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Preface

With volume 17 the series Weltkirche und Mission takes up again the topic of
Pentecostal religiosity which made the start in the research projects conducted at
the Institute for Global Church and Mission since 2010. The renewed engage-
ment is motivated by the focus on the perception of an increasingly political and
public activity of actors with Pentecostal background. Since 2016 there has been
a project position “Pentecostalism” at the Institute that underlines the importance
of scholarly discussion about the phenomenon. This is not only about the atten-
tion for eccentric and exotic forms of Christianity and accompanying massive
transformations of religious landscapes, but refers also to the missiological man-
date to take into account the plurality of potential Christian realizations and to
integrate them into theological reflection. In the same time the religio-phenome-
nological interest meets with an appeal to the theological discussion regarding the
holistic humanizing responsibility of Christian engagement. Wherever action is
called for in the name of Christ, and even more so when the radius of action
extends to social and political commitment, the question of normative conse-
quences arises and must be answered. In this context, the two approaches do not
just stand side by side. An open academic engagement that reflects its own posi-
tionality and comprehensive knowledge of the subject matter are the prerequisites
for any normative evaluation. The critical claim of theology requires not only
vigilance against the legitimation of new religious practices that are not in line
with the gospel message, but also attention to ethnocentric cultural attitudes that
tend to ignore the inspiring provocations evoked by new religious practices. Ex-
actly an awareness ad intra and ad extra is authoritative for a post-vatican missio-
logical research design. Hence, I am grateful that the pursuit of a study of this kind
regarding the phenomenon of political Pentecostalism was made possible by a
grant from the German Bishops’ Conference Commission on International
Church Affairs which in the past decades has repeatedly initiated and funded aca-
demic projects on Pentecostal churches and made the results available through in-
ternational conferences and publications. Therefore, I would like to thank
Dr. Heike Rumbach-Thome from the German Bishops” Conference’s Secretariat
for her support of the project. Special thanks also go to Marion Waidlein and
Santiago Valencia Lopez for all their editing and formatting efforts. Finally, 1
thank Dr. Rudolf Zwank from the publisher Pustet Regensburg for his efforts to
make the volume available online at short notice.

Frankfurt am Main, July 11, 2021 Markus Luber






Introduction

Leandro L. B. Fontana

This volume presents the results of a still ongoing research project that ventures
quite an audacious undertaking, as it sets out to examine in greater detail the
vexed relationship between religion and politics in the context of a globalized
post-secular age — whereby post-secular, in this case, amounts to a heuristic
framework, rather than to the ascertainment of a given, homogeneous state of
affairs. This presupposes in its turn the emergence of new actors on the political
scene. These protagonists, religious and political alike, have been mostly asso-
ciated with Pentecostal and Evangelical Christians, and it is beyond doubt that
they have evinced in the last decades an increased political and social engage-
ment.!

To be sure, there is in the meantime a wide array of research works, mostly
drawing on ethnographic case studies, that demonstrate and account for this
development taking place in a large number of countries around the globe.?
However, there seems to be, as of yet, no sufficient evidence to substantiate the

1 Considering the large amount of studies published in that respect, especially in the last dec-
ade, we confine ourselves to mentioning a few pioneering works: Gifford: New Dimensions
in African Christianity (1992); Garrard/Stoll: Rethinking Protestantism in Latin America
(1993); Martin: Tongues of Fire (1993); Cleary/Stewart-Gambino: Power, Politics, and Pen-
tecostals in Latin America (1997); Freston: Evangelicals and Politics in Africa, Asia and Latin
America (2001); Gifford: Ghana’s New Christianity (2004).

2 For Latin America, see exemplary Freston: Evangelical Christianity and Democracy in Latin
America (2008); Levine: Politics, Religion, & Society in Latin America (2012); Pérez Guada-
lupe/Grundberger: Evangélicos y Poder en América Latina (2018); for the African continent,
see Afolayan/Yacob-Haliso/Falola: Pentecostalism and Politics in Africa (2018); Lindhardt:
Pentecostalism in Africa (2014); as for Asia, there are so far hardly studies which take account
of the Pentecostal political engagement at a continental level. To a limited extent, see Chong:
Pentecostal Megachurches in Southeast Asia (2018); otherwise, see Le: Vietnamese Evangel-
icals and Pentecostalism (2019) for Vietnam and Maltese: Pentekostalismus, Politik und Ge-
sellschaft in den Philippinen (2017) for the Philippines. As far as the Global North is con-
cerned, it is safe to say that the Pentecostal involvement and visibility on the political scene
is far from having the stature it has in the Global South, the USA cleatly constituting an
exception. Even the available literature on this topic is not as voluminous as that focusing on
the Global South. To be sure, it would be very instructive to have taken account of this
context as well, but for the reasons mentioned, especially as this study was conceived of as a
literature survey, we opted for concentrating on the Global South.
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argument that there are significant correspondences or even commonalities be-
tween apparently similar phenomena occurring at different spots worldwide,
especially with regard to theological patterns of argumentation and perfor-
mance.? A fundamental question therefore arises: can any meaningful, discern-
ible nexus connecting various nodes of Pentecostal engagement in the political
realm be identified, with particular attention being paid to the developments
taking place in the Global South?

The studies published in this volume constitute the first step toward that
goal. By furnishing the research project with the state of their respective con-
texts regarding the posited question, they lay the solid foundation for respond-
ing to this concern. In a sense, precisely because of their particular contextual
nature, these results, considered from a theoretical vantage point, do not seem
to differ much from other equally up-to-date ethnographic investigations, at
least at first glance. However, given that all studies presented in this volume,
albeit having drawn on context-based literature, were designed and carried out
on the basis of a set of common foundational queries raised at the inception of
our research project, they do represent a distinguished groundwork on which
the remaining comparative-systematic analysis can be based.*

Thus, rather than starting to engage with the topic in question, the following
lines will primarily concentrate on laying bare those foundational questions
mentioned above, addressing a few methodological issues, and embedding
these findings in the wider framework of this project, thereby supplying the
reader with the indispensable keys for reading the texts contained herein.

The Predicament

Notwithstanding the topicality of the subject in question, especially considering
its direct or indirect impact on many contemporary societies, this study presents
a number of challenges. The first one concerns the object of investigation itself,
as the particular manifestations of the phenomenon are manifold — hence am-
bivalent — and the terminology used analytically lacks the expected and required
preciseness. Jayeel Cornelio, for instance, refers in his text to a few challenges
when defining Pentecostalism, given that many churches or Christians who are
in the literature analytically classified as Pentecostals on the basis of their woz-
ship, tenets, practices, etc. do not explicitly identify with this category on several
accounts. Accordingly, many Pentecostals in the Philippines designate

3 To our knowledge, the only study that ventured a similar cross-continental comparison was the
pioneering study by Freston: Evangelicals and Politics in Africa, Asia and Latin America (2001).
4 For more details, see the section ‘Method’ below.
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themselves as full gospel or born-again Christians, in addition to Evangelical.
This identity issue or difficulty of categorization is even more discernible in the
political sphere, as the line between Pentecostals and Evangelicals is not as clear-
cut as one might assume. This state of affairs has in turn implications for the
adoption of the nomenclature under which these actors operate in the public
domain. Along these lines, José Luis Pérez Guadalupe and Brenda Carranza
point out, in their study, that the Latin American Pentecostal political class gen-
erally prefers operating with the term Evangelical to being identified as Pente-
costal, a term which carries, in many contexts, negative and even pejorative con-
notations. This has its own historical and contextual reasons and is perfectly
understandable. The point is, however, that this renders intercontextual com-
parisons and parallels such as the one envisioned here difficult.

Next, one could ponder on the way this topic nowadays reverberates in the
media. On the one hand, one hardly finds in dominant media ecosystems not-
matively neutral reporting or analyses on Pentecostal political engagement. Such
“norm-constrained” journalism,> which functions most effectively in “propa-
ganda feedback loops”, tends to lump Pentecostal and Evangelical actors to-
gether, characterizing them, for the most part, as fundamentalists — possibly, in
an attempt to discredit their political performance. On the other hand, Pente-
costal megachurches have built up “media empires”, as they are generally re-
ferred to in those ecosystems, and have made a determined effort, as it seems,
to create parallel information worlds. Such media presence ranges from radio
and TV stations, internet portals, newspapers, news agencies, to their own pub-
lishing houses. Obviously, neither of these developments is conducive to a rea-
soned public debate on crucial public issues. As a result, the public perception
of political Pentecostal engagement appears to be marked, for the most part, by
an attitude of skepticism.

Thirdly, Pentecostal political engagement depends ultimately on the given
conditions of each particular context. As will be clearly seen throughout this
book, if the basic conditions for political engagement are not given, such par-
ticipation in a given country’s political life is possible only to a limited extent.
This is the case in several states and countries around the globe, particularly in
Asia. A contrasting example to that, however, is Latin America. As Pérez Gua-
dalupe and Carranza propound, the successful performance of Pentecostals and
Evangelicals in the field of politics pivots largely on the “windows of oppor-
tunity” made possible by the legislation and political environment of each coun-
try. Accordingly, some political landscapes foster such participation, others in-
hibit it, and yet others do not permit it at all. As a consequence, by comparing
the particular cases presented throughout this book, one might deem it

5 A term by Benkler/Faris/Roberts: Network Propaganda (2018), 15.
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problematic, if not inappropriate, for instance, to compare Brazilian politically
engaged Pentecostals, in whose country a number of such windows of oppor-
tunities are provided, with Chinese Pentecostals, for whom similar political con-
ditions are simply not given. In this light, directing attention to this factor is one
of the chief merits of the present approach. For only from such a macro-level
perspective can one become aware of such peculiarities. At the same time, it
should be pointed out that these contingent elements transcend the political
realm. In this regard, particular notice should be taken of non-explicitly political
factors such as the competition with other religious groups for societal influ-
ence, as will be seen in the case of Nigeria with regard to Islam — and, for that
matter, the relationship between Pentecostalism and Catholicism in Latin
America —, the presence of certain minorities, the cultural mindset of a given
region or the way in which the power relations between secular and religious
actors are established. These ingredients must be considered because, alongside
the political setting, they play a key role in either fostering or hampering political
engagement, as well as determining Pentecostal agendas.

Despite these challenges, one cannot at the same time fail to observe the
formation of transnational networks of churches which, in addition to enabling
a mutual exchange of resources, both human and material, have reshaped the
religious and political landscapes worldwide. This new course has been termed
as “Network Christianity”’¢ and, as Andreas Heuser shows in his study herein,
this reorganization of Christianity is embedded in the conceptual framework of
the so-called Dominion Theology. In this light, one of the conjectures underly-
ing this project is that this transnational transfer of various resources has had a
profound impact on the very self-understanding of Pentecostals worldwide. In-
deed, technical know-how, new forms of authentication of religious authority,
effective channels of communication and distribution of contents, allied with
the rearrangement of hierarchy and dependency structures and the reshaping of
the visibility of Christianity in the public sphere, have had significant repercus-
sions on the evolvement of the Pentecostal movement worldwide. These de-
velopments are definitely worth examining more closely, and are clearly indi-
cated throughout this volume.

The Approach
This project’s title, “Political Pentecostalism”, may arouse diverse reactions, es-

pecially as its polemical undertone can be hardly overlooked. For one thing, the
use of the singular form to represent a vast array of expressions of this new

6 Christerson/Floty: The Rise of Netwotk Christianity (2017).



Introduction 13

religious movement appears, at first glance, not to do justice to the plurality
inherent to it. For another thing, the adjective ‘political’ might well convey the
impression that Pentecostalism is to be reduced here to its political dimension,
thereby distorting it in its entirety. This legitimate objection can be met by re-
ferring to the centrality of #he political” in contemporary forms of Pentecostal-
ism. One could even go so far as to regard #he political as being constitutive of
contemporary Pentecostal self-understanding. In effect, recent efforts in grasp-
ing this phenomenon define it in terms of a public religion,® the key idea being
that present-day expressions of Pentecostalism, as contrasted to its ‘classical’
forms or to other religions, negotiate identity features at the table of public
debates, as it were, rather than on the basis of theological reflection or dogmatic
definitions. Consequently, one could say pointedly, Pentecostal identity can
hardly be defined or formed as dissociated from #he political (discourse).

