latter-day Saint temples not only in the
wedding ceremony but also as spaces of collective experiences and processes of
identity building (2.). Additionally, three conversations with Latter-day Saint
couples show how the wedding contributes to the social forms of religion of the
marital dyad, communitization, and eventization (3.). Finally, the conclusion
(4.) summarises the boundary-making processes taking place during Latter-
day Saint weddings and matches them with corresponding social forms of re-
ligion.

2. Latter-day Saint wedding in the temple
2.1 The boundary of the temple area

As previously mentioned, the temple is an exclusive space reserved solely for
Latter-day Saints who are baptized, have reached the age of eight, and have ac-
quired a temple recommendation issued by the temple authority (Mader 2023,
201). This recommendation is followed by an interview with either a bishop or
a representative of the church. Within the Mormon worldview, the temple is
historically linked to the Tabernacle of the Israelites (Ex 25-31) in the desert
and King Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem.®

6 There are 179 dedicated temples worldwide. 51 temples are under construction, 98
temples are announced, and six temples are currently being renovated. Cf. https://ch
urchofjesuschristtemples.org/temples/.
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Fig. 1: The Google Earth screenshot of the San Diego temple
shows the symmetrically arranged area. The two striking

towers are recognizable as shadows.

(https://www.google.com/maps/place/San+Diego+California+
Temple/@32.8662322,-117.2291438,484m/data=!3m1l1e3/4mé!3
ms!1sox8odcoéd3adazgaff:ox3681eflof8agafas!8m2!3d32.8665
341!4d-117.2287711162L20vMGQybDNi?entry=ttu)

The exclusivity of the temple is also reflected in its architecture and the
surrounding grounds, which are deliberately set apart from the adjacent ar-
eas. Often, the temple area is arranged within a block, enclosed by streets and
hedges. The layout of the buildings and pathways emphasizes a preference for
distinctive symmetrical and square architecture, exemplified by the aerial view
of the San Diego temple (cf. fig. 1). The spatial configuration of these temple
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Marie-Therese Mader: Forever Into Eternity

complexes becomes a distinguishing characteristic (see fig. 2) (Miader 2023:
202-208).

Fig. 2: San Diego Latter-day Saints temple.

(Photo M.-T. Mider, November 2015)

The temples’ predominantly white, square-shaped exteriors establish a vi-
sual connection between the individual temple buildings and represent The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as a global institution. The distinc-
tive temple architecture collectively embodies the church, in alignment with
Wimmer’s concept, and exudes an air of exclusivity. This architectural expres-
sion is further underscored by the surrounding garden areas, which contribute
to a somewhat segregating aesthetic. When members visit the temple, they en-
ter into an exclusive realm to which they maintain an emotional and personal
relationship that is based on shared norms and values. Temple visits not only
reinforce the relationships among the members but also provide a collective
identity. These experiences are attributed to the religious social form of com-
munitization. Only the visitor center serves as an inclusive space, although its
pristine appearance often creates an atmosphere that seems somewhat iso-
lated from the external world.
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2.2 Communitization, societalization, and the eternal dyad
in the “sealing” ceremony

In addition to the wedding for eternity, other significant rituals occur within
the temple. They allow further experiences that support processes of commu-
nitization as well as societalization. The latter comes into play because the
church strictly regulates these rituals, and assigned temple workers observe
the procedures to be carried out correctly. These include sealings of families
for eternity, particularly for those families who joined the community at a
later stage. Parents and their children are eternally linked in a manner similar
to the wedding ceremony. Furthermore, baptisms and confirmations for the
dead are conducted within the temple, taking place in the baptismal font
typically situated in the temple’s basement. The baptismal font is upheld by
twelve oxen, symbolizing the twelve tribes of Israel. This (presumably) imitates
the architectural design of the bronze basin in the courtyard of the Temple
of Solomon.” Members conduct rituals to baptize and confirm deceased
individuals, inducting them as posthumous members of the church.

The temple itself serves as a representation of the cosmology of The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, featuring the so-called “telestial”, “terres-
trial”, and “celestial” rooms.® These rooms symbolize the stages of existence:
the telestial represents the world of creation, the terrestrial signifies Earth
with the Garden of Eden, and the celestial denotes eternity. During a visit
to the temple, Latter-day Saints move through these rooms consecutively. In
the telestial and terrestrial rooms, visitors engage with spoken or recorded
texts, with the telestial room even presenting a film depicting creation. In the
celestial room, members are invited to experience the presence of God without
any further instructions.

In the Rome temple, these three rooms are arranged horizontally from left
to right on the middle level, with the telestial room on the left, the terrestrial
in the middle, and the celestial room on the right, following the order of their
cosmological significance (fig. 3).

7 Cf. https://www.esv.org/resources/esv-global-study-bible/illustration-11-solomons-te
mple.

8 The graphic depicting the telestial kingdom appears more akin to an infernal realm,
contradicting the Latter-day Saints’ belief in the absence of a traditional hell.
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Marie-Therese Mader: Forever Into Eternity

Fig. 3: Model of the Latter-day Saint temple in Rome.
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(photo M.-T. Mider, February 2023)

At the center of the upper level lies the sealing room, the site for weddings
and family sealings. This room is distinctive due to the altar positioned in the
center where the couple kneels during the ceremony. Adjacent to the wall par-
allel to the altar, mirrors are suspended, reflecting each other endlessly. This
perpetual reflection serves as a symbol of eternity.

Members informed me in various conversations that temples are replete
with symbols consistent across all temple locations worldwide. Latter-day
Saints are welcome to visit any temple and will encounter a similar internal
building structure and comparable interior design. Additionally, the similarity
between the temples allows members to share an emotional and sensational
experience that, in turn, fosters global communitization. As access to temples
is restricted, non-Mormons (unable to attend a Latter-day Saint temple wed-
ding) are guided to wait in a room adjacent to the temple reception, where on a
large screen the wedding ceremony is explained by a member of the governing
body of the church (Quorum of the Twelve).

It is notable that all three couples with whom I spoke about their temple
wedding vividly recalled the profound significance of the endless mirroring ef-
fect during the ceremony. The social form of the dyad represents the cell of re-
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Social Forms of Religion

ligious communitization and at the same time becomes collective on the level
of experience and memory of the wedding.’

2.3 The temple wedding as reinforcing collective identity

The temple marriage is an integral aspect of processes of communitization
within The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. It is exclusive not only
spatially but also emotionally, as — in their self-imagination — only Mormons
can comprehend the significance of being sealed for eternity. Getting married
in the temple holds distinctive importance in aiming for the highest position in
the celestial kingdom, as illustrated in a graphic from 1950 (see fig. 4) where the
couple will live together in eternity by attaining godhood and proceeding with
their procreation forever and ever (Hammarberg 2013: 267). Only these couples
will be given access to the highest of the three heavens Latter-day Saints believe
in.

The telestial kingdom stands as the lowest, reserved for those who have
completely disregarded the moral guidelines outlined by the Mormon faith.
The terrestrial kingdom is the second heaven, designated for “The good & hon-
orable but blinded by the craftiness of men,” as described in the image. Ulti-
mately, marriage is essential for the third heaven, “the highest of which is ex-
altation” (Daynes 2015: 334) as highlighted by the celebratory banner displayed
in front of the Salt Lake City temple in the image, but there are other paths into
it as well. While several other responsibilities are essential, such as baptism,
repentance, adhering to moral standards, paying tithes, and fulfilling duties,
marriage holds a preeminent role in attaining the kingdom of heaven and ulti-
mately achieving godhood as a reward. This positive appreciation of the tem-
ple wedding draws another boundary inside the Latter-day Saint community.
It highlights the dyad between the couple as the smallest religious social form
which is the most recognized in the afterlife.

Conversations with three Latter-day Saint couples delve deeper into social
forms of religion through the sealing experience and wedding festivities. High-
lighting their significance within the context of the dyad, communitization,
and eventization.