It should be noted, however, that this striving for identity (markers) seems
to generate an intrinsic tension. On the one hand, this modus operandi expands
the spectrum of Pentecostal identity so as to accommodate a wide range of
disparate churches and groups. On the other, it reduces identity markers to
minimum common denominators, which are mostly non-religious. Along these
lines, it is therefore often assumed that Pentecostal and Evangelical (political)
constituencies are primarily united under general banners such as being pro-life,
against same-sex marriage etc., and nothing more substantial beyond it.
Whether that is the case, still remains undecided. Nevertheless, apart from the
changes that this phenomenon brings about on the societal level, a further ques-
tion to be probed into is whether or not, or to which extent, such public en-
gagement or religious exposure has an impact on the self-understanding of Pen-
tecostal Christians themselves.

As a consequence, the present project sets out to explore the phenomenon
in question precisely at this intersection between political engagement and reli-
gious self-understanding. Instead of attempting to get to the self-understanding
of recent forms of Pentecostalism by delving into it from an ethnographic or
specifically theological/religious vantage point, as it has been the case for the
most part, our approach aims to infer the new contours of this religious move-
ment from the fashion in which Pentecostal actors enact their roles in the public
sphere, whether as politicians or as apostles, prophets, ministers, etc. For per-
formance, as well as play, undoubtedly occupies a crucial role in Pentecostalism
and may definitely serve as a means of analysis and exploration.” Therefore,

7 Afolayan/Yacob-Haliso/Falola: Introduction (2018), 3.

8 Cf. Burity: A cena da religido pablica (2015); Montero: “ReligiGes Publicas” ou religides na
Esfera Publica? (2016); Carranza: Evangélicos (2020).

9 See Vondey: Beyond Pentecostalism (2010); Wariboko: The Pentecostal Principle (2012).
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public acts such as the anointing of authorities, revelations, prophecies, exor-
cisms or warfare prayers in public places etc. take center stage in this approach.
If thatis the case, these new actors, political and religious, do allow us to access
this phenomenon from a distinct perspective and get a better grasp of what
Pentecostalism is about. Yet, while this approach does have a bearing on re-
sponding to our question, it begs, at the same time, the question whether estab-
lished methods and tools such as discourse analysis, which have been widely
employed to decode public acts like the ones just cited, are indeed adequate to
properly interpret events of that nature.

The Method

Considering the plurality of (political) contexts and the multifaceted expres-
sions and manifestations of ‘political Pentecostalism’, the project has largely
relied on the expertise of five scholars from different academic disciplines and
from the three continents mentioned earlier, namely Africa, Asia, and Latin
America, so as to ensure that justice may be done to the intricacies of the phe-
nomenon in question. In addition, considering the dimensions that Pentecostal
political engagement has acquired in certain contexts, three specific countries
of those continents have been examined in greater detail, viz. Nigeria, Brazil,
and the Philippines. The purpose of this choice is twofold. For one thing, it
aims to find out whether those countries represent more of a tendency within
their respective continents or an exception. For another thing, it is based on the
assumption that only by paying heed to this meso level of particular countries
can sociopolitical, cultural, economic, structural, and administrative factors be
made transparent, as already pointed out earlier. These aspects would otherwise
hardly be discernible either at the global or at the grassroots level.

The major contribution of these experts consisted, thus, in a comprehensive
bibliographical review covering the latest available publications on this topic in
their respective contexts. Not less important, though, is their expertise and as-
sessment of the scholarly debate, which becomes visible in their writings. Nev-
ertheless, to make sure that all studies would be embedded in a common pro-
ject, and would not digress much from this line of research, they were provided
with, and are based, to different extents, on the following guiding questions.

The first bunch was mainly related to political issues: What developments
can be currently observed in your patticular context in terms of social and/or
political engagement of Pentecostal or Neo-charismatic churches? What are the
goals of such groups, who are their protagonists, and what methods have been
employed to increment their political capital? How representative (also in quan-
titative terms) are such developments in the Pentecostal movement both in your
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country and globally? What changes can you observe regarding the new inter-
section of religion and politics in your country and/or continent?

The second set of queries primarily concerned theological aspects: Can the
social, political, parliamentary, and ideological engagement of prominent Evan-
gelical and Pentecostal leaders be dissociated from the Pentecostal religious tra-
dition or is it rather a development that springs from the faith, conviction, and
self-understanding of Pentecostal Christians? How is the social and political en-
gagement of Pentecostals theologically underpinned and to what extent the the-
ological foundations of these churches turned out to guide the action of these
protagonists (ministers, believers, politicians, etc.)?

Needless to say, these questions served merely the purpose of orientation,
and the authors came up with other significant features and yet other queries.
In fact, by choosing the appropriate format and structure for their text to con-
vey their ideas, by laying emphasis on new features, and by providing extensive
background information relative to their contexts, they even expanded the
scope of the project. With the publication of the studies contained in this vol-
ume, the first phase of the project is now concluded, and these results lay the
groundwork for the next step, which consists of a systematic analysis of the
phenomenon on a macro level, thereby venturing to draw a few significant in-
tercontinental parallels. The composition of this further study will basically
draw upon three sources: first, on the present bibliographical review in an at-
tempt to identify such parallels; second, it will be complemented by a broad
range of contributions proceeding from an international conference, be itin the
form of lectures delivered by other experts in this area, be it in the form of
discussions unfolding throughout; lastly, it will build on the research being con-
ducted at the Institut fir Weltkirche und Mission. The latter relies upon both
the research work at the institute and the support and expertise of a steering
committee constituted by Prof. Margit Eckholt, Prof. Andreas Heuser, and
Prof. Klaus Vellguth. The research project will be concluded with the publica-
tion of the complementary contributions of the conference alongside the sys-
tematic analysis mentioned above.

The Background

This project was funded by the German Bishops’ Conference and is embedded
in a broader context of research. The German Bishops’ Conference’s Research
Group on International Church Affairs has been concerned with Pentecostal-
ism since the 1990s as part of its efforts to explore what was then considered
‘new religious movements’. Over the past three decades, empirical and context-
based surveys have been conducted, with special attention being paid to Africa,
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Asia, Europe, and Latin America. These culminated, in 2013, in an international
conference in which the results of such studies were debated by scholars and
church representatives from twenty countries. The focus was then especially on
the differing perceptions of this phenomenon and on the possible reasons for
the appeal of the Pentecostal movement worldwide. It is important to underline
that this event became the starting point for more detailed reflections on the
relevance of such studies for the Catholic Church and her pastoral ministry in
those continents.

Further context-based conferences were held in 2016 in the Nigerian capital
Abuja and in 2018 in Guatemala City. As a result of such studies and discus-
sions, a couple of scholarly publications were produced.!® On several occasions
during these conferences, the participants, in addition to appreciating the com-
mitment of the German church in that regard, expressed their desire that these
studies might be continued in view of the constant changes brought about by
the Pentecostal movement in the global religious landscape. One of the con-
cerns brought forward was “that also theological questions be discussed in
greater depth in the future”, alongside sociological and religious elements, as
had been the main focus in the previous surveys.!! The present project is to be
situated in this line of (theological) reflection, and thanks to the hard work and
extensive expertise of the scholars who collaborated with us in this enterprise,
we can now offer this important contribution to the public debate over the
issues dealt with in this volume.

The Content

The book opens with the African context. Two studies make up this part: the
first and the last chapters, written by Ebenezer Obadare and Andreas Heuser
respectively. The reasons why both were not kept in sequence will become clear
as this explanation unfolds. Nevertheless, they belong together and complement
each other, inasmuch as the former examines the phenomenon at a meso level,
along the lines of what was said above, and the latter puts his interpretation of
African Christianity into a global context, while focusing on theological aspects.
Accordingly, whereas Obadare primarily scrutinizes his homeland Nigeria, Heu-
ser accounts for the reshaping of world Christianity ushered in by the Pente-
costal movement, in light of African developments.

10 Miiller/Gabriel: Evangelicals, Pentecostal Chutches, Charismatics (2015); Madu/Moetsch-
bacher/Asogwa: The Catholic Chutch and Pentecostalism (2016); Eckholt/Valenzuela: Las
iglesias pentecostales y los movimientos carismaticos (2019).

11 Eckholt: Der Pentekostalismus und die katholische Kirche in Guatemala (2019), 11.
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In his synoptic essay, Obadare reconstructs the formation of the Nigerian
Fourth Republic (1999-) and points to the coincidence between the unfolding
of a new democratic process and the emergence of Pentecostalism, especially
on the political scene. In referring to the Fourth Republic as Pentecostal Re-
public'2, he ascribes Pentecostals the role of protagonists in that process. For
in the aftermath of the failure of postcolonial African states in fulfilling the
promises of sovereignty and development,!? Christianity in general and Pente-
costalism in particular produced a new narrative and overthrew not only the
northern Islamic ruling class, but also secular forces. To open the book with
this meso-level analysis primarily serves the purpose of directing the reader’s
attention to the contingent elements of this phenomenon, as well as pointing
out that protagonism is never a one-way process. It is worth pointing out that
in Obadare’s critical appraisal of this development the concept of “theocratic
class”, coined by him, occupies a central place and makes an important distinc-
tion as to the profile of Pentecostal political actors in Nigeria.

The concept of theocratic class finds an equivalence in the term “pastoral
and parliamentary elites”, employed by Pérez Guadalupe and Carranza to refer
to Latin American Pentecostal/Evangelical protagonists on the political scene.
Also, the idea of a Pentecostal elite seems to find an echo in Heuser’s chapter
as well, particularly against the backdrop of the role played by megachurches in
the African political sphere. These analytical endeavors to identify, describe,
and classify these actors testify to the taxonomic varieties, as well as challenges,
in this field. When it comes to the so-called megachurches, however, this prob-
lem becomes even more acute, considering the range of societal fields in which
they have been actively operating. For the “Megachurch Movement”!4 brought
about, besides political engagement, an active involvement in civic welfare, a
strong visibility in the architecture of megacities, a massive presence in the dig-
ital world, a liturgical turn, and an increased influence in the fields of religion,
culture, economics, and politics. Against this backdrop, one could rightly ask:
are not these modes of exerting societal influence as important as exercising
political power? In this vein, the Asian context provides an instructive example.
Whereas, on the one hand, political participation on the administrative and de-
cision-making level (e.g. parliament, government, etc.) in countries like China
is, for Pentecostals, practicably unfeasible, one can observe, on the other hand,
the emergence of a Christian business class!> assuming the role of new actors
in those environments, inasmuch as they attempt to expand their social,

12 Obadare: Pentecostal Republic (2018) and in this volume as well.
15 See also Afolayan/Yacob-Haliso/Falola: Introduction (2018), 8.
14 Hunt: Handbook of Megachurches (2019).

15 See, for example, Cao: Constructing China’s Jerusalem (2010).
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economic, and political capital to extend their influence on Chinese culture, so-
ciety, and even government. As will be seen in Cornelio’s study, not having
political power by no means amounts to not being influent players in the region.
More importantly, even if this phenomenon does not have the same visibility
in the political sphere as in other regions, it is possible to perceive in Asian
Pentecostals, as compared with their counterparts elsewhere, equivalent
changes in their self-understanding, similar patterns of behavior and argumen-
tation, and analogous strategies of action.

Consequently, despite the variety of modes of engagement and multiple tax-
onomies, it is important to note that the issue of Pentecostal actorbood clearly
occupies center stage in the whole debate and deserves, therefore, closer atten-
tion.!¢ By bringing into play this concept, we intend to devote attention not only
to matters such as the role, status, and strategies of megachurch leaders and
Pentecostal elites, but also to the interaction between human (capability of)
agency, human actions as performed in accordance with an assumed role (actor-
hood), and the function of institutions in constructing and transmitting such
roles through different media, be they religious, social, institutional, etc.

José Luis Pérez Guadalupe’s and Brenda Carranza’s study, i.e., the second
chapter, is structured in three main parts whereby they account for as much
conceptual and theological aspects as historical, sociological, and political fac-
tors, constantly navigating between the wider landscape of Latin America and
the particular context of Brazil. By doing so, they provide a comprehensive elu-
cidation of both Pentecostalism’s exponential growth in Latin American soil
and its emergence as a political actor. Their detailed account of the most varied
forms and manifestations of political Pentecostalism across their continent re-
iterates the point emphasized above as to the contingent elements of this de-
velopment. Not less important is their equally comprehensive description of
the strategies adopted by them in the last decades to climb the political ladder
— with successes and failures as well.

Furthermore, this chapter sheds light on another linking motif that occupies
center stage in this study, that is, the so-called “moral agenda”. This element is
related to the aforementioned characterization of Pentecostalism in terms of a
public religion, but this study, as well as Cornelio’s, adds another aspect to it: it
functions as a means of providing legitimation for being politically active and
serves, in the end, electoral purposes. This presupposes, in turn, features such
as the gift and authority of prophecy to speak in the name of God, the motif of
a Christian nation, techniques such as spiritual warfare etc., which are essential

16 Being employed mostly in institutional theory, the concept of actorhood appears to be the
most appropriate for our analysis. Conversely, other equivalent terms such as actorness and
actorship are used rather in international affairs or international relations contexts.
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components of the Dominion Theology, dealt with in greater detail in the last
chapter. Along these lines, Cornelio calls attention to the salience of this ele-
ment in different Asian contexts, to which he refers as “public morality”. By
means of advocacy, Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians reshape the public
discourse of their countries. It is important to note that these elements, for their
part, direct the attention from contingent, particular settings to transnational
networks, global tendencies, and strategic alliances, including non-religious ac-
tors such as the so-called New Right, as Pérez Guadalupe und Carranza point
out, thereby making evident once more the interplay between the micro, the
meso, and the macro levels of analysis.

Additionally, the “moral agenda” is closely connected to an ingredient that
could be put in terms of “propaganda feedback loops!7, or “pressure groups”
(Pérez Guadalupe and Carranza, in this volume), or “advocacy” (Cornelio, in
this volume) and concerns, after all, structures of communication. In addition
to enabling an increased visibility in the public sphere, this feature is of partic-
ular significance, too, as it functions at the intersection between churches (in-
stitutions) and individuals (actors). By means of effective communication, indi-
viduals are informed in regard to the roles they identify with, and their own
perceptions, judgments, self-understanding, and behavior are thereby con-
stantly redefined.

In the third chapter, Jayeel Cornelio devotes the three main parts of his study
to examining three major transformations unfolding in his continent, namely
the demographic change (particularly in terms of religion), new patterns of so-
cial and political engagement, and the identification of Pentecostal and Charis-
matic Christians as key protagonists in those developments. Not without good
reason, Cornelio expands, thus, the scope of our project, in that he takes ac-
count of their involvement in civic welfare as well. In this vein, a keen observa-
tion of his to engage with our topic is that social commitment may serve as a
means to exert “soft power” in determined environments, at times complemen-
tary to, at times instead of political influence. In doing so, Cornelio points to
Pentecostalism’s great potential for variation while pursuing political power or
social influence. This feature brings in its train topics like development, social
transformation, societal recognition, and even the notion of “progressive Pen-
tecostalism”18. Cornelio takes up the latter as a point of departure for his reflec-
tion and advances the debate over the concept of “progressive Pentecostalism”
by arguing, instead, for the idea of “engaged Pentecostalism”, which, in his
view, would offer a better conceptual framework to get to grips with this phe-
nomenon. These ideas of development and progressive Pentecostalism suggest,

17 Benkler/Faris/Roberts: Network Propaganda (2018), 15.
18 Miller/Yamamori: Global Pentecostalism (2007).
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in their turn, an important linkage to these forms of involvement as found in
Africa and Latin America, and can, in part, even be regarded as belonging to
the tenets of Dominion Theology, as expounded in the last chapter. Along these
lines, Cornelio attempts a response to whether these developments could be
appropriately characterized as a new wave in his continent, which he replies in
the affirmative.

The book closes with a detailed study by Andreas Heuser on the conceptual
and operational framework of Dominion Theology, in an effort to make sense
of the new interactions between Pentecostalism, politics, societal influence, and
public sphere in Africa and worldwide. As such, it certainly is a groundbreaking
work in this field of studies, owing not so much to the novelty of the subject,
since it has been widely studied, as to its depth of analysis and wealth of detail.
The text is structured into two main parts. In the first one, Heuser starts by
identifying the key protagonists of this theology, namely the megachurches, and
tracing the origins and developments of this move, particularly in the course of
the New Apostolic Reformation and paying heed to its repercussions and un-
folding in African contexts, while focusing on Ghana. Next, he spells out its
core tenets and describes the main theological shifts taken place in this devel-
opment, the most significant having been the eschatological turn inherent to
Dominion Theology. The second part is devoted to the implementation of this
theology, especially in the way in which it is lived, performed, and reproduced
by megachurch leaders by means of warfare prayer, anointing, prophecy, etc.

In addition to making a substantial contribution to the study of Dominion
Theology, one of the merits of this chapter is placing the focus of investigation
on a central question pervading our project, viz. what does this phenomenon
of Pentecostal political engagement mean theologically? For it is apparent that
the involvement of Pentecostals in politics was accompanied by important
shifts in theological thinking. In this light, one could certainly advance the ar-
gument that there is a mutual correspondence between particular societal phe-
nomena and groundbreaking theological approaches. Both are mutually de-
pendent on and determined by each other.

Conversely, it is not yet sufficiently clear how conventional theologies, i.e.,
Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, Reformed, etc., will engage with Pentecostal
theologies. This matter entails two questions. The first concerns the theoretical
framework of modern theology. In view of the epistemological claims of Pen-
tecostal theologies,!? a critical debate appears to be imperative, with particular
attention to be paid to theological categories, methods, and claims. The second
question is related to the preconditions for such debate, as it addresses the prob-
lem of (epistemological) asymmetry against the backdrop of Western cultural —

19 See, for example, Wariboko: Nigerian Pentecostalism (2014), 45.



Introduction 21

and epistemological — hegemony. Overcoming Eurocentric approaches,
worldviews, mindsets, and attitudes remains a serious challenge, and ushering
in a truly postcolonial era is still a strong aspiration. However, such fundamental
paradigm shifts are heavily dependent, inter alia, on political actors and the man-
ner in which they lead public debates that can foster such changes. Pentecostals
appear to be contributing to this process, albeit in ambivalent ways, as will be
seen.

Bearing this in mind, this project hopes to substantially contribute to this
ongoing debate. We sincerely thank the scholars involved in this project for
their valuable research work, which takes on now the form of this volume, and
wish you a pleasant reading.
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Pentecostalism and Politics in Nigeria:
A Synoptic Essay

Ebenezer Obadare

Introduction: A Lesson in Pastoral Power

Judging by the robustness with which the Nigerian public has criticized the Mu-
hammadu Buhari administration (2015-), the remarks by Pastor Enoch Adejare
Adeboye, General Overseer of the Redeemed Christian Church of God
(RCCG), on October 3, 2020, at an event co-sponsored by the RCCG and the
Nehemiah Leadership Institute to commemorate the 60th independence anni-
versary of Nigeria, were relatively tame, and really should have been met by
nothing more than an official shrug of the shoulders.

Concurrent with the dominant sentiment among a section of the political
elite and media for some time, the renowned cleric had called for a “restructur-
ing” of the country “as soon as possible” in order to avert its imminent breakup.
Arguing for “a system of government that is one hundred percent Nigerian,
unique to us,” he canvassed a “United States of Nigeria” in which a President
and a Prime Minister share responsibilities ‘so that one is not an appendage to
the other. For example, if the President controls the Army and the Prime Min-
ister controls the Police. If the President controls resources like oil and mining
and the Prime Minister controls finance and inland revenue, taxes, customs, etc.
You just divide responsibilities between the two.” Finally, Pastor Adeboye had
called for the House of Chiefs, a fixture of the Nigerian political system during
the First Republic (1960-1966) to be restored, arguing, that “one of our major
problems is that we have pushed the traditional rulers to the background and 1
believe that is a grave error.””2

All ‘told, Pastor Adeboye’s intervention was, on balance, innocuous. Yet, it
was considered serious enough to merit an official rebuttal by the Buhari ad-
ministration, which, in a signed statement by its Senior Special Assistant on
Media and Publicity, Garba Shehu, put the cleric’s comments in the category of
“recurring threats to the corporate existence of the country with factions giving

1 See Soniyi: Adeboye: We Must Restructure Nigeria Now or Risk Break-up (2020).
2 TIbid.



26 Ebenezer Obadare

specific timelines for the president to do one thing or another or else...” The
statement by the presidency also included a warning that “such unpatriotic out-
bursts are unhelpful and unwarranted as this government will not succumb to
threats and take any decision out of pressure at a time when the nation’s full
attention is needed to deal with the security challenges facing it...”3

Why did the Buhari administration, one that had previously ignored more
truculent and far more cogent criticism of its policies feel obliged to respond to
a perfunctory — and, truth be told, muddled — appraisal of the state of affairs in
the country? One plausible answer is that the man behind the appraisal, Pastor
Adeboye, is not just an ordinary commentator, never mind an ordinary pastor,
but arguably the most influential Pentecostal pastor in contemporary Africa.
His stature as a globally respected ‘Man of God,” the General Overseer of a
church with branches in more than 186 countries, and a man widely regarded
as beyond censure by millions of Nigerians — including a cross section of the
Nigerian political elite — seems to be the reason why the Buhari administration
could not ignore his comments. Nor was the government the only entity deem-
ing Pastor Adeboye’s comments important enough to warrant a riposte; various
personalities and organizations across civil and political society weighed in with
most, unsurprisingly perhaps, coming to the defense of the pastor against the
Buhari administration.

While incidents like this no doubt underscore the emergence of the figure
of the Pentecostal pastor as an influential political actor, the pastor’s newfan-
gled position itself begs the broader question of why the Christian denomina-
tion, i.e. Pentecostalism, that he represents, has emerged as the dominant tree
in the Christian — some might contend religious — forest, not just in Nigeria, but
across Africa and other parts of the Global South, and increasingly in Europe
and North America. What explains the attraction to Pentecostalism, and why
has it become such a formidable political (and also cultural and socio-economic)
force in a growing number of countries and regions? How has it ruffled the
political matter, and what broader patterns in the resilience of religious affilia-
tion amid the ostensible consolidation of secularism are signaled by its ascend-
ance? In this synoptic essay, I propose answers to these questions within a pri-
marily Nigerian context. In doing so, I hope to demonstrate how the rise of
Pentecostalism is bound up with the political history of Nigeria, how the explo-
sion of Pentecostalism is tied up with the evolution of the Nigerian Fourth
Republic (1999—), and how the tensions and contradictions within Pentecos-
talism are ultimately explicable with specific reference to, even as they are sim-
ultaneously illuminative of, broader tensions and contradictions within the Ni-
gerian state and society. The broader sociopolitical context for my analysis, and

3 See Adejumo: Buhari not moved by restructuring agitation- Presidency (2020).
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the all-important factor absent which no account of the constantly shifting in-
teraction between religion and politics in Nigeria can be complete, is the peren-
nial Christian-Muslim jousting for power. Accordingly, I address it first.

1. An Interfaith Political Struggle

Because Nigeria is a complex multiethnic, multilingual and multi-religious soci-
ety, it is difficult, if not outright impossible, to capture its fluid dynamics so/ely
through the lens of a single analytic category, even one as uniquely insight-
yielding as religion and religio-political contestation. Therefore, and for all the
illumination thata focus on religion seems guaranteed to provide, it is important
to emphasize at the outset that the politics of religion in Nigeria is best ap-
proached as one element in a constellation of interlocking variables, and more
fruitfully so in its unstable interaction with ethnicity, regionalism, class, and elite
bargaining,

It is not uncommon to characterize religious division in Nigeria in simple
ethno-regional terms. According to this representation, the essential feature —
and bane — of the Nigerian political system, dating back to the country’s inde-
pendence in 1960, is its North-South Muslim-Christian split, one that guaran-
tees not only that every political program must pass the acid test of religious
neutrality, but that agents purporting to mobilize in the name of religious iden-
tity are accorded special treatment and acquire undue advantage in relation to
other actors in the political field. This picture is not so much wrong as incom-
plete. No doubt, the framework of North-South religious rivalry can illuminate
epochal events in Nigerian political history; yet, too much reliance on — or an
uncritical scrutiny of — that framework can lead to a neglect of the underlying
diversity that often makes the interaction of religion and politics in Nigeria elu-
sive. For example, the ethno-religious struggle between the Muslim core North
and the Christian Middle Belt is as much a vital and recurrent element in Nige-
rian history as the broader North-South contestation. At the same time, intra-
ethnic Muslim-Christian rivalry in southwestern Yorubaland, unfolding within
a shared cultural framework vividly marked by indigenous Orisha religion, can
be as competitive, if not more intensely so, than North-South contention. The
point is not to deny the basic and continued salience of the North-South reli-
gious divide, but to affirm the equal significance of tensions that have always
developed pari passu within the regions.