9 Interviews with N.N., couples, September 16, 2022 near Frankfurt/M./GE (https://doi.
org/10.5281/zenodo.8181413), February 1, 2023 near Zurich/CH (https://doi.org/10.528
1/zenodo.8248443), and February 10, 2023 in Rome/IT (https://doi.org/10.5281/zenod
0.8248549).
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Fig. 4: Depiction of the Latter-day Saint worldview.
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3. Three conversations with Latter-day Saint couples

The conversations with three Latter-day Saint couples about their wedding
reveal not only the significance of the temple wedding but also express similar
values connected to this experience. The couples stressed not only the social
form of the dyad during the temple wedding but also reported on the personal
inclusion of their guests during the sealing rite. The Latter-day Saint wedding
enhances not only communitization but also provides eventization during the
festivities. The conversations are recorded, and the video protocols are tran-
scribed verbatim (Halcomb/Davidson 2006: 40) and evaluated by combining
grounded theory and sociological hermeneutics of knowledge (Kurt/Herbrik
2014; Boehm 1994; Stritbing 2014). The analysis focuses on the way the couples
construct their wedding narrative in the temple and how they report different
social forms. The video interviews are part of a larger research project with the
main question of how contemporary media representations like photos and
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videos of religious and secular weddings in Europe communicate norms and
values. In the current paper, this question is discussed in the context of social
forms of religion, where the sharing of common norms and values stabilizes
religious communication and plays an important role in communitization
processes (Heiser/Ludwig 2014: 9). The interdisciplinary study applies a multi-
methodological approach that includes, among others, the analysis of wed-
ding shows and 27 narrative-biographical interviews (Hopf 2016) with couples
from Italy, Germany, and Switzerland who married between 1968 and 2022.
Within the research project’s framework, the discussions with Latter-day
Saint couples hold significance because these couples lack any photographs of
their temple wedding.

Remembering the ceremony without visual references forges a unique con-
nection among couples while creating a distance from others who do have pho-
tographs of the event. Despite this, their memories of the ceremony remain
distinct and vivid. The subsequent analysis of these three conversations delves
into how the boundary-making processes of inclusion and exclusion manifest
within the memories of the temple wedding.

The three couples were married at different times: The Italian couple wed in
the Bern temple in Switzerland in 1977, just two days after their civil marriage
at the civil registry in Campidoglio, Rome. The wife was 25 years old, and the
husband was 26. Both had converted to Mormonism at a young age after being
raised Catholic. They are parents to two children and are now grandparents.
The German couple married in the Frankfurt temple in 1989, holding both their
temple and civil ceremonies on the same day. The wife was 20 years old, and the
husband was 23 at the time of their marriage. Both were born into the church
and are parents to four adult children. The Swiss couple exchanged vows in the
Bern temple in 2022, following their civil wedding the day before. The wife was
24 years old, and the husband was 25. Both were born into The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints.

3.1 The ltalian couple (temple wedding in 1977)"

The couple — it was mainly the wife who was speaking while the husband reas-
sured her, repeatedly distanced themselves from the civil wedding during the

10 The conversation took place on 10 February 2023 at The Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints visitor center in Rome/IT.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Marie-Therese Mader: Forever Into Eternity

conversation. Both agreed that the civil wedding did not mean anything. It was
nothing more than a tedious event, as the wife mentions:

Nothing. Just a deadly effort. The real marriage for us would have been in
the temple. We only did the civil marriage because, from a legal point of
view, our marriage was valid. Otherwise, there would have been no need.
It was nice because it was exciting because we shared all this with our
relatives, our friends, and our parents. But while they were congratulating
us, we were thinking that the best is yet to come. We are here wishing
each other well, but we are married, yes, we are married by law, but our
hearts are yet to be married. The chain of love, of which | spoke before,
has not yet been bound. And so, the real wedding, for us, was the one
up in the temple. The wedding day here in Rome was a terrible effort.”

The couple explicitly expressed that their civil ceremony did not feel like the
“real wedding”, a sentiment they reiterated multiple times during the conver-
sation. They conveyed that they arranged it primarily for their parents and rel-
atives. Moreover, the post-wedding lunch created an uncomfortable situation
as they were expected to toast with the guests, which they refrained from do-
ing, given the Latter-day Saint prohibition of alcohol. This act of abstaining
from the toast symbolized their divergence from the group or non-members
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and highlighted their sense
of not fully belonging to their wedding guests. This deliberate choice served as
a means to reinforce their dyad, i.e. their identity as a couple while simultane-
ously creating a noticeable boundary to the attendees.

Primarily, the wife portrays the civil wedding and subsequent reception as
hectic and draining. In stark contrast, the temple wedding the following day is
depicted as a quiet and calm occasion. However, the wife emphasizes that the
spiritual experience during the temple wedding was indeed exhaustive:

And we just went up [to Switzerland]. Nothing happened there, though,
in the sense that the wedding in Zollikofen, like all weddings that take
place in the temple, are extremely meaningful. In this specific case, both
he and | had never done the path, so on the same day we did the spiri-
tual path, which we talked about earlier, and immediately afterwards we
went upstairs and had the wedding. So, it was a really full day for us. Also

11 Video conversation with NN, spouse, Rome/IT February, 10, 2023.Transcript translated
from the Italian by the author.
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because, besides the excitement of getting married, there was the com-
ing to know and making covenants and commitments, which were really
impactful from a spiritual point of view. And so we were exhausted."

In the wife’s representation, the two weddings compete against each other
with regard to representation and meaning. The civil marriage proved socially
exhausting due to the presence of numerous guests, family, and friends who
wanted to celebrate something the couple was not entirely invested in. The
great significance of the temple wedding proved to be draining also because
it was additionally combined with a customary temple visit that they had not
experienced before. This visit had a profound impact on them, as described
by the wife: “[...] there was the coming to know and making covenants and
commitments, which were really impactful from a spiritual point of view”.”
In 1977, the sealing ceremony was also logistically demanding, because there
was no temple in Italy at the time. The Latter-day Saints from Italy and many
other countries in mainland Europe had to travel to Switzerland to conduct
the diverse temple ceremonies and make covenants with God.

The couple’s firm boundary with non-Latter-day Saints, even many years
after their wedding, is likely due to their conversion to the church, which sets
them apart from the rest of their family and most of their friends who didn't
share their worldview. On the one hand, the dyadic relationship between the
couple is strengthened through this experience. On the other, they experience a
strong feeling of belonging to the Latter-day Saint community even many years
after the wedding. The temple wedding becomes part of their identity that they
share with the other members and therefore contributes to communitization.

3.2 The German couple (temple wedding in 1989)"

The German couple acknowledges that the civil wedding serves as the legal pre-
requisite for the temple wedding, but they also do not find it particularly mean-
ingful. They arranged the civil ceremony simultaneously with the temple wed-
ding and the evening reception. Managing these three significant events in one

12 Video conversation with NN, spouse, Rome/IT, February, 10, 2023. Transcript trans-
lated from the Italian by the author.

13 Video conversation with NN, spouse, Rome/IT, February, 10, 2023. Transcript trans-
lated from the Italian by the author.

14 The conversation took place 16 September 2022 in a private home near Frankfurt/M./
GE
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day was stressful, as they recall, and they express a desire to do it differently if
given the chance. It is not surprising that the temple ceremony held the focal
point amidst this packed day. The husband even remarks that this moment is
the only one he vividly recalls from the wedding:

So, the sealing is the only thing | can still remember. [..] It was just —
because it’s just the ambiance, it’s so beautiful. You're there in the temple.
You kneel in front of an altar and there are just so many of them, there
are opposing mirrors. That means you can see the others into infinity.
And that’s what a circle does. It's simple. It’s just incredibly beautiful ™

It is notable that the husband becomes emotional while recalling the cere-
mony. Another instance of emotional depth in their conversation occurs when
they discuss the certainty they had in choosing each other during their dating
phase. The husband emphasizes that this decision holds a different signifi-
cance within their church because it involves choosing for eternity, which, in
itself, can be quite intimidating. However, surpassing this fear is rewarding
and ultimately brings a sense of happiness. The husband’s memories of the
sealing ceremony point out again how the Latter-day Saint eternal marital
dyad distinguishes itself from other weddings.