Given that the whole idea of secularism is to function as a structural mech-
anism to reconcile citizens otherwise sworn to conflicting religious traditions,
disputes over the country’s secular status are an apt illustration of the
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persistence of interreligious rancor. On the one hand, the southern political elite
champions secularism as a necessarily imperfect solution to the problem of re-
ligious rivalry in a multiethnic state and defends it at every turn. On the other
hand, the northern political class is dubious that secularism is an extension of a
Christian-marked Western state tradition, “an extension of the church based
concept of government” that has always had it in for Muslims, whether in Ni-
geria, or globally. Accordingly, while the former tends to celebrate both the
separation of church and state and privatization of piety, two cornerstone prin-
ciples of secularism, the latter is convinced that they are the very antithesis of
the Islamic fusion of the religious and the political. This sentiment is captured
in the following statement by Aliyu Dawuda, an Islamic scholar and activist:

Any attempt to impose seculatism on Nigeria or any other country having a pre-
dominantly Muslim population is nothing short of injustice. This is because it is a
Christian dogma, a Christian concept and a Christian worldview, which is parochial
in nature that is being superimposed on them. The principle of secularism, where
it is practiced, is nothing short of the practicalization of the Biblical statement
which says: ‘Give unto Caesar what is Caesat’s and unto God what is God’s’; ...
Therefore right from the onset (sic), secularism is not religiously neutral, it is a
Christian concept, a Biblical dogma, reflecting the parochial nature of the Christian
wortldview. The principle and practice of secularism, in other words, is Islamically
obnoxious, seriously revolting, and totally unacceptable because it is fundamentally
based on what our Creator and Lord, Allah (may he be glorified) considers as the
greatest crime which He never forgives once a person dies committing it.*

The observed contrast between Christian and Muslim readings of secularism
informs the southern political elite’s suspicion of the political design of its
northern counterparts, and northern Muslim attitude towards the Western
world respectively. One example of each will suffice. One of the most momen-
tous interfaith showdowns in the political history of Nigeria took place in 1986
after military ruler Ibrahim Babangida registered Nigeria as a member of the
Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC). The government delegation to the
organization’s meeting in Morocco, led by then petroleum minister Rilwanu
Lukman, had been put together without the authorization of the Armed Forces
Ruling Council (AFRC), the military-controlled highest decision-making body

4 Cited in Kane: Muslim modernity in postcolonial Nigeria (2003), 186. Suffice to add that the
severity implied by Dawuda’s statement is not fully captured across the diversity of Islamic
discourses and practices across northern Nigeria. Paden: Islam and democratic federalism in
Nigeria (2002), 1-10 identifies seven cross-cutting tendencies within Islam in the region: tra-
ditional non-sectarian mainstream Muslim groups; Sufi brotherhoods; anti-innovation legal-
ists, especially the Izala; intellectual reformers; anti-establishment syncretists; Shi’ites; and
unemployed urban youth and Qur’anic student movements.
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in the country at the time. When news of the delegation’s presence at the meet-
ing and the country’s apparent full membership of the organization broke in
the media, it was roundly condemned by the southern elite and the Christian
Association of Nigeria (CAN), the umbrella body of Nigerian Christians, who
were quick to point to it as validation of their long-held suspicion of northern
ambition to Islamize the country. For their part, northern Islamic traditional
leaders, led by the Sultan of Sokoto, Alhaji Muhammadu Maccido, not only saw
nothing wrong with Nigeria’s full membership of the OIC; they demanded that
the president attend its future meetings. In subsequent years, insistent calls for
the country to leave or remain in the organization defined continued polariza-
tion of religious opinion on the secular status of the Nigerian state.

An illustration of the northern public’s skepticism toward the West (of a
piece, I claim, with its dubiousness about secularism) is what took place in July
2003 after the Supreme Council of Islamic Affairs (SCIA), the umbrella body
of Nigerian Muslims, claiming to have gathered from some internet sites that
the oral polio vaccine being promoted by the World Health Organization
(WHO) had been deliberately contaminated with carcinogenic, anti-fertility and
HIV-inducing agents, embarked on a campaign to stop the WHO immuniza-
tion exercise across northern Nigeria. Suspicion of WHO’s intention continued
even after a committee set up by the Federal Government (it may not have
helped that Olusegun Obasanjo, a self-avowed Pentecostal Christian, was then
at the helm) declared the vaccine safe, and not until a parallel committee set up
by the Jama’atul Nasril Islam (JNI) under the leadership of the Sultan of Sokoto,
the spiritual leader of Nigerian Muslims, cleared the vaccine was there a shift in
the northern public attitude.

While the foregoing examples bring home the southern political elite’s sus-
picion of the political ambition of its northern counterpart and northern Mus-
lims’ suspicion of the West respectively, they also reveal the important role that
the elite in both regions play in channeling and mobilizing religious grievance,
which is utilized to bolster their power base. Given this situation, one might
reasonably infer that religious politics is as much about religion tout court, as it
is about political horse-trading and influence mongering between members of
contending elites. Of the many examples that appear to lend credence to this
deduction, the struggle over the implementation of the sharia by a cross section
of northern states during the Olusegun Obasanjo presidency (1999—-2007), and
the Boko Haram insurgency, which has become increasingly lethal since the
group’s first armed attacks against civilians and state targets in December 2003,
seem particularly instructive. At any rate — and the character of the specific re-
ligious grievance notwithstanding — inter-elite accusation that religion is a cho-
reography staged to get one over on the political competition is recurrent. From
one angle, secularism, especially contention over its symbolism and affordances,
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instigates perennial ethnoreligious tension in Nigeria; from another angle, it is
the ballast that makes possible the uneasy stability of the political system.

2. The Ascent of Political Christianity

Prior to the election of Obasanjo as the inaugural president of the Fourth Re-
public in 1999, the broad consensus in the south was that political power, sym-
bolized by the presidency, had been hoarded by the northern elite. In support
of this claim, it was pointed out, that, with the exception of General Aguiyi
Ironsi (January-July 1966) and Ernest Shonekan (August- November 1993),
both of whom presided over short-lived military and provisional civilian ad-
ministrations respectively, northerners — granted, one of them, Yakubu Gowon
(1966—1975) was a Christian — had held the reins of power since the country’s
independence in 1960. To redress the perceived imbalance, southerners agitated
for a ‘power shift;’ geographically from the north to south, but more crucially
from Islam to Christianity.

Increased agitation for a ‘power shift’ corresponded to a shift in Christian
attitude towards power. Up until the mid-1980s, general Christian mobilization
appears to have focused on holding Nigeria to its founding conceit as a secular
state, and to the extent that Christians felt marginalized by their northern Mus-
lim counterparts in the struggle for power, the solution did not include making
the state ‘Christian,” a process of symbolic hijack that Muslims had been widely
accused of. As recently as 1986, relative Christian reticence (something that
Muslims, perhaps not unfairly, interpreted as acquiescence in a Western appa-
ratus of governance already steeped in Christian symbolism) could be seen in
the following observation by Henry Bienen: “So far, the impact of Christianity
in Nigeria has been less directly consequential for the struggle for political le-
gitimacy and control of authoritative roles at central and state levels than has
been the impact of Islam.””s

The mid-1980s marked a turning point in the transformation of Christian
attitudes, coinciding with deeper changes on the global level. Globally, there
was “an increase in concern on the part of ostensibly religious collectivities with
governmental issues” and “an inflation of interest among those with declared
religious commitments in coordinating the latter with secular-ideological per-
spectives and programmes.” In Africa, “the rather sudden and radical political
changes... in the 1990s encouraged the irruption of spiritual movements into
political space as people sought alternative sources of authority and at the same

5 See Bienen: Religion, Legitimacy, and Conflict in Nigeria (1986), 60.
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time were freed from institutional constraints previously imposed by single
party governments.”

Nigerian Christians’ embrace of a “theology of engagement” took place
within this changing global and regional milieu, and was defined by two im-
portant elements. The first was the shift from the former insistence on the sec-
ular (.e. non-religiously marked) character of the Nigerian state to an apparent
determination to Christianize it. Prior to the shift, and as already mentioned,
Christians had been willing to defend secularism as the freedom to practice
one’s religion sans state interference, and, in Lamin Sanneh’s view, had tended
to defend it, i.e. secularism, on “pragmatic grounds of equality under the law,
national stability and participation in public life, rather than for theological rea-
sons.””7

A second element of the emergent “theology of engagement” was the aban-
donment of the former position on the Christian’s involvement in public life. The
question of whether Christians should be involved in politics, on what terms, and
under what directive principles has long been a sticking point among Nigerian
Christians. At the heart of the question was, first, a real ethical and theological
conflict over whether to “moralize the state” or “moralize society,” as Terence
Ranger once described it; and second, anxiety over the imagined corrosive effect
that the world of realpolitik might have on the religious conviction of those who
step into public life. That these were serious issues about which there was real
moral conflict is obvious from the following statement by CAN, one that indi-
cated a change of strategy, if not direction, by the association:

Truly politics may be a dirty game — but who will make it clean? If Christians dis-
tance themselves from politics that leads to leadership, then demons will have a field
day as had been the case with Nigeria up till today. If demons govern and rule us
and burn our churches and marginalize and treat us like second class citizens in our
country of posting, then why should the Christian complain?... When will the right-
eous be in authority? Is it only when Christ comes? We do not think so...

The righteous cannot rule if he is taught not to be interested in governance. Chris-
tians ought to be interested in politics which is the vehicle used in reaching the
position of leadership in this country. Genuine, propetly born-again Christians,
filled with the Holy Spirit should come and context elections.?

It seems fitting that CAN was the organizational embodiment and spearhead
of the shift in Christian strategy. Established in 1976 to defend and pursue the

6 See Ellis/Haar: Worlds of power (2004), 100.

7 Sanneh: Shari’ah Sanctions as Seculat Grace? (2003), 241.

8 Quoted in Adogame: Politicization of religion and religionization of politics in Nigeria (2005),
131. Emphases added.
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interests of Nigerian Christians, CAN had initially taken a conservative ap-
proach to its mandate. While the formation in 1977 of the Christian Students’
Movement of Nigeria and the establishment of the Pentecostal Fellowship of
Nigeria (PFN) a decade on in 1986 definitely upped the ante on Christian agi-
tation, paradoxically it was the abrogation of the June 12,1993 presidential elec-
tion (won by Muslim businessman Moshood Abiola) and the ensuing protracted
national crisis that cleared the path to Christian radicalism and sealed CAN’s
nascent identity as a major player in the country’s politics.

In essence, and in the deepest irony, the power struggle with Muslims grad-
ually saw Christians virtually adopt the competition’s attitude towards the state.
If, previously, Christians had been willing to go bend over backwards to defend
the secular idea of separation of church and state, following the June 12 debacle,
interpreted with some merit, as proof of northern determination to cling to
power at any cost, it became clear that a new approach to religious politics, and
crucially the relation between both, was required.

3. June 12 and Christian Radicalism

When millionaire businessman Moshood Abiola picked Maiduguri-born Baba
Gana Kingibe as his running mate on the presidential ticket of the Social Dem-
ocratic Party (SDP) for the June 12, 1993 presidential election, most experts
concluded that he had sealed his fate. A Muslim-Muslim ticket, unprecedented
at that level in the country’s history, was seen as a kiss of death to his candidacy,
and earlier on, CAN was one of the many organizations to express concern at
Abiola’s apparent insensitivity to one of the unwritten rules of Nigerian politics.
Yet, as time went on, and as initial reservations fell away, the Abiola-Kingibe
ticket looked increasingly plausible, and, by the day of the election, doubt had
given way to amazement as Abiola pulled together one of the broadest political
coalitions in Nigerian history. The sudden decision by the military junta headed
by Ibrahim Babangida to annul the vote, adjudged by local and international
observers as the freest and fairest in Nigerian history, triggered a political crisis
that continued to haunt the country until the election of Obasanjo as president
of the Fourth Republic in 1999.

With the annulment, Christians, the majority of whom had voted for Abiola,
rallied in his defense against the military brass, thought to be acting out a script
authored by the northern Muslim political class. In the event, the annulment
opened up channels for several Christian clerics, notably Bishop Alaba Job,
Archbishop Anthony Olubunmi Okogie, Archbishop Sunday Mbang, Right
Reverend Emmanuel Gbonigi, and Reverend Ayo Ladigbolu, to have a greater
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say in political matters. As an ecumenical cohort, they viewed the annulment as
a symptom of the rotten ethical foundation of the Nigerian polity, and, in a
virtual Christianization of the pro-democracy struggle, used the pulpit as a plat-
form to promote socio-political intervention focused on resistance to military
tyranny. As time went on, and as both CAN and PFN gained in visibility, Chris-
tianity became a religious, cultural, and political vehicle in the ethnic, regional
and national struggle for power and primacy in the country.

4.  From Political Christianity to Pentecostalism

But even as Christian attitudes towards power and politics changed, Christianity
itself was undergoing its own transformation with the growing popularity of
Pentecostalism, denominated by its emphases on unmediated contact between
the believer and God, miracles and speaking in tongues, and also by a new sty-
listics — loud, performative, ebullient — in worship. From its first fragile shoots
on university campuses in the 1970s, the ‘Charismatic revolution’ gradually
spread into the larger Nigerian society, over time becoming a cultural phenom-
enon that transcends the ‘narrow’ remit of religion. Hence, throughout the
1990s, and as Christians mobilized and prayed for a power shift in the political
realm following the June 12 impasse, Pentecostalism was steadily muscling its
way to the front of the line as the supreme form of Christianity.

Obasanjo’s ascent to the Nigerian presidency in 1999, unprecedented in its
immersion in Pentecostal symbolism, was the perfect representation of its, i.e.
Pentecostalism’s, growing influence and proof that in the preceding decade, it
had steadily become the dominant expression of Christianity in the country. For
Christians, Obasanjo’s ‘second coming’ (he was military head of state from
1976-1979) was a powerful spiritual metaphor and a fulfilment of God’s prom-
ise to liberate his children (especially southern Christians) from the yoke of
northern (i.e. Muslim) leadership; accordingly, he, Obasanjo, was hailed as a
“messiah.” It was pointed out that, because he was, with the exception of Shon-
ckan’s doomed 84-day reign as head of the Interim National Government
(ING), the first Christian in twenty years to occupy the country’s highest office,
his ‘second coming’ was part of a ‘divine plan’ to put power in the hands of
longsuffering Christians.

Obasanjo’s Christian credentials, boosted by his personal travails, fitted the
emergent Christian narrative like a glove. Tried and jailed in 1995 on bogus
charges of plotting to overthrow the Sani Abacha regime (1993 — 1998), he had
spent a little over three years in prison before his release shortly after Abacha’s
sudden death in June 1998. Prior to his ordeal, Obasanjo had been a nominal



34 Ebenezer Obadare

Christian. However, he emerged from jail a ‘born-again’ Christian, a new iden-
tity he proudly wore on his sleeves and celebrated with a succession of books,
including This Animal Called Man (1998), which he described, somewhat grandly,
as “‘an attempt to examine man’s existence on earth and the purpose and ways
to achieving that purpose in this world and in the world to come.” Obasanjo
had an unshakeable conviction that his stint in prison was part of God’s plan
to humble him and rekindle his faith. As he told the congregation during a
thanksgiving service following his release,

Much water has passed under the bridge over the past months and years. For some,
not much has changed, but for me, something significant has changed. The officer-
in-charge of one of the prisons in which I stayed remarked that prison is next to
hell on earth. That is his perception and attitude. But for me, God made the prison next
to heaven because He used the hardship, deprivation, and the tribulation to draw me closer to Him
in faith, obedience, worship, prayers, fasting, study of the Word of God, praises, and thanksgiving.
For me, it was all a humbling and chastening experience with God in charge and in
control. He granted me His peace and joy out of His love and grace. He gave me
satisfaction and contentment and kept my spirit high, my conscience free and clear,
and my hands clean.’

For many Christians, especially Pentecostals, Obasanjo’s survival of the terrible
conditions in Nigeria’s jails — including, as Obasanjo himself later narrated in
his autobiography, Abacha’s plot to have him poisoned — indicated that God
had preserved his life in order for him to ‘accomplish great things’ for himself
and for his country. The following statement by Oby Ezekwezili, Minister of
Solid Minerals (later Minister of Education) under Obasanjo, testifies to this
belief:

And so God took that person, took him away into jail and the enemies thought they
wetre the ones doing it: they took him into jail and when he was there, he had an
encounter. The President had an encounter; he had an encounter all in the agenda of God to
resurrect the nation. He brought him out after the encounter and then orchestrated a
lot of things. God himself orchestrated a lot of things and took a person, who now
had understood what total submission to the Almighty is: that no matter your height
ot position, there is none greater than the Almighty God. At that place of revelation,
he could use him. He now set up events and got him back into the covenant of the nation.
What do you think it was about? It was for the re-building to start.\0

If, in general, Christians saw Obasanjo as the answer to their prayer for a ‘power
shift, Pentecostals saw him as one of theirs, the one whom God had specifically
tired in the furnace of spiritual tribulation in order to prepare him for the great

9 See Obasanjo: My watch: Farly Life and Military (2014), 462.
10 See The Guardian on Sunday (Lagos), 1 January (2006).
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assignment — the take-over of political power — that He had prepared him for.
Hence, he is, in my book, and, more important, in many Pentecostals’, the first
Pentecostal president in Nigerian history, one who, albeit within the parameters
of the Nigerian political system and his Yoruba cultural pragmatism, nonethe-
less governed like someone who understood the spiritual symbolism.

5. Pentecostal Presidency

Long before he apparently succumbed to pressure to run for the presidency
after his release from prison, not a few Christians had seen the value of
Obasanjo to their platform, and their courtship of him had begun while he was
in jail and his future remained uncertain. Following his victory in the February
27, 1999 presidential election, they quickly adopted him “as a symbol of the
Christian control of the political sphere, believing that he was an answer to
prayers about the ending of oppression and misgovernance and the ending of
a Muslim political dominance.”!! In addition, such was their elation at his vic-
tory that they converged in Abuja on the eve of his inauguration on May 29,
1999 for an all-night prayer session to usher in what they saw as a new spiritual
dispensation.

Obasanjo did not disappoint, starting his inauguration address with “praise
and honour to God for this fay” and acknowledging that the “very thing created
by God has its destiny and it is the destiny of all of us to see this day.” He went
on to describe himself as “a man who had walked through the valley of the
shadow of death” and attributed his election to “what God Almighty had or-
dained for me and for my beloved country Nigeria and its people.”!2

A mixture of denominational, ethnic and other calculations combined to
make Obasanjo the object of affection of leading Christian figures, and once he
was installed in power, this new power nexus openly indulged in the deployment
and manipulation of religious symbols, in particular the performance of reli-
gious rituals in public offices, institutions and functions; the use of religious
(Christian) criteria as a basis for appointment to public office; a particularly
grating mode of moral triumphalism that seemed to draw its oxygen from the
demonization of Islam and traditional forms of belief; and, lastly, the inundation
of public debate with Christian rhetoric. Both faith-based recruitment of public
officials and demonization of Islam should be viewed against the backdrop of
Christians’ longstanding grouse that, when the Muslim northern elite wielded

11 Ojo: Pentecostalism, Public Accountability and Governance in Nigetia (2004), 2.
12 BBC Monitoring: Excerpts of President Obasanjo’s speech (1999).
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power, the distribution of social largesse tended to be based on the singular
criterion of religion.!3

With this in mind, Christians saw Obasanjo’s residency in Aso Rock as an
opportunity to ‘retaliate’ as well as recover lost ground. Which makes it all the
more interesting that one of the first things that the new president did in Aso
Villa was to organize regular Christian prayer sessions. This was soon followed
by the conversion of the squash court in the villa into a chapel, and the appoint-
ment of a Baptist chaplain, Reverend Aliyu Yusuf Obaje. For Christians, having
a Christian chapel within the physical space of power was gratifying, and as
soon as it was in place, many key government officials regularly turned up for
the daily morning service. Following decades of perceived northern Islamic
domination, liberating (in more than one sense) and reconstructing the presi-
dential villa as a Christian bastion against both ‘satanic’ and invading fihadist’
(caliphate) forces became a spiritual imperative. Oby Ezekwesili (cited above)
captures this thinking eloquently:

So, every day at the Villa, it was like, the two-edged swords being in my hands: one
to work, doing my policy thing and everything: the other one, to pray. It has to be a
blend of both because Satan had been sitting pretty before. Now, God bas dislodged Satan
but we needed to clear all the debris that Satan bad put in what was his former territory.\*

In light of this thinking, it is hardly surprising that, especially in some high pro-
file cases, individuals’ denominational affiliation seemed to have been a factor
in their appointment to public office. Oby Ezekwezili again:

Look at somebody like the Minister of Finance. She is a sistet. She is a member of
the Everlasting-Arm Patish of the Redeemed Christian Church of God. The parish
my husband pastors. She is a sister in Zion. She understands that without God she
cannot do anything, She knows that... You think people don’t know? They know
that what we are it is God that using the President. The president is a powerful
instrument in the hand of God. If it were not for Olusegun Obasanjo, you think the likes
of me and. .. the rest of us... of this world would come anywhere near this government?>

Evident from the foregoing is a vision of a presidency established by God in
order to execute a divine agenda. In this vision, government appointees and

13 Other issues on which Christians have sparred with Nigerian Muslims include the siting of a
mosques within the premises of Aso Rock, the seat of presidential power; the presence of
Arabic inscriptions on the Nigerian currency, the Naira, and on the Nigerian Army’s crest;
the dome of the National Assembly complex in Abuja, seen by many Christians as ‘Islamic;’
and the political status of Abuja, the federal capital, in particular the perception by Christians
that the portfolio of Minister of the Federal Capital Territory (FCT) seems permanently re-
served for northern Muslims.

14 The Guardian on Sunday (Lagos), 1 January (20006).

15 Ibid.
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their close network of friends, relatives, husbands, wives, and sundry spiritual
supervisors were, pace Bzekwezili, more divine ‘missionaries’ than secular of-
fice holders. Pentecostal pastors, courted assiduously by Obasanjo, were critical
to the sustenance of this vision.

6. Courting the Theocratic Class

The alliance between religious elites and holders of state power can be mutually
beneficial for both sides. On the one hand, “being a de facto member of the
state framework gives senior religious leaders opportunity to amass personal
wealth, in just the same way as other leaders of important societal groups ...
may do.”’!¢ On the other hand, “politicians try to associate themselves with char-
ismatic religious leaders, in the hope that spiritual power will be reflected on
themselves.”17 This is a useful template for understanding the close relationship
between Obasanjo and members of the theocratic class. Over the course of his
presidency, Obasanjo entertained several leading Christian figures in Aso Villa
multiple times. He also had a direct line to the most influential Pentecostal pas-
tors, including Chris Oyakhilome of Christ Embassy, Matthews Ashimolowo
of Kingsway International Christian Centre, Mike Okonkwo of the Redeemed
Evangelical Mission, David Oyedepo of the Living Faith Ministries (aka Win-
ners Chapel), and Taiwo Odukoya of the Fountain of Life Church.