Within this conversation, the temple ceremony is revealed not only as a
shared collective representation among all Latter-day Saints but also as a col-
lective experience. Both aspects foster connections among its members while
creating a sense of distance from non-Latter-day Saints and contribute to com-
munitization. The husband classifies those who do not belong to the church
when comparing the temple with the civil ceremony:

It's just more personal than the registrar reading out his text. We thought
it was unspeakable, but that's just the way it is. It is what it is. It was an
official who just did his job and that was it. It wasn't very personal.’®

Similar to the Roman couple the ceremony by the registrar is less valued by the
German couple. The husband laughs when he describes the anonymous and
almost mechanical civil procedure. It seems that he does not take it seriously

15 Video conversation with NN, husband, near Frankfurt/M./GE, September, 16, 2022.
Transcript translated from the German by the author.

16  Video conversation with NN, husband, near Frankfurt/M./GE, September, 16, 2022.
Transcript translated from the German by the author.
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and judges the work of the official as someone who “just did his job” while the
sealer in the temple who is an official chosen by the church authorities gives the
ceremony meaning. In contrast, the couple positively remembers details of the
sealing ceremony like when “the sun’s rays shine in through the stained-glass
windows”,"” as the wife describes the moment. It is also noticeable that they
agree on this very detailed memory which strengthens their marital dyad. The
husband says that after this moment the wedding could have been over. The
reception was obligatory, but obviously not relevant to them.

It is noteworthy that although non-Latter-day Saints are usually invited to
the reception, it is nonetheless exactly this part of the wedding which is less
valued by the couple. It shows that the community is prioritized over the “oth-
ers”, the non-Latter-day Saint members, against which a boundary is drawn.
Here not only communitization but also eventization take place by the inclu-
sion of non-members. This also coincides with the experience of the German
couple. The wedding reception took place in the church’s community center.
Many church members helped with organizing the reception, preparing food
and decoration, taking photos, and tidying up again at the end. The Swiss cou-
ple, the youngest of the three, could also count on the help of the members. This
also turns the wedding as an event into a shared experience during which the
Latter-day Saints additionally connect.

3.3 The Swiss couple (temple wedding in 2022)*®

In the case of the Swiss couple the shared experience of the wedding, with
other members of the church, was highlighted even more during the conversa-
tion. The whole wedding was supported by church members at different mo-
ments and revealed the social forms of religious eventization and communi-
tization. The hairdresser who also did the make-up was from the church, the
wedding cake was created by the bride’s father who is a professional confec-
tioner. Church members decorated the wedding location of the reception and
helped clean up afterward. The photographer was a Latter-day Saint. Addition-
ally, the couple celebrated an extra blessing ceremony at the garden house of a
member, a former bishop of the church. The husband describes their relation-
ship as being father-son-like.

17 Video conversation with NN, spouse, near Frankfurt/M./GE, September, 16, 2022. Tran-
script translated from Swiss German by the author.
18  The conversation took place in the couple’s apartment near Zurich/CH.
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The wedding consisted of four different ceremonies or receptions and took
place in central Switzerland in 2022. The first wedding was the civil at the reg-
istry with 50 guests. The second was the already mentioned blessing ceremony
with a reception afterward in the garden of a member with 8o guests. In the
evening the newlyweds celebrated with 100 guests, friends, and family mem-
bers. The following day the couple was sealed in the Bern temple in Zollikofen
accompanied by 25 close family members. Some of the guests, only members
of the church, participated in all four weddings. The couple sent different invi-
tations to individually assign the guests to one or more of the four celebrations.
The management of the different invitations was according to the couple quite
complex. Among other things, it was a way to draw boundaries between mem-
bers and non-members that in turn contributes to communitization.

During the conversation, the couple shared their intricately crafted wed-
ding album encapsulating the entire day, along with a video documenting the
evening reception. They explained that the absence of photos from the tem-
ple wedding did not bother them, as it felt that they compensated for the lack
of temple images with those from the blessing ceremony. Furthermore, nu-
merous photos were taken in front of the temple, featuring the couple, family
members, and friends in group shots. The wife expressed a sentiment of re-
gret at not being able to record the words spoken by the sealer, with a slight
disagreement between the couple on this matter. She believes the wording was
individually tailored for them. However, the husband holds a different perspec-
tive, disagreeing with her. To his understanding, the sealer’s words during the
wedding are consistently the same in every temple wedding. It was noticeable
that both of them made a swift attempt to resolve this disagreement during
the conversation, almost as if it were inappropriate to hold differing views on
the matter. Their marital dyad does not allow different memories in this issue.

When reflecting on the most significant moment of their wedding, the
emotional and personal experience of the temple ceremony once again stood
out as pivotal:

Husband: | had several moments like that. One of them was when | saw
her for the first time. Now it’s getting real. But the other one was also on
Saturday itself then, inside in the temple. And in that room, it has like
two mirrors, opposite each other, representing eternity. From this place,
where you are, you can look into the mirror non-stop. When | was there
with [my wife], | already-.
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Wife: At the end when we were still two?
Husband: Yes, yes, exactly.

Wife: Everyone left the room at the end. It was really just the two of us
sitting there.

mtm": |s that part of the ceremony?

Husband: That you're alone? No, we just wanted it that way.

mtm: To have a moment alone.

Husband: Yes.

mtm: And did you talk to each other or just soak up the moment-?
Husband: More soak up the moment. Maybe one word.

Wife: No, not spoken much, just absorbed.

Husband: For me, | once worked in the temple for three weeks. That was
before the mission. That was 2018. And | often went into that room where
the sealings take place, and | used to imagine what that might be like
when | was in there. That always gave me a calmness. Just such a nice
feeling. You can't compare that with what happened during the day. Be-
cause it was even better then. When | think of it like that, | always looked
forward to that moment. When | can be in there with my wife, and | can
seal myself to her for eternity.*®

Again, the opposing mirrors in the sealing room are mentioned as an experi-
ence of eternity by the husband. Additionally, the religious social form of the
intimate dyad shared exclusively by the couple resonates with the experiences
of the other couples during the temple ceremony. In this instance, the couple
deliberately carved out time for themselves immediately after the ceremony.
Despite having four celebrations in total, the temple ceremony stands as the

19 Interviewer and author of present chapter.
20 Video conversation with NN, husband, near Zurich/CH, February, 1, 2023. Transcript
translated from Swiss German by the author.
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pivotal event for both, holding significance beyond the other festivities. The
sealing for eternity serves as a profoundly unique and deeply personal emo-
tional experience for the couple. Simultaneously, it acts as a source of self-
assurance and connection for the community, creating a distinction between
them and others. These characteristics solidify as a robust boundary, delineat-
ing a clear divide between the Swiss couple and non-Latter-day Saints. The de-
lineation aligns with the concept of boundaries in this scenario and confirms
itself as the social-religious form of communitization. The couple’s memory of
their temple wedding represents an exclusive and highly symbolic practice that
can be categorized as a collective experience that is shared with other members
of the church.

4. Conclusion: Boundaries and social forms of religion
in temple weddings

In the Latter-day Saints worldview, temple weddings serve as a means of es-
tablishing boundaries in the social form of an exclusive religious community,
enabling members to distinguish themselves from others. These boundaries
manifest in various aspects, including the architecture of the Latter-day Saints
temple, its surroundings, and the couples’ recollections of their weddings. The
dynamics of connection and separation unfold at distinct junctures within the
wedding, delineated into the civil ceremony and the temple wedding. This de-
marcation provides “scripts of action that aid in the identification of ‘us’ versus
‘thery (Wimmer 2008: 113), contributing to a nuanced process of inclusion and
exclusion that in turn results in social forms of religion of the bridal couple’s
dyad, communitization, and eventization. The concluding remarks will con-
centrate on three pivotal moments identified in the analysis. They answer the
underlying question of how boundary-making processes and social forms of
religion are expressed in Latter-day Saint weddings.