Their relationship had two decisive features. First, members of the theo-
cratic class, acting as public defenders of the Obasanjo presidency, generally
assisted in “dusting off the image of the government as God-fearing and right-
eous.” Second, and because of their self-assurance that Obasanjo was installed
to break the ‘Islamic yoke” under which (the southern part of) the country had
chafed for so long, they saw it as their spiritual responsibility to defend the
regime against the perceived antics of northern politicians. For instance, when
the Jamaat Nasiil al-Islam (Group for the Victory of Islam), an umbrella group
for the Nigerian Muslim community, spoke out against a perceived tilt in federal
appointments against Muslims, Christian leaders under the aegis of the Chris-
tian Association of Nigeria (CAN) were quick to dismiss the group’s claims as
unfounded.

Obasanjo did not fail to reciprocate their support, often turning personal
milestones involving some of them into occasions for celebration by the gov-
ernment. To take just one example: when David Oyedepo of the Living Faith

16 Haynes: Popular Religion and Politics in Sub-Saharan Africa (1995), 99.
17 Ellis/Haar: Wortlds of power (2004), 101.
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Church Worldwide, aka Winners’ Chapel, marked his 50t birthday in 2004, part
of the president’s congratulatory message read:

...you have touched millions educationally, you have crowned it with the establish-
ment of Covenant University, economically, you have provided jobs, morally God
has used you to recreate moral integrity among millions. Physically, the grace of
God has enable you to provide infrastructure for a ministry related environment
(sic). In all these and many more, we give thanks to God for your life.!8

Obasanjo then implored Oyedepo to:

Continue to pray for religious tolerance and avoidance of any religious conflicts
which might contribute to the delay or derailment of our effort to build a greater
Nigeria. Continue to pray for all three arms of government for divine wisdom to
continue to work together as a team towards Nigetia’s greatness.!?

While Obasanjo was generally close to the Pentecostal elite, his relationship with
Pastor Adeboye (see the opening anecdote) deserves special mention for two
reasons. The first is that, inasmuch as the return to democracy in Nigeria in
1999 also coincided with the inception of a nascent Christian muscle-flexing in
politics and public policy, it was due in large part to the rise of the RCCG under
his leadership. Sociologically speaking, there was a happy coincidence in that,
just as Nigeria became a more open society in a democratic era, the Redeemed
Church, borne on the wings of a trinity of ‘driven leadership, loose global over-
sight and staggering cash flow, was on the cusp of a phenomenal transfor-
mation that has seen it become inarguably Nigeria’s most economically and po-
litically important religious institution. To the extent that Pentecostalism has
become the dominant mode of Christian praxis in the country, Adeboye’s
RCCG has become the Pentecostal church par excellence. Second, in leveraging
his rising social profile and special relationship with Obasanjo and political lead-
ers across the country, Adeboye has arguably done more than any other indi-
vidual to ‘sacralize’ Nigerian politics. For the Obasanjo presidency, Adeboye
was an eatly stabilizing influence and source of socio-political stability. When
Obasanjo sought to rally the country in the bitter aftermath of a disputed elec-
tion, Adeboye’s early support was absolutely crucial. It was no less vital as the
2003 election loomed with Obasanjo’s public approval at a nadir. In order to
win the hearts of Adeboye’s large congregation, Obasanjo did what has since
become de rigueur for an increasing number of aspiring and serving office
holders in the country, Christian and Muslim alike: he made a political pilgrim-
age to the Redemption Camp headquarters of the Redeemed Church on the
Lagos-Ibadan Expressway.

18 Quoted in Obasanjo: From OB]J to Bishop Oyedepo (2004), 26.
19 TIbid.
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Obasanjo’s alliance with the theocratic class was good for most of his pres-
idency, only stuttering at the tail end when, to the consternation of the Nigerian
public, not least his Christian supporters, he schemed to stand for an unconsti-
tutional third term of office. Instructively, the scheme collapsed in no small
measure because Obasanjo found it difficult to rally the support of the Pente-
costal pastorate.

The Obasanjo presidency set the tone for the gradual pentecostalization of
Nigerian politics, a process that was unforeseeable a decade before his presi-
dency, but one that has intensified over the course of the Fourth Republic. Be-
fore examining the process further, it seems necessary to pose the question as
to why Pentecostalism quickly rose to become such a powerful and pervasive
force, dramatically reconfiguring not just the religious landscape, but effectively
the entire cultural milieu.

7. Accounting for the Pentecostal Surge

In Nigeria, Pentecostal ascendance is easily noticeable: in the explosion in the
number of Pentecostal churches; the boom in tertiary institutions founded by
Pentecostal churches; the increasing popularity of the Pentecostal elite; the
steady infusion of Pentecostal habits into the fabric of everyday life; the grow-
ing popularity of religious spectacles; the transformation of Pentecostal pastors
into secular sages with license to pronounce on love, law and economics; and
last but not least, the injection of Pentecostalist forms into the popular culture,
for instance popular music and Nollywood videos. At the same time, Nigeria is
arguably the epicenter of the Pentecostal revolution in Africa, the source from
which many of the doctrines, forms and rituals largely associated with African
Pentecostalism appear to have originated, and without doubt the place where
they have found their most muscular expression. In the following brief discus-
sion, I advance a set of explanations that combines elements from Nigeria’s
specific socio-political milieu, and Pentecostalism’s internal doctrinal assurances
and ritualistic techniques.

One possible explanation for Pentecostalism’s success is its simplification
and reduction of complex social, economic and political situations and struggles
to a one-on-one relationship between the worshipper and God. This reduction
is enabled in part by what appears to be Pentecostalism’s generally conservative
view of, and attitude towards, politics and political activism. For all the divisions
among its leading lights regarding politics (more on which later), it is safe to say
that Nigerian Pentecostalism is, in sum, pro-state by inclination. The symbolism
of Pentecostal leaders’ influence on and unfettered access to the state cannot
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be overemphasized in a country where the religious and political stakes are ever
so high. In a February 2011 interview with the Cable News Network (CNN)
Pastor Enoch Adeboye, the General Overseer of the Redeemed Christian
Church of God (RCCG) and easily the most sought after Pentecostal leader
provided an interesting insight into the Pentecostal political imagination. Re-
sponding to a question about whether or not the ‘new generation’ churches
were making congregants politically docile, he argued that it is better for people
to come to church than take to the streets where they’d most likely be shot.
Underpinning that statement is the idea of the (Pentecostal) church as a place
of protection from the danger and anarchy of politics and the streets.

A second reason why Pentecostalism has had such a great impact on the
Nigerian public is that it apparently ‘works,” meaning that the proof of its social
guarantee that those who accept ‘the good news’ and surrender their life unto
Christ will shed their rags for untold riches (spiritual as well as material) is in
the pudding of real-live examples of people who apparently ‘received their
anointing’ and became wealthy literally overnight; or whose personal circum-
stances otherwise manifestly, if unexpectedly, changed. Among Nigerian Pen-
tecostals, stories of the ‘next door neighbor’ who found riches mingle with tes-
timonies from people whose bank accounts were apparently miraculously
credited without having engaged in any business transaction. As a respondent
once told me: “It’s like mathematics.”

Scholars like Birgit Meyer (2015) and Ruth Marshall (2009) have urged seri-
ous consideration of the extent to which (African) Pentecostalism is a religion
of the senses. For Meyer, “one of the most salient features of Pentecostal/chat-
ismatic churches is their sensational appeal; they often operate via music and
powerful oratory, through which born-again Christians are enabled to sense the
presence of the Holy Spirit with and in their bodies, wherever they are, and to
act on such feelings. Sensational may well be understood as both appealing to
the senses and the spectacular.” Pentecostalism’s sensuousness, its appeal to the
senses (via music, dance and other kinds of bodily animation); is definitely a
point of attraction for many young people for whom the mainline churches can
be too stodgy, staid and conservative. Gospel music especially deserves more
than a casual mention, but must in fact be seen, pace Vicki Brennan (2018), as
“a central part of how Pentecostal Christianity has ‘gone public’ in Nigeria.”

Finally, part of the attraction of Pentecostalism is the opportunity it provides
for individual social agents to acquire a new social identity, at times complete
with a new name. As part of this process, believers either modify old names or
take up completely new ones in an attempt to distance themselves from the
‘old’” ‘demonic’ cultural order and assume a new identity. For the ‘born-again,
a new name is a totem of a new individuality, though within the framework of
a new community; an emblem of the power of a fresh anointing, and for the
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sociologist, to review a sample of such names is to open a window into a specific
social consciousness. From an ever growing list: Miracle, Laughter, Pray, Praise,
Praise the Lord, Prayer, Success, Testimony, Living Testimony, Prosper, Pros-
perity, Yuletide, Independence, Worship, Answer, Favor, Jesus Is Coming,
Light, Pillar, Rhapsody, Hallelujah, Good News, Divine, Ministry, Rapture, and
last but definitely not least, Pentecostal.

8. Pentecostal Republic

If the Obasanjo presidency inaugurated the pentecostalization of politics dut-
ing the Fourth Republic, subsequently, Pentecostalism’s hold on the political
process has only deepened. As a matter of fact, such is the way in which Pen-
tecostalism has shaped the political process and political outcomes during this
period that the Fourth Republic is, as I have argued elsewhere, more appropri-
ately described as a Pentecostal Republic. The Fourth Republic may be called a
Pentecostal Republic because, as I have maintained, its inception coincided with
the period in Nigeria’s political history when Christians, formally organized un-
der the aegis of CAN, appeared to gain a decisive political advantage over their
Muslim counterparts.

Moreover, the Fourth Republic is a Pentecostal Republic because of the way
in which the arc of its development neatly maps onto the evolutionary arc of
the social visibility and political influence of a Pentecostal ‘theocratic class,’
meaning the core of Pentecostal leaders who have burst into prominence over
the past 25 years, and whose social visibility has increased during the same pe-
riod. Led by a cohort of wealthy Pentecostal pastors, the theocratic class has
taken it upon itself to provide a narrative about the Nigerian Fourth Republic,
if not Nigerian democracy, effectively redrawing the boundary between the pul-
pit and state power even as it prioritizes its self-preservation as a class. Over the
course of the Fourth Republic, various members of this class have played a
prominent role in the most decisive political events and moments.

One example is Pastor Tunde Bakare, founder and Serving Overseer of the
Lagos-based The Citadel Global Community Church (formerly The Latter Rain
Assembly), who, together with Pastors Adeboye and Oyedepo (mentioned ear-
lier) belong in the upper crust of the theocratic class. Bakare first came to the
limelight early in 1999 when he swam against the current of Christian elation at
the prospects of Obasanjo’s leadership. By the close of the decade, Bakare had
risen to prominence as one of the most visible Pentecostal pastors in the coun-
try and, in 2010, led the Save Nigeria Group (SNG), a self-described “coalition
of pro-democracy and human rights organizations and patriotic Nigerians” in
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its successful campaign to pressure an ill President Umaru Yar’Adua (2007—
2010) to transmit the instruments of office to his deputy, Goodluck Jonathan.
In 2011, he, unsuccessfully this time, attempted to cash in on his newfangled
popularity when he ran as the running mate of Muhammadu Buhari on the
ticket of the Congress for Progressive Change (CPC).

9. Pentecostalism and Politics: the Goodluck Jonathan Era

Following the demise of President Yar’Adua in May 2010, Christian leaders,
reminiscent of their characterization of the Obasanjo regime, were quick to
drape the administration of his successor, Goodluck Jonathan, in religious sym-
bolism. In return, President Jonathan wore his supposed Christian-Pentecostal-
ist bona fides on his sleeves, enthusiastically embracing clerical and popular nar-
rative of the mode of his ascension to the presidency as a supernatural one.
Furthermore, Jonathan worked hard to cultivate the leading lights of the theo-
cratic class and would eventually develop a close relationship with many of
them. Pastor Oritsejafor, who became CAN president in July 2010 shortly after
Umaru Yar’Adua’s passing, and just as Jonathan was gradually finding his bear-
ing as his successor, was gradually drawn into the new president’s orbit of
friends and confidants.

The courtship of Jonathan and the Pentecostal elite was mutually pragmatic.
With Jonathan’s ascendance, Pentecostal leaders could claim that the divine
masterplan which unfolded with Obasanjo in 1999 was now being resurrected
after a Muslim interregnum. At the same time, individually and corporately, it
gave them the opportunity to pull the kind of social leverage that perceived
proximity to power has always afforded. For Jonathan, simple political survival
dictated that he remain in the good books of the Pentecostal elite, and early on,
especially as he sought to extend his political base outside his Ijaw- South-South
geopolitical region, he must have felt a need to keep on his side the leading
lights of an elite that boasted large congregations and deeper pockets.

With Obasanjo, the fact that he had served time in jail, had ‘miraculously’
managed to outlive a military dictator who, from all accounts, was intent on
murdering him, and, improbably, had ended up in Aso Rock as the Fourth Re-
public’s inaugural president, was, as discussed earlier, readymade material for a
prison-to-president providential narrative. Unlike Obasanjo, however, Jonathan
had had no acquaintance with prison, and had seen none of the political adver-
sities with which the former appeared to have been inundated. However, what-
ever Jonathan lacked in political adversity, he would more than compensate for
with his first name, Goodluck, his middle name, Ebele (God’s wish’), his wife’s
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tirst name, Patience, and other details of his personal biography and political
career.

Below, I show how Jonathan went to extraordinary lengths in order to in-
gratiate himself with the Pentecostal elite and live up to his classification as the
‘Chosen One’. Primarily, this involved the staging of political performances in-
tended to keep the powerful pastors and their millions of congregants in a per-
manent state of seduction. However, since performances always have their lim-
itations, and given the imperatives of the country’s geo-politics, Jonathan’s
efforts at keeping his Pentecostal base happy always had to be balanced with
finding a proper response to the well-founded misgivings of the northern power
elite.

10. Between North and South

Right from the beginning, Jonathan was torn between, one the one side, keeping
the Pentecostal elite and their large constituencies happy, and, on the other side,
pacifying a northern elite understandably feeling politically bereft by the passing
of Umaru Yar’Adua. The ensuing tension being the constant backdrop to the
entire Jonathan presidency, it seems proper to discuss it briefly.

When Yar’Adua took over from Obasanjo in 2007, the tacit understanding
at the apex of the People’s Democratic Party (PDP), if not in fact among the
Nigerian power elite, was that he would, as a ‘candidate of the north,” complete
two terms of office. However, having unexpectedly taken ill and eventually
passed on in May 2010, Yar’Adua had failed to complete the first term of office.
Because he, Yar’Adua, had taken up the north’s slot, his passing was a political
disaster (for the north that is), and in retrospect northern perplexity at the re-
gion’s immediate political prospects most probably explains northern leaders’
initial desperation to keep Yar’Adua in power, despite credible media reports
suggesting that he was permanently incapacitated. In any case, Jonathan had his
work as regards putting the north’s political luminaries at ease cut out for him.
More than anything else, he needed to convince them that, other than seeing
out Yar’Adua’s first term, he had no desire to consolidate himself in power, a
move that would not only effectively kill the north’s desire for a quick return to
power in 2011, but also upend the fragile elite consensus on power rotation.

Perhaps driven more by a desire to win their political backing and less by
the merits of their reasoning, Jonathan entered into a secret gentleman’s agree-
ment with some northern governors just before the 2011 presidential election.
The essence of that agreement was that he would serve just one term of four
years (2011-2015), and would refrain from seeking a second term in 2015. Early
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in 2013, as indications increasingly pointed to the possibility of Jonathan run-
ning for a second term of office, Mu’azu Babangida Aliyu, Governor of Niger
State at the time and Chairman of the Notrthern States Governors Forum, came
out to remind Jonathan of his pledge and warn him against reneging on it. Alt-
hough the president promptly denied having entered into any agreement with
the northern governors, he would later own up to it, however justifying his
decision to back out with the argument that “You can make a political promise
and change your mind, so long as it is within the law.’

Ultimately, and his most desperate efforts notwithstanding, Jonathan failed
to recapture the trust of the northern power bloc when he needed it most. But
that was only at the end. In the early stages, across the religious and political
spectra, he had managed to win many hearts with his performances as a pious,
politically unambitious man of humble origins.

11. Bio-Politics

When Jonathan took the oath of office on May 6, 2010, to complete the rest
of Yar’Adua’s tenure, he completed an improbable journey that took him from
the relative obscurity of the deputy governorship of the oil-producing south-
eastern state of Bayelsa to the highest office in Nigeria. On his dramatic ascent
to the presidency, he had profited from the impeachment of Governor Di-
epreye Alamieyeseigha in December 2005, and then assumed the reins as
Yar’Adua succumbed to illness. Because of this series of fortunate (fortunate
for Jonathan, that is) events, it was common to read Jonathan’s path to power,
if notin fact the totality of his personal biography, as proof of divine interven-
tion. In short order, a political mythology would coalesce around the idea of
him as an innocent political outsider who was extremely reluctant to accept the
responsibility of being president, who in fact had done his utmost to disavow
the burden, but who had the presidency thrown in his lap nonetheless. Unsur-
prisingly, both Jonathan and his immediate circle of advisers avidly embraced
and propped up this mythology. Accordingly, much of Jonathan’s self-presen-
tation as president was, it might be argued, aimed at izpersonating this biograph-
ical construction. Here he is, for example, on September 18 2010, while declar-
ing his candidacy for the presidential primaries of the People’s Democratic
Party (PDP):

I was not born rich, and in my youth, I never imagined that I would be where I am
today, but not once did I ever give up. Not once did I imagine that a child from
Otuoke, a small village in the Niger Delta, will one day rise to the position of
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President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. I was raised by my mother and father
with just enough money to meet our daily needs. In my early days in school, I had
no shoes, no school bags. I carried my books in my hands but never despaired; no
car to take me to school but I never despaired. There were days I had only one meal
but I never despaired. I walked miles and crossed rivers to school every day but I
never despaired. Didn’t have power, didn’t have generators, studied with lanterns
but I never despaired. In spite of these, I finished secondary school, attended the
University of Port Harcourt, and now hold a doctorate degree. Fellow Nigerians, if
I could make it, you too can make it.20

In the foregoing, and as on numerous other occasions throughout his presi-
dency), Jonathan was giving credence to (and at the same time seeking to extract
political capital from), the mythology of his humble origins. Which, as it hap-
pens, meshes with the ethos of the prevailing prosperity gospel which prizes
the heroic achievement of the individual. Jonathan, in a line that will not look
out of place in any conventional prosperity gospel literature, challenges his au-
dience that “if I could make it, you too can make it.”?! With this singular flour-
ish, he, Jonathan, celebrates the miracle of the heroic all-conquering self-pos-
sessing individual, one who, against all odds, wins. Pentecostals might say of
such an individual that they prevailed because they found ‘divine favor’.

Bowdlerized or not, Jonathan’s biography provided a standing endorsement
of the principles of the prosperity gospel, and for that reason, he was a firm
favorite of the country’s leading Pentecostal pastors. For his part, and as indi-
cated above, Jonathan courted them aggressively, giving them symbolic gratifi-
cation with his constant displays of open piety and, when push came to shove,
secking to induce them with raw cash.

12. Performing Piety

In order to remain in the good books of the leading Pentecostal pastors while
at the same time reaching out to their large congregations, President Jonathan,
as demonstrated above, sought to bolster popular narrative of him as an espe-
cially lucky man whose good fortune was made possible by ‘divine favor’. Of a
piece with this, and pursuant to the same objective, was his self-presentation as
a humble and pious man. In his typically ostentatious performances of piety,
Jonathan routinely exceeded Obasanjo. For Jonathan, being seer to be pious and

20 From Goodluck Ebele: Speech by President Goodluck Ebele Jonathan Declaring His
Candidacy for the PDP Presidential Primaries (2010).
2t Ibid.
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humble was integral to his overall identity as president, and his presidency was
punctuated by several telling moments.

For instance: preparing to take charge of his first Federal Executive Council
(FEC) meeting as the country’s substantive president after Yar’Adua’s passing,
Jonathan, no doubt conscious of the symbolism of the moment and the intense
gaze of the press cameras, removed his trademark fedora hat, clasped his hands,
and closed his eyes in prayer. This was a calculated performance of piety and
humility, an overture to the Pentecostal constituency signaling that he, as ‘one
of them,” was ‘in charge’ (behind him, strategically positioned, was the crest of
the Federal Republic of Nigeria). At the same time, it was a gesture of ostenta-
tious humility choreographed for the consumption of the generality of Nigeri-
ans.

Now and again, Jonathan would retread this pose of gratuitous modesty and
pornographic piety. For example, as president, Jonathan visited several times
with the General Overseer of the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG)
and the symbolic godfather of the theocratic elite, Pastor Enoch Adeboye. On
at least two of such occasions in December 2012 and February 2015 respec-
tively (the latter as part of a desperate appeal for votes in the then approaching
presidential election of March 2015), he knelt down before Adeboye, who then
went ahead to pray for him, his family, and the country Jonathan’s words to
Adeboye were: ‘I am your sitting president, pray for me so that I will not deviate
from the fear of God.2

Another demonstration of Jonathan’s desire to be seen as humble and pious
took place in October 2013 when Jonathan became the first Nigerian head of
state to go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. In his entourage were Information
Minister Labaran Maku; Special Adviser on Media and Publicity, Reuben Abati;
State Governors Gabriel Suswam (Benue), Theodore Orji (Abia), Peter Obi
(Anambra), Godswill Akpabio (Akwa Ibom); Executive Secretary of the Nigeria
Christian Pilgrims Board Kennedy Okpara; and then President of the Christian
Association of Nigeria, Pastor Ayo Oritsejafor. At the Wailing Wall, Jonathan
knelt down for prayers before Pastor Oritsejafor and other members of the
presidential entourage. The special moment was captured by his press corps for
distribution to journalists around the country.

The power of moments like these as well-timed demonstrations of Jona-
than’s humility, piety and, no less important, willingness to submit, cannot be
overemphasized. As previously argued, such performances were directly corre-
lated to his political ambition. Nevertheless, there is a larger logic that must be
grasped, to wit: integral to Jonathan’s performances is a kind of calculated self-
abjection, whereby a certain political actor confesses to his ‘ignorance’ in

22 Again, Jonathan storms Redemption Camp, kneels for prayers. (2015).
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matters of governance and humbly asks for God’s ‘wisdom.” This willful repu-
diation of the very basis of his authority (an admission of incapacity, in fact),
can be a project of avoidance, the staging of a ruse that subtly extends the ide-
ology of the state, disguises its impunities, and hence furthers its legitimation.

13. Queer Politics

In addition to symbolic gestures like openly kowtowing to powerful pastors,
President Jonathan pursued legislations and enacted policies that could be easily
construed as driven by a desire to retain the goodwill of the Pentecostal elite
and their congregations. One such move was the signing into law in January
2014 of the Same Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act of 2013 which criminalizes
marriage or civil union between persons of the same sex and prescribes lengthy
jail terms for anyone who, either, directly violates the law, or facilitates the union
of two people of the same sex. The latter is defined broadly to include ‘a person
or group of persons who administers, witnesses, abets or aids the solemnization
of a same sex marriage of civil union, or supports the registration, operation
and sustenance of gay clubs, societies, organizations, processions or meetings
in Nigeria’.

There are good grounds for supposing that the enactment of the legislation
was politically motivated. One is the timing. Although Jonathan did not offi-
cially declare his intention to run for second term until November 2014, there
were already clear signals at the beginning of the year that he definitely would.
As a result, with opposition preparations already in full throttle, and with na-
tional elections just over a year away, it seemed like the perfect opportunity for
Jonathan to claim the moral high ground, particularly regarding an issue on
which public moral revulsion could not be more palpable. Furthermore, by Jan-
uary 2014, Jonathan and the ruling People’s Democratic Party (PDP) were fac-
ing intense pressure as a result of perceived lack of progress on the economic
front. By signing the Same Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act into law, hence stir-
ring up intense debate across local and transnational civil society, Jonathan may
have hoped to create temporary diversion from his regime’s struggles on the
economic front.