The initial moment pertains to the perception of the temple building and
the collective emotions experienced by its members. The temple holds a central
significance as weddings are exclusively conducted in the sealing room within
its premises. The temple visit is perceived as a privilege, distinguishing Latter-
day Saints from others. Members share a profound connection to this sacred
space, fostering a sense of unity among them. The communal emotional at-
tachment to the temple amplifies its impact as a collective representation and
identity, which again refers to communitization reinforcing the social classi-
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fication of ‘them’ and ‘us‘. This boundary contradicts their self-perception as
Christians and their desire for a Christian affiliation that should include the
whole of Christianity and not just The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. The exclusivity of the temples frequently faces criticism. A common
response to this critique is the assertion that the temples are “sacred, not se-
cret”.”
The significance of the temple ceremony for couples is the second moment
in which the social forms of the dyad on one hand and communitization on
the other play a role. They are expressed in collective representations, social
classifications as ‘us’ and ‘ther, and the interaction with the community. All
three couples treasured their experiences in the sealing room, each in a unique
way. The shared ‘mirror experience emerged as a common thread, serving as
a defining aspect of the temple wedding. Emotional moments were described
by all three couples, with the Italian couple expressing feeling “exhausted”
due to the intense spiritual experience. Furthermore, it was the first time the
Italian couple had entered the temple, experiencing the endowment cere-
mony for the first time. This dual encounter likely heightened the emotional
intensity. Similarly, the German couple vividly recalled their temple wedding.
For instance, they intricately described the sunlight streaming through the
stained-glass windows of the sealing room. Both emphasized the profound
shared emotional moment, noting that everything thereafter felt more like a
duty toward their guests. The Swiss couple deliberately approached the temple
ceremony, carving out a moment to savor the atmosphere in the sealing room.
They scarcely spoke, opting to “soak up the moment”, as they recollect.
Despite these three independent experiences, commonalities emerge. All
three couples articulate a perception of something extraordinary during the
temple ceremony, rooted in the spatial and sensory elements. This exceptional
experience thus becomes an exclusive boundary between the couple and atten-
dees of the sealing ceremony. The couple is drawing an inner boundary — now
transformed into an eternal dyad by the sealing/mirroring — separated from
everyone else, even other Latter-day Saints present in that room. The third mo-
ment of communitization pertains to the wedding reception held outside the
temple during which the religious social form of eventization comes into play
as well. Once again, the receptions varied, yet shared certain similarities as a
collective endeavor. The Italian couple, compelled to celebrate for their parents,

21 Cf. https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/eng/new-era/2006/01/how-to-talk-ab
out-the-temple.
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repeatedly underscored that the civil wedding and the ensuing reception were
bothersome and held no personal significance for them. They felt estranged
from the entire event and explicitly distanced themselves. Similarly, the Ger-
man couple conveyed that the temple wedding was the highlight of the entire
day, echoing the sentiment of the Swiss couple. Unlike the Italian couple, both
the German and Swiss couples celebrated with numerous church members,
creating a more comfortable atmosphere compared to the Italian couple. Addi-
tionally, the German and Swiss couples celebrated in the church meeting house
with assistance from fellow members. According to the couples, the members
expect and are accustomed to supporting couples in preparing and celebrating
their weddings, as humorously noted by the Swiss couple. In this way, not only
the temple ceremony but also the reception become a practice of inclusion and
boundary-setting for the community in a collective endeavor. Therefore, the
wedding reception includes both social forms, namely communitization and
eventization.

To summarise, it can be stated that the multiple boundary-making pro-
cesses within the context of temples and Latter-day Saint weddings unveil
social forms of religion at different moments. First, the overarching boundary
between outsiders and insiders (us/them) is revealed in relation to the space
of the temple building which excludes outsiders. It creates a profound sense
of belonging in the temple sealing ceremony and plays a constituting part in
the Latter-day Saints’ communitization process. From an emic perspective, it
makes all the other elements, such as the civil ceremony or various receptions,
pale into insignificance for the couples. Second, the ceremony also creates
inner boundaries within this “sacred space” within the sealing room, formed
around the couple’s dyad as the smallest social form, mirrored in eternity. The
couples see themselves as a unity for all eternity, distinct even from other LDS
members within the sealing room. The third boundary is the common space of
the wedding reception - in which LDS members and non-members share the
space. In this setting, Latter-day Saints, notably the married couple, seek to
express their religious identity (e.g. by not drinking alcohol) in a worldly space
by applying the religious social form of eventization. The clearest example of
these multiple boundary rings is indicated by the various invitations sent to
different ceremonies and receptions, to members and non-members, distin-
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guishing between the four ceremonies of the Swiss couple.”” It shows that
communitization may also include non-members for a certain time frame
who participate in the event. At the same time, these guests are aware that
they are only partly included, which in turn lets both sides experience the
boundary during the celebration of the wedding.

Clear and robust boundaries, even multiple boundaries, impact not only
insiders but also outsiders of a community. LDS weddings allow intense col-
lective experiences that serve the social forms of religious communitization,
the eternal dyad of the couple, and in some moments the eventization of reli-
gion. The boundaries established in a Latter-day Saint wedding may therefore
also evoke an equal sense of exclusion for those not permitted to enter the inner
boundary rings of the temple space.

Disclaimer

This project has received funding from the European Union's Horizon 2020 re-
search and innovation programme under the Marie Sklodowska-Curie grant
agreement No 101024115. The present document reflects only the author’s
view and the European Commission Research Executive Agency (REA) is not
responsible for any use that may be made of the information it contains.

22 The model draws on the religious space of the Jerusalem Temple with its gradations
of “holiness” increasing the closer to the center one gets of the Holy of Holies. | thank
my colleague Sean Ryan for this fruitful input.
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Organizing “Private Religion”
Types of Governance in US Protestantism

Insa Pruisken

Abstract According to Luckmann, the new social form of religion in modern societies is
the private form, which is characterized by the rise of a consumer mentality. However, re-
ligious consumers can only emerge when religious organizations provide the options for
consumer choices. Consumer religion is associated with a particular pattern of church
organization, which is best represented by the megachurch model and is similar to pro-
cesses in the field of higher education. To identify this pattern, I introduce the “gover-
nance equalizer”, an instrument that was developed for the field of higher education. The
analysis of governance patterns proceeds in three steps. First, I discuss three types of el-
ementary mechanisms of governance forms: mutual observation, influence, and negoti-
ation. Second, I differentiate types of actors in US Protestantism: individual believers,
communities, congregations, denominations, and special purpose groups. Third, build-
ing on constellations of mutual negotiation, I distinguish six types of governance forms
in US Protestantism: (1) denominational requlation, (2) democratic self-governance, (3)
hierarchical self-governance, (4) stakeholder guidance, (5) competition, and (6) network
governance. Finally, I discuss the role of organizations in the formation of private reli-
gion.

Keywords governance, legitimation, megachurch model, privatized religion, social
form of veligion, United States

1. Introduction

How does religion show itself in modern societies? This was the leading ques-
tion for Thomas Luckmann, who considered a social form of religion broadly
as a “social arrangement between collective religious representations and the
social structure” (Luckmann 2003: 279). Following Emile Durkheim, Luckmann
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studies religious change from a functionalist perspective and states that reli-
gion is “not a passing phase in the evolution of mankind but a universal aspect
of the conditio humana” (ibid.: 276). The social form of religion describes how
the religious core of a worldview is related to the social and normative order of
society.' Therefore, Luckmann’s concept of the social form of religion not only
refers to organizational types, such as markets, networks, and events but also
considers the relationship between institutional forms and religious ideas (see
the introduction to this volume). How are religious ideas and worldviews in-
stitutionalized in modern societies?