If Jonathan’s aim was to extract political capital from public revulsion, he
could not have chosen a better subject, for in Nigeria’s recent history, it is rare
to find an issue around which, all told, a most unlikely alliance of religious lead-
ers, the political elite, and the print media, has coalesced. I say all told because
some qualification is warranted. For instance, it is true that there is variance
between elite and public perceptions and discourses of homosexuality in
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Nigeria. For ordinary people, homosexuality is a route to power and its rewards,
and is, in this respect what ‘those in high positions — the cream of the military
establishment, the political elite and wealthy businessmen — do. The fact that
politicians invoke it from time to time as a way of damaging an opponent’s
reputation is proof that they are conscious of this discourse.

The genius of aiming to kill two political birds with one stone by uniting
northern conservative Islamic leaders and southern Pentecostals around a single
cause cannot be doubted, and although the Same Sex Marriage (Prohibition)
Act did not achieve its short-term political goal for President Jonathan, who
would eventually fall short in his bid to secure a second term as president, it is
a reminder of the combined power of religious leaders (Christian-Pentecostal
as well as Islamic) and a narrative woven around the visceral power of religious
symbolism.

14. Pentecostalism and Politics in Nigeria:
Tentative Conclusions

Perhaps the most profound impact of Pentecostalism on Nigerian politics over
the past two decades — and yet another reason why the Fourth Republic is a
Pentecostal Republic propetly called — is the rise and consolidation of what 1
call the Pentecostal imaginary. By Pentecostal imaginary, I refer, obviously with
Charles Taylor in mind, to Pentecostal understanding of society, culture, and
historicity in Nigeria, and the values and normative commitments ensuing from
such. In the foregoing, I have tried to account for the rise of this imaginary,
focusing, inter alia, on its rise, the reasons for its success, the rise of the Pente-
costal elite, its effect on specific political regimes, its battles and compromises
with the Islamic competition, and overall, the way in which it has shaped polit-
ical culture in the Fourth Republic.

None of this makes the future trajectory of Pentecostal politics any more
predictable. For one thing, and as we saw most recently with the 2015 presiden-
tial election, there is no such thing as a single Pentecostal coalition, and mem-
bers of the theocratic elite are as divided, if in fact not more so, than the vast
congregations which they lead. There is definitely a Pentecostal class; whether
it is homogeneous is a different thing altogether. Furthermore, while Pentecos-
talism is clearly the idea fixe of the Fourth Republic, it should be remembered
that its apparent political triumph is by no means irreversible, and it is not in-
conceivable that its alliance with the state could spell the beginning of its polit-
ical doom. Lastly, internal doctrinal changes could well force a shift in Pente-
costalism’s political strategy.
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No matter what, Nigerian politics and Pentecostalism look destined to be
joined at the hip for the foreseeable future.
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The Diversity of Political Pentecostalism
in Latin America

José Luis Pérez Guadalupe

Brenda Carranza

Introduction

We would like to begin this study of Latin America by posing the following
question: Has the region become more religious, or is religion in Latin America
simply becoming more and more political? The novelty of the phenomenon
that inspires such a question assumes not only a higher degree of religious con-
sciousness among political actors (albeit for utilitarian purposes) but also, first
and foremost, a new kind of political consciousness among religious actors (es-
pecially Pentecostal Evangelicals) throughout Latin America (with “actors” be-
ing understood broadly here as including institutions, entire denominations,
leading ministers, members of congregations, etc.). For this reason, our analysis
will mainly focus on the ways and means in which the Evangelical community
in Latin America has been transforming its vision regarding the “church-world”
relationship during the past 20 years or so, eschewing the long-held position of
“flight from the world” and coming to embrace a stance of “conquering the
world” — not only spiritually, but also within the political sphere (i.e., within the
very corridors of power). This sea change has primarily been driven by Chris-
tian Pentecostals (or “neo”-Pentecostals).

Later, we will see how Evangelicals have been positioning themselves within
the context of Latin American politics, with a special emphasis on Brazil as an
exemplary case. In fact, no Latin American politician today can afford to ignore
the issue of religion, or the moral values of their potential voters. Neither Biden
nor Trump did so in the 2020 US presidential elections. This increasingly pre-
ponderant role of religion among the region’s politicians could be seen, for ex-
ample, during the coronavirus pandemic, which witnessed not only religious
defenders of the political decisions of certain presidents (especially the “deni-
ers”), but also heads of government and other politicians calling on the Chris-
tian Lord to save their nations from death and devastation. Was this nothing
more than political opportunism in dire circumstances? Or were we seeing
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political leaders give authentic expression to their faith by imploring God to
heal their people? Or were both of these factors in play?

These phenomena lead us back to the age-old debate regarding the dynamic
and controversial relationship between religion and politics in Latin America,
and raise the question as to whether this new political and religious reality con-
stitutes a new chapter of a historical and well-known co-opting of religious sen-
timents for political purposes, or if instead it represents a novel political utiliza-
tion for political ends. The issue could be succinctly framed as follows: Is
politics using the crutch of religion, or has religion taken politics unto its bosom
— but to such an extent that it threatens to suffocate it in the process?

In considering this question, it is important to bear in mind that the new
political party involvement of the “Christian” segment of Latin America is oc-
curring within a broader context of profound changes that have had a direct
impact on the construction of the democratic projects in individual nations
within the region. These changes also affect the different Christian churches in
their conception of society; in their theological and ethical perspective of the
responsibility for intervening directly in the “world”, and in the forms of artic-
ulating this intervention. For these reasons, it is fundamentally important in this
study to formulate — albeit in an artificial way — this contextualization (especially
with reference to the past ten years). Doing this will allow us to buttress the
arguments presented throughout this text.

Let’s consider the international scenario of the past several years. The emer-
gence of Donald Trump in 2016 reinforced a rightward shift in US politics
among a vast sector of the electorate. We see this shift as an attempt to take
refuge in a kind of lost paradise among people who see the important cultural
and behavioral changes in the US as an encroaching darkness. This segment of
the electorate also consolidated its influence among Latin American Evangelical
groups during recent years, especially in Brazil. It is for this reason that, even
though we have no intention of including a comprehensive ethnographic anal-
ysis in this study, we will throughout this text draw special attention to the case
of Brazil. This is because we think that, in addition to the prominence of Evan-
gelicals within the Brazilian polity (a tendency that has been especially marked
during the past 20 years), the political and corporative dynamics of (neo-)Pen-
tecostal churches in that country could end up serving as an inspirational model
for such churches in other Latin American nations.

In observing world events, we see that this rightward and populist shift is
not limited to the United States, but extends to the entire world in a way that
typically includes a strong nationalist component. According to Laclau, this
phenomenon is the result of a renewed conception of conservatism as a political
and tactical strategy of resistance to change, and advocacy of the status quo. Such
resistance may be in response to a political strategy aimed at weakening the role
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of institutions, and/or at establishing a direct link between the leader and the
people governed.! On an international scale, one need look no further than the
case of Poland’s prime minister, Mateusz Morawiecki (2017), whose Law and
Justice party commanded an absolute majority in the S¢ (Polish patliament).
There is also the example of Viktor Orban in Hungary (2010). In addition, we
have seen Sebastian Kurz elected twice as Chancellor of Austria (first in 2017
and then again in 2020), first in coalition with the Freedom Party (a formation
which had included nationalist and pro-Nazi groups) and subsequently in coa-
lition with the Green Party. There is also the Italian Interior Minister (2018—
2019) and member of the Northern League party, Matteo Salvini, famous for
his xenophobic and anti-minority stances. Turkey’s president, Tayyip Erdogan
began expressing his commitment to social polarization as a form of governing
when he was elected president in 2014. Turning to Asia, Philippine president
Rodrigo Duterte (2016) promised an end to drugs, and has governed as a dic-
tator with what he calls “a strong arm” approach. For the purposes of the pre-
sent study, it is beyond question that Donald Trump (2016) and Jair Messias
Bolsonaro (2018) are the most important and influential right-wing leaders
within the Latin American context. But this brief geopolitical survey also af-
fords us the opportunity to observe the potential impact of religious groups on
political decisions, and to identify the organic and ideological connections be-
tween the former groups and the latter decisions.

On the other hand, it can also be said that Latin American democracies and
their governments have often underperformed. Thus, it is by no means uncom-
mon that disenchantment on the part of the nation’s citizens sooner or later
leads to a crisis in representation, with an accompanying decrease of the legiti-
macy of and confidence in democratic institutions. It is this context of loss of
confidence, according to Marta Lagos,? Director of Latinobarémetro, that cre-
ates the conditions that can lead to the possible rise of regimes that constitute
a break with democracy — with such regimes sometimes enjoying a considerable
degree of popular support. In this connection, it should be pointed out that the
current disenchantment with democracy in the region is different from that
which prevailed during the 1960s and 1970s, when the break with democracy
was imposed de facto from outside the political system via military coups that
were then followed by long periods of dictatorship.

For the nations of Latin America, available data reveal not only a decline in
democracy, with a concomitant adverse impact on the survival of democracies,
but also a widespread political discontent on the part of the nations’ popula-
tions. A commonly shared view is that the concentration of wealth and social

1 Taclau: La razén populista (20006), 36-38.
2 Lagos: Fl fin de la tercera ola de las democracias (2018).
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inequality continue to be present, and that recent years have witnessed a dra-
matic economic recession. This setback is due in part to the consequences of
the financial crisis of neoliberalism (2008), which imposed austerity measures
on all countries in order to combat the recession. This development in turn
resulted in an economic crisis that, in the opinion of Farid Kahhat, constitutes
the main cause of the rise of conservatism in the contemporary world as a
whole, and in Latin America in particular.? The political scientists Steven Levit-
sky and Daniel Ziblatt contend that popular political and economic discontent
is reflected in election results, creating a gap that allows democratic systems to
die from within (e.g., within the selfsame structures appropriated by individual
presidents?).

However, there is certainly nothing new about economic and political crises,
and therefore there is not sufficient evidence to argue that these alone can ex-
plain the rise of conservatism on either a regional or global scale. For Kahhat,
this shift is rather a reflection of widely shared feelings of economic and social
vulnerability among large sectors of the population. These feelings are in turn
exploited politically by conservative religious leaders and groups.> In other
wortds, such leaders and groups attempt to foster among their citizens a sense
of loss in the form of non-negotiable values, mobilize feelings of threat, incite
“moral panic,” and encourage high levels of national pride. Along these lines,
Biroli, Machado, and Vaggione argue that the democratic opening witnessed in
Latin America during the past 30 years has also unleashed a synergy that has
allowed the demands of systematically excluded collectives (e.g., women, indig-
enous persons, those of African descent, LGBTQ+ communities) to be
brought into the legal and public policy realm.¢ For this reason, it is important
for us to highlight in this paper that these two political synergies could gradually
end up on a collision course, mobilizing diverse actors and social sectors (mainly
religious groups) in defense of their proposals and worldviews.”

Taking this geopolitical context as a starting point, it is possible to establish
interconnections between Evangelical political activism and the international
scenario that will help in discerning the weight of each of these analytical cate-
gories. For these reasons, we will in this paper be setting forth the historical
standards and general trends of this new religious-political relationship. Our
focus will be less on the formal “Church-State” relationships that characterized
the five centuries of the Catholic religious monopoly in Latin America, but ra-
ther on the new and dynamic relationships in which the main players on the

3 Kahhat: El eterno retorno (2019), 60.

4 Levitsky/Ziblatt: Como as democracias morrem (2018), 13-21.

5 Kahhat: El eterno tetorno (2019).

6 Biroli/Machado/Vaggione: Género, neoconservadorismos e democtacias (2020).

7 Ibid.
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religious side are Pentecostal Evangelicals. Yet it is important to point out that
it will be very difficult to encompass the entire Latin American phenomenon
and all of the specific circumstances of each case. This limitation is owing to
several factors: the limited length of this study, the high degree of national di-
versity in the region and, most of all, the tremendous phenomenological, or-
ganizational, and theological diversity of the Evangelical world.

Finally, we would like to point out that the structure of the present study
reflects a descriptive and analytical logic that takes into account the historical
development of categories that serve as an aid in understanding the complex
relationship between religion and politics, churches and States, election pro-
cesses, party politics, and the dynamics of religious representation and their im-
pact on individual adherents. The present text thus comprises three sections:
the first of these focuses on Conceptual and Theological Factors of the great Latin
American religious phenomenon that we are analyzing. The second section ad-
dresses Historical and Sociological Factors, while the third focuses on Political and
Party Factors