With the spread of secularization and the progressing functional differen-
tiation of spheres — politics, economy, science, education, art, etc. — the social
form of “privatized religion” emerged, which resulted from the “demonopo-
lization” of the production and distribution of worldviews and the despecial-
ization of religion. In this social form, the sacred cosmos depends on the pri-
vate sphere and on secondary institutions* Knoblauch (2010) later described as
“popular religion”. This means that religious socialization is not necessarily a
part of primary socialization, in which individuals encounter an objective so-
cial structure that is mediated by significant others (such as parents, siblings,
and teachers). No general obligatory model exists anymore that relates reli-
gious values to the social and normative order of society. Instead, a plurality of
worldviews and institutional forms develop that (in principle) become available
to everyone. Multiple “sacred cosmoses” represent religious and nonreligious
worldviews and compete with each other. Luckmann (2003) and Berger (1963)
use the concept of the “market” as a metaphor to describe this new form of

1 Luckmann does that by distinguishing analytically between personality, structure, and
culture. Personality refers to the individual’s unique pattern of thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors and serves as the mediating mechanism between the individual and soci-
ety. Social structure describes the organized patterns of social relationships and insti-
tutions that make up society including norms and values, roles, institutions, and pat-
terns of social interaction. Culture provides a framework for understanding the world,
shaping individual behavior, and maintaining social order (Parsons/Platt 1973).

2 This term refers to Berger and Luckmann’s distinction between “primary” and “sec-
ondary” socialization. “Secondary socialization is the internalization of institutional
or institution-based ‘subworlds’. (...) [It] requires the acquisition of role-specific vocab-
ularies, which means, for one thing, the internalization of semantic fields structuring
routine interpretations and conduct within an institutional area” (Berger/Luckmann
1967: 138).
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religion; others talk of “event-structured”, “hyper-mediatized”, and “spiritual”
forms of religion (Gauthier 2014).

With the rise of the private form of religion, religious communities are
increasingly operating in competitive environments.’ Unlike the fields of art,
science, health, and sports, religions receive less or no financial support from
the government to carry out their activities. Although many European nation-
states still maintain a cooperative relationship with religion and churches en-
joy special privileges, these special rights are often more historical remnants.
In particular, in the United States, religious organizations must grow on their
own merit. Therefore, in the discourse on the “governance of religion”, the
dominant question is not how to enhance the effectiveness of religion (as in
the case of education and science) but rather how to manage religious diversity
and restrain or contain the power of religious communities (Schuppert 2012;
2017). The state’s role in this context is primarily to institutionally safeguard
pluralism and nonviolence (Kern/Pruisken 2018).

In the competitive environment of private religion, religious organizations
need to draw in members with their offerings. The social form of private reli-
gion necessarily builds not only on religious consumers but also on religious
providers. Consequently, culturally pluralized religion also faces a pluraliza-
tion of religious organizational forms. Although the rational-choice approach
to religion has repeatedly emphasized the market-like nature of religion, it
has neglected the pluralization of religious organizational forms. This is ac-
companied by the fact that established organizational sociology has only been
sporadically integrated into the sociology of religion (and vice versa) (Petzke/
Tyrell 2012; Tracey/Phillips/Lounsbury 2014). The development of types of so-
cial forms in religion has not been incorporated into current debates in orga-
nizational sociology.

However, despite differences from other societal fields, there is no reason
to assume that established instruments of governance and organizational re-
search should not be applicable to religious organizations as well. Religious
actors in modern societies copy and enact organizational models from other

3 By using the concept of “competitive environments,” | draw on Meyer and Rowan’s
(1977) distinction between competitive and institutional environments. Meyer and
Rowan focus on the degree of legitimacy of organizations. While organizations in
competitive environments must struggle for their survival, organizations in institu-
tional environments can survive even if they are not successful, yet still perceived as
legitimate by the environment.

301
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societal fields, such as economy, science, and education, and from the non-
profitsector. This is particularly true for the “megachurches”, which have trans-
formed US Protestantism in the last decades. In addition, similar to religion
in the United States, the state has withdrawn from direct control over many
societal sectors in modern societies. Since the 1970s, management concepts
have diffused to noneconomic fields and have promoted an arrangement in
which the state stops regulating universities, schools, and other public orga-
nizations directly (as part of the implementation of New Public Management)
(De Boer/Enders/Schimank 2007; OECD 2010). In this setting, organizations
are increasingly expected to define their goals and evaluate their outcomes
(Kriicken/Meier 2006; Brunsson/Sahlin-Andersson 2000).

Scholars studying the governance of universities and research organiza-
tions have emphasized the need to examine the elementary mechanisms that
constitute forms, such as market, state, and event. For example, markets in
modern capitalism are by no means solely based on exchange under competi-
tive conditions. Instead, markets are shaped by other elementary mechanisms,
such as hierarchy and networks, as well as mutual and reciprocal adjustment
(Schimank 2007b: 34). However, a systematic analysis of various governance
forms, as has been conducted in higher-education research, is lacking for the
field of religion so far. Although many individual studies and theoretical ap-
proaches have been conducted, they tend to lack a common analytical basis that
can be built on (see for example Krech et al. 2013).

In the first part of the paper, I briefly present the state of research on the
governance of religion. In the second part, I develop an analytical tool for ana-
lyzing organizational structures of religion in three steps. First, following Schi-
mank, I discuss three types of elementary mechanisms of governance forms:
mutual observation, influence, and negotiation. Second, I differentiate types
of actors in religious fields. Third, building on this, I distinguish six types of
governance forms in religion that build on constellations of mutual negotia-
tion. In the third part, I discuss the role of organizations for the private form
of religion.

2. The governance of religion

Research on governance originated in the economic discussion on theories of
the market and the role of firms on markets (Coase 1937; Williamson 1973, 1993)
and in the political science discussion on the changing role of the state and the
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rise of nonhierarchical forms of action coordination (Mayntz 2004). Accord-
ing to Mayntz, governance describes “the sum of all kinds of existing forms of
the collective regulation of societal circumstances, including institutionalized
forms of self-regulation of civil society, different joint activities of public and
private actors as well as sovereign actions of governmental actors.” (ibid.: 66,
own translation). Mayntz suggests a continuum of governmental regulation on
the one hand and civil self-regulation on the other. Against this background,
Mayntz, Scharpf, and others define state-related sectors as those that do not
fulfil core governmental functions* but that nevertheless bear a degree of re-
sponsibility for important social causes. Examples are science, education, and
health (Mayntz/Scharpf1995: 13-14).

Religion has not been included in these analyses of Mayntz, Scharpf,
Schimank, and others. Religion can be characterized by its particular role: It
is not a state-related sector that is deemed so important in a plural, secular
society that it would be supported by the state. Rather, religion is considered
a private matter. The public claim of religion is shifting from the state to civil
society (Casanova 1994). Sociological studies on religion that use the concept
of governance do so especially when examining how the state influences or
regulates religious diversity. In the sociology of religion, the discussion on
the governance of religion revolves around the question of how the regulatory
potential of religion can be dealt with (Schuppert 2017; Burchardt 2020; Koenig
2009). From a legal perspective, many researchers have examined national
differences in national constitutions, jurisprudence, and church financing (cf.
Martikainen 2013). Additionally, researchers have explored how Islam is dealt
with in Europe (Koenig 2007). Depending on the national context, the state
can assume different roles and act as a regulator and promoter of religion,
especially concerning religious peace or ecumenism (Kérs/Nagel 2018).

Especially in the US sociology of religion, the rational-choice approach to
religion has become established, focusing on the regulatory role of the state
(Stark/Finke 2000; Finke/Stark 1992; Iannaccone et al. 1997). The more the state
regulates religion and therefore favors certain religious communities, the less
competition is possible, the argument goes. Consequently, this hinders reli-
gious participation. This approach has been criticized from methodological
and theoretical perspectives (Kern/Pruisken 2018; Voas et al. 2002). Religious
markets do not form “spontaneously”, as claimed by the economics of reli-

4 As, for example, the police.
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gion, but are the result of demanding processes of institutionalization (Kern/
Pruisken 2018).

In this article, I take a different approach. I use a well-established concept
in the fields of science and higher-education research and apply it to the case
of US Protestantism. Initially, both fields, that of European universities and
research organizations and that of US religion, differ significantly: The regu-
lation and financing of universities and research organizations in Europe are
the responsibility of the state whereas in the US, religion and the state are com-
paratively strictly separated. Nevertheless, the method of governance analysis
can be applied to the US Protestant field because it operates at such a high level
of abstraction that it can be employed across fields.

3. Governance analysis of US Protestantism

A detailed analysis of governance forms in a focal field includes three steps.
First, elementary mechanisms must be distinguished. Second, the question of
who the relevant actors who interact with each other are needs to be addressed.
Based on these two steps, relevant governance forms in the religious field can
be described.

3.1 Elementary Mechanisms

What are the elementary mechanisms that constitute joint actions and the in-
tentional design of governance forms? Schimank distinguishes between three
types of elementary mechanisms: (1) mutual observation, (2) mutual influence,
and (3) mutual negotiation. These three elementary mechanisms are produced
in actor constellations in which actors have to deal with the interdependen-
ciesthat emerge among them. The mechanisms ensure that two or more actors
can reliably coordinate their actions relative to each other, making them pre-
dictable for both parties. In this process, they establish a relatively enduring
social order for this constellation (Schimank 2016: chapter 8—10; 2007b).
Constellations of mutual observation are the most elementary of the three
types of constellations. In this mode, the coordination of action occurs through
mutual adjustment to the perceived actions of others, including anticipated
actions. In the case of one-sided adjustment, the actions of the others are con-
sidered unaffected by one’s own actions. In the case of mutual adjustment,
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one takes into account that the other person is also adjusting to oneself — as
a sequence of actions and reactions, where the initiative can come from ei-
ther side at different times, or as simultaneous mutual actions that respond
to each other’s anticipated actions. The management of interdependencies be-
tween actors in constellations of mutual observation can occur occasionally or
can solidify in recurring episodes.

For example, the worship service in any given congregation is a recurring
event in which actors coordinate their behavior by observing what the other
congregants are doing. A new visitor will intuitively observe how the members
of the congregation dress as well as whether they stand up or sit and sing or do
not sing. The new visitor can adjust her actions one-sidedly, but the members
of the congregations may notice that there is a new visitor and adjust their
actions to her as well, for example by way of a friendly greeting or, quite the
opposite, by ignoring the newcomer. Mutual observations are the key mecha-
nisms for the constitution of communities and markets. In constellations of
mutual influence, influence potentials, such as money, knowledge, emotions,
and power, are deliberately employed (Schimank 2016). Situations in which
one actor possesses enough influence potential to completely impose their will
on another actor are, however, relatively rare. Therefore, interdependencies
between actors are managed through a balance of influence potentials. Less
significant are sporadic forms of coordination; continuous influence relation-
ships take precedence. The concept of “influence potentials” builds on Talcott
Parsons’s concept of “generalized media”. Parsons conceptualizes power, in-
fluence, and value commitments in the spheres of community, politics, and
culture as functional equivalents for money in the economic system (Parsons
1963a, 1963b, 1968). Whereas money and power directly influence an actor’s
situation, value commitments and influence can only be used to change actors’
intentions (Habermas 1980).> Money and power can directly alter an actor’s

5 Habermas employs his renowned distinction between instrumental action and com-
municative action to elucidate the differences in potentials for influence. Communica-
tive action is aimed at fostering understanding or establishing social bonds. This ap-
proach relies on the mutual exchange of arguments, seeking to cultivate a consensus
on specific truths, norms, or values. Conversely, instrumental action is focused on at-
taining particular outcomes or objectives by manipulating an actor’s physical or so-
cial surroundings. In this context, power and money serve as tools, directly impacting
an actor’s situation. However, the influence exerted through value commitments and
persuasion is more subtle, indirectly shaping actors’ intentions by engaging with their
convictions and beliefs.
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circumstances by providing or withholding resources (in the case of money) or
by exerting control or authority (in the case of power). For example, offering
a financial incentive can compel someone to act in a certain way, and using
authority can force compliance. Value commitments and persuasion represent
a more indirect form of influence. These rely on aligning with or appealing to
an actor’s internal beliefs, values, or principles. Instead of compelling change
through external pressure, they aim to shift an actor’s intentions by convinc-
ing them to see situations differently, reevaluate their beliefs, or adopt new
values. This process is more nuanced and requires a deeper engagement with
the actor’s perspectives and motivations.

Generalized symbolic media govern social relations. How can ego — an in-
dividual actor, an organization, or a nation-state — impel alter to do something
they do not want to do? For example, a congregation can deal with new visi-
tors attending the service in various ways. First, they can simply ignore new
visitors and thereby use no influence potentials to convince them to join their
church. Second, they can try influencing new visitors to get them to return the
next week or to donate money. The congregation could simply force the visitor
physically to return. Christian churches used this influence potential to evan-
gelize the non-Christian population in the colonies. However, in the mode of
the private form of religion, violence is not an appropriate influence poten-
tial to bind individuals to a congregation. Rather, the congregation will have to
persuade the new visitor to come back by being kind and friendly, producing a
welcoming atmosphere, presenting a stimulating worship service, or wielding
one’s moral authority. Religious promises such as the promise of eternal life in
heaven are examples of influence potentials and can be used by the congrega-
tion as well.

Religious pluralism is another typical example of a constellation of in-
fluence without a dominant actor (Schimank 2016: 298). Religious groups
do not solely observe each other but may use various influence potentials
to win over the unaffiliated or to exert influence over the followers of other
religious groups. The opposite is a constellation in which one dominant actor
structures the constellation of mutual influence. An example is the “religious
monopoly” (Diotallevi 2002): countries in which one religious community
(e.g., Catholicism) is dominant.

Actors in constellations of mutual influence often start to negotiate “bind-
ing agreements”. When formal hierarchies, legal, or other binding (especially
codified) rules are present and when actors start to act on them, we refer to
situations of mutual negotiation. Negotiations’ outcomes are documented in
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laws, statutes, contracts, or organizational charts, managing interdependen-
cies among actors without the need for influence potentials to be constantly
present. In the case of the congregation mentioned above, the new visitor could
formally apply for membership and fill out a membership application. Constel-
lations of mutual negotiation can be purely episodic in nature, representing
opportunities for one-time exchanges. For example, markets involve constel-
lations of mutual observation among providers and consumers. Providers ob-
serve the offers, prices, and followers of other market actors. The cooperative
interaction between the two parties typically results in prices in markets using
the medium of money. In this context, providers and interested parties who
wish to engage in business negotiate until they reach a binding agreement,
typically in the form of a purchase contract, or they recognize the futility of
further negotiations. In this sense, even one-time attendance of a church ser-
vice can be considered a binding agreement: The worshipper participates in an
event and contributes time and money, and in return, the congregation pro-
vides a compelling event.

Three abstract modes of negotiation are distinguished, forming the ba-
sis for the examination of concrete governance forms: networks, polyarchy,
and hierarchy (Mayntz/Scharpf 1995; Lange/Schimank 2004: 22). In networks,
collective agency relies on actors’ voluntary agreement. Typical examples in-
clude political networks and corporate collaborations. The cooperation of ma-
jor churches with the German state is also based on this mode of negotiation.
Polyarchy is characterized by majority decisions. This pattern is often found
in democratic governance forms, which are also partially present in churches.
In hierarchies, decision-making authority lies with a superior governing body
and is based on directives. I will come back to these three modes of negotiation
in section 3.3.

3.2 Types of actors in religion

For the further identification of governance forms, it is now necessary to iden-
tify the actors who mutually observe, influence, or negotiate with each other.
Various types of actors are considered in this context. On the one hand, these
can be individual actors (e.g., individual believers, pastors, and ministers). The
concept of an actor encompasses “entities that act meaningfully and intention-
ally, and to which action can be attributed by other actors” (Schimank 2016:
44—45). The choice of an action is always embedded in and shaped by a social
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context that can bring about this action. Actors can also be organizations, so-
cial groups, or social movements. These are “supra-individual actors” (Schi-
mank 2016: 327). Each supraindividual actor is a constellation of individual
actors, and their actions are therefore the collaborative actions of constella-
tions of individual actors. What is crucial is the extent to which the actions
of individual actors in the constellation form an organized whole. This means
that they systematically build on each other to pursue an overarching objective
(Schimank 2016: 329). In this regard, binding agreements can be used to build
an organized whole oriented toward a specific goal. For example, individual
believers can join forces and found a congregation together with the intention
to make it a megachurch in the future.

Collective actors, however, do not only emerge based on binding agree-
ments. Through the mechanism of mutual observation, collectively shared
evaluative and cognitive interpretations can also contribute to the coordina-
tion of actions. Therefore, Schimank distinguishes between collective actors
who do not require binding agreements and corporate actors who rely on
binding agreements (Schimank 2016: 329). An example of collective actors
that form based on mutual perception of commonalities (and not on binding
agreements) is the religious community (Durkheim 1995). Membership in the
community is formed through perceived commonalities (Gliser 2007: 87). In
the religious community, perceived commonalities are mostly the religious
creeds that members of the community share with each other. These creeds are
often represented by religious symbols or codes, which help the members of a
community identify each other. In this way, perceived commonalities, through
mutual observation, constitute the collective self-image of a community and
contribute to the shaping of an identity (Kern 2008: 119). Symbolic bound-
aries exist in the community and toward nonmembers of the community. In
the community, common values are identified as positive whereas negative
judgments are attributed to the world outside the community (Alexander
2006).

In many communities, the mechanism of mutual influence is at work, such
as the emergence of charisma and power as influence potentials. The commu-
nication networks in communities often revolve around elites who have a large
fanbase and many followers on social media (Glidser 2007: 87). In US Evan-
gelicalism, these famous personalities, such as Billy Graham, Joel Osteen, and
Sarah Young, are revered like celebrities and shape the community members’
collective beliefs, practices, and actions.
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However, communities often exhibit limited collective agency. Mutual
observation of perceived commonalities and identity-driven actions alone
are usually insufficient for formulating collective goals and deciding on the
allocation of common resources. There is a lack of an entity capable of making
decisions for the community. Even if such a decision were to be reached, it
would be challenging to compel the members of a community to implement
it due to membership based on perception and the autonomy of its members.
This weakness in endogenous governance is characteristic of spontaneous
social orders that arise without actions being deliberately coordinated (Gliser
2007: 89). Whereas informal systems of rules may indeed emerge in the
community, the formulation and implementation of common political or or-
ganizational goals require networks or organizations that compensate for the
community’s endogenous governance deficit (Gliser 2007: 89). For example,
the organization of events is not possible solely through spontaneous and
identity-driven actions or on the basis of mutual observation.

The realm of religion is segmented into various faith communities — Chris-
tianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, etc. — each with its own interpretative and
expectation structures in the form of dogma, behavioral guidelines, and rit-
uals. Especially in modern Christianity, formal organizations have developed
in which participation is constituted by membership (Luhmann 1964: 39). US
Protestantism, which is of particular interest to this article, has primarily two
organizational levels: the local church and the associational organization of the
denomination. There is a functional division of labor between these two orga-
nizational levels: Whereas the congregation organizes the interaction rituals
of local worship, the denomination organizes the overarching community of
all believers (Kern et al. 2022). Ammerman defines congregations as “locally-
situated, multi-generational, voluntary organizations of people who identify
themselves as a distinct religious group and engage in a broad range of reli-
gious activities together.” (Ammerman 2009: 562).

In contrast, denominations are “more and less bureaucratically organized,
usually at the national level, and charged with supporting (and sometimes reg-
ulating) the groups and traditions that share a religious identity” (Ammerman
2016: 143). The denominational pluralism specific to the United States is often
described as “competition”. Unlike the European state church model, member-
ship in denominations is historically voluntary. However, the various denom-
inations often do not compete with each other at the local level of the congre-
gations because the denominations are regionally unevenly distributed. For
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example, whereas the Southern Baptist Convention dominates in Texas, the
Evangelical Lutheran Association is strong in Minnesota.

A third type of collective organizational actors in the United States (next
to congregations and denominations) is special-purpose groups (Ammerman
2016: 146). These are religious nonprofit organizations that provide social
services and engage in missionary work, broadcasting, publishing, and much
more (Scheitle 2010; Kern/Pruisken 2020). Unlike congregations or denomi-
nations, they are specialized in a specific goal or task.

3.3 Competing Governance Forms

In the US literature on church sociology, three fundamental “church struc-
tures” are described (Moberg 1962: 61-62): The Episcopal church structure is
based on a hierarchical church order in which, for example, the bishop holds
the highest authority over a local congregation. For instance, every Catholic
parish worldwide is geographically defined (according to the parochial princi-
ple) and is affiliated with a diocese. The authority over the diocese rests with
a local bishop, who in turn is under the authority of a higher unit, the Pope in
the Catholic Church. Members are typically assigned to individual congrega-
tions near their place of residence according to the parochial principle. When
moving to a new location, church members are required to register in a new
parish.

In the Presbyterian church structure, an elected group of individuals
known as “Presbyters” (from the Greek “presbyteros”, meaning “elder”) holds
authority in a local congregation. The Presbyters of each congregation are, in
turn, members of a broader assembly called the Synod. Because the Presbytery
serves as an intermediary body between the congregation and the Synod, it can
be “subject to pressure from above and below” (Moberg 1962: 94). Therefore,
the Presbyterian church structure represents a hybrid form of the hierarchical
Episcopal and polyarchic Congregationalist church structures.

The Congregationalist church structure advocates for the autonomy of local
congregations. The responsibility for their respective ecclesiastical polity rests
solely in their hands. Congregationalists may establish committees or offices
for specific tasks, but the ultimate authority remains with the congregation
members. The Congregationalist church structure is also referred to as “Baptist
polity” because it is the prevalent church structure among Baptist churches.
Membership in the congregation is based on personal choice and is exclusively
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related to the local congregation. The dominant mode of negotiation is “pol-
yarchy”.

The three types of church organization describe the relationship between
congregations and denominations in US denominationalism. However, they
are not suitable for reflecting the profound transformation that the religious
field in the United States has undergone in recent decades: The denomination’s
relevance as the predominant form of Protestant organization has consider-
ably declined (Roozen/Hadaway 1993; Chaves 2017; Wuthnow 1988), Evangeli-
calism has become a mainstream Protestant movement, and — as a central fea-
ture of this development — the megachurch, as a new type of religious orga-
nization, is always spreading (Von der Ruhr 2020; Wollschleger/Porter 2011).
Consequently, the diffusion of megachurches in the United States has led to
a growing concentration of more and more believers in fewer congregations:
“The biggest 1 percent of Protestant churches ... contain approximately 20 per-
cent of all the people, money, and staff” (Chaves 2017: 70). Beside their size —
most studies label a congregation as a megachurch if it attracts 2000 atten-
dees or more on Sundays — megachurches are characterized by two defining
features: a relatively high degree of organizational autonomy and a strong ori-
entation toward a religious market logic. “Organizational autonomy” means
that their leadership exerts a high degree of control over the definition and at-
tainment of the congregation’s goals. The term “market logic” refers to a set
of (more or less) latent background assumptions and beliefs that increasingly
shape religious suppliers’ and customers’ behavioral expectations (Pruisken et
al. 2022).

These developments are not unique to the religious field in the United
States but are embedded in a global process in which patterns of marketi-
zation, economization, and commodification of noneconomic sectors are
becoming prevalent worldwide (Martikainen/Gauthier 2013). Since the late
1980s, the New Public Management has become predominant in state-related
sectors, such as science, education, and healthcare. With the model of the
“governance equalizer”, de Boer, Enders, and Schimank (2007) developed
an analytical instrument with five dimensions that can be used to compare
national higher education systems but has been used for the analysis of school
systems as well. The instrument is designed to capture multiple governance
forms at the same time: governmental regulation, democratic self-regulation,
hierarchical self-regulation, stakeholder guidance and competition. All five
dimensions can be more or less pronounced.
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Based on the instrument of the governance equalizer, I distinguish six
forms of governance that are prevalent in the field of religion in the United
States: (1) denominational regulation, (2) democratic self-governance, (3)
hierarchical self-governance, (4) stakeholder guidance, (5) competition, and
(6) network governance. All three forms build more or less (but not solely) on
binding agreements that result from mutual negotiations.

(1) The regulation of the congregation by the denomination can be com-
pared to the regulation of universities through the state. In line with the model
of the Episcopal church structure, the denomination regulates local congrega-
tions concerning finances, personnel, organization, programs, and doctrine.
Regulation, as defined by Schimank (2007a: 241), means controlling behavior
through conditional programs (Luhmann 1964). Therefore, the relationship be-
tween the denomination and the congregation is characterized by clear if-then
rules governing various matters. Megachurches often adopt this governance
form in the framework of the multisite model. The overarching main church,
similar to the denomination, sets the rules, processes, and standards that the
subordinate campus congregations must adhere to (Reed 2019).

(2) The democratic self-governance of congregations can be compared to
the form of academic self-governance, which is characterized by profession-
als’ involvement in decision-making processes in universities. The self-orga-
nization of Baptist congregations relies on the principle of the priesthood of
all believers, which is often associated with Protestant Christianity. It empha-
sizes that all believers have direct access to God and are capable of interpreting
and understanding the teachings of the faith. It suggests that individuals do
not require an intermediary, such as a priest or clergy member, to connect with
God or to mediate their relationship with him. The Congregationalist and Pres-
byterian church structures are marked by strong democratic self-governance.
Members are involved in decision-making processes. Decisions are democrat-
ically voted on in elected committees or at a member meeting and are not de-
cided hierarchically.

(3) Hierarchical self-governance refers to the management of single orga-
nizations (e.g., universities, schools, and congregations) that are controlled by
strong leadership figures. Important decisions regarding personnel, finances,
and programs as well as central religious beliefs are therefore in the hands of
an individual pastor or a team of pastors. In many megachurches, democratic
self-governance has been replaced by hierarchical self-governance (Pruisken/
Coronel 2014; Kern/Pruisken/Schimank 2022). The relationship between be-
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lievers and the senior pastor is often characterized by “charisma”® attributed
to the senior pastor. However, hierarchical self-governance typically relies not
only on charisma but also on an understanding of the pastor as a “leader” of the
church similar to that position in the business world.

(4) The governance form of external control, often referred to as stakeholder
guidance, is described by Schimank (2007a: 241) as a form of control through
goal programs rather than conditional programs. Unlike denominational con-
trol, hierarchical instructions are not enforced from the top (the denomina-
tion) down to the local congregation but are negotiated in the form of agree-
ments or recommendations. The interest of intermediate actors, that is, stake-
holders, lies in enhancing the performance of the subordinate actor (such as
the university or congregation). Here, certain special purpose organizations
come into play, specifically religious counseling organizations. An example is
church networks such as Acts 297 and Exponential.® These organizations ad-
vise congregations in achieving their goals. They focus on growth strategies
and church planting and develop scientifically legitimated strategies for better
leadership and community building. In addition, denominations increasingly
use the stakeholder guidance mode. An example is the Baptist General Confer-
ence, which changed its name to “Converge” in 2015. It no longer sees itself as
a denomination (as a regulating body) but as a movement that helps to start
and strengthen churches.® Finally, megachurches that have institutionalized
the multisite model can also use stakeholder guidance instead of direct forms
of regulation.

(5) Competitive pressure as a form of coordination refers to the market,
which consists of exchange as negotiation based on mutual observation and
the use of potentials of influence, particularly time and money (Schimank
2007b: 242). Congregations (and denominations) exchange their “religious
products” for resources. In this context, not only the amount of membership
contributions counts as a resource; the number of worshipers can become
an intrinsic value confirming the correctness of one’s doctrine. Although the
pressure for market formation in state-related sectors comes from the state,
congregations in the United States often face real competitive pressure due to

6 In the sense of the concept of “charisma” in Weber’s sociology of religion (Riesebrodt
1999).

7 Cf. https://www.acts29.com/about-us/.

8 Cf. https://exponential.org/.

9 Cf. https://www.converge.org/about.
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Social Forms of Religion

actual scarcity of potential “customers” or a high density of churches (Homan
2024). A market consists of (a) a set of religious producers who observe each
other mutually, (b) a set of consumers who compare these producers’ offers,
(c) a set of relations between these components, and (d) a comparative order
that allows for categorization and evaluation of these offers (White 1981; Leifer
1985; Jansen 2013; Aspers/Beckert 2017).

(6) Unlike the higher education and science sectors, the religious sphere
is additionally shaped by the mode of horizontal coordination as a sixth gov-
ernance form (“network governance”) (Martikainen 2013). Congregations join
forces with other congregations, for example, by pooling resources to achieve
collective goals. This leads to the formation of network or umbrella organi-
zations that develop their own organizational structures. An example is the
various interfaith activities that have emerged in the religious field in the past
decades and that are specifically designed to build trust through networks
(Kors/Nagel 2018).

With this categorization of governance forms in US Protestantism, noth-
ing can yet be said about how common each form is and which ones might be
losing influence. The question now arises of how these governance forms inter-
act. New Public Management, and similarly the megachurch model, are char-
acterized by a combination of hierarchical self-governance, stakeholder guid-
ance, and competitive pressure (De Boer et al. 2007; Pruisken/Coronel 2014).
The hierarchical regulation therefore shifts more strongly into the organiza-
tions. In this way, megachurches create an organizational power that enables
the private social form of religion.

4, Discussion and outlook

From Thomas Luckmann’s perspective, the concept of the social form encom-
passes the relationship among personality, social structure, and culture in a
society. However, an analysis of the transformation of religion is only possible
if all three levels are taken into account. In modern societies, the social form
of private religion is the formative social structure of religion. Luckmann sug-
gests that in the context of private religion, individuals in modern society ex-
perience a distinctive level of freedom in shaping their personal identity. This
freedom, according to Luckmann, is akin to a consumer mindset, which ex-
tends beyond mere economic goods and encompasses the individual’s engage-
ment with the broader worldview. Luckmann’s assumption was that religion



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468265
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Insa Pruisken: Organizing “Private Religion”

loses its obligatory hierarchical character. However, this only succeeds in an
organizational society where organizations or other forms exist that provide
these consumer choices. In the social form of private religion, religious orga-
nizations are increasingly only considered legitimate if they provide individual
believers with choices (Kern et al. 2022; Pruisken et al. 2022). However, in Luck-
mann's framework, the meso level of organizations and interorganizational
relations (the social structure) remains underdeveloped. As Freudenberg and
Reuter demonstrate in the introduction to this volume, a wide variety of forms
of institutionalization of religion has developed on the meso level of religious
fields.

I developed my argument that the private social form of religion must
be understood in the context of the emergence of the organizational society
against the background of my research on megachurches and Protestant
congregations in the United States (Pruisken/Coronel 2014; Pruisken et al.
2022; Kern et al. 2022). The focus was on governance forms that are based
on mutual negotiations: denominational regulation, democratic self-gover-
nance, hierarchical self-governance, stakeholder guidance, competition, and
network governance. The analysis shows that hierarchical forms of governance
do not disappear. Therefore, the model of the megachurch is characterized
by the fact that the organization is becoming more hierarchical internally.
The leadership of megachurches increasingly aligns with standards issued by
external organizations and consulting firms. At the same time, there is com-
petition at the local level, especially when multiple megachurches compete in
a city. This competition allows individual believers to choose between various
congregations’ offers.

For future research on social forms of religion, the elementary mechanisms
of mutual observation and mutual influence are equally important. In particu-
lar, the increasing digitization of religion cannot be understood without these
mechanisms. On digital platforms, such as YouTube and Instagram, pastors,
congregations, and other religious content providers can observe and adjust
their actions to each other. The organized environment of these platforms also
offers various opportunities for the emergence of influence potentials, such
as the number of followers or violent outbreaks. Religious influencers can sig-
nificantly increase the scope of their influence and thereby compete with es-
tablished organized providers. The consequences of this development can only
be understood if one understands religion, like other fields, as an “organized
field” in which mechanisms of mutual observation, influence, and negotiation
coexist and interact.
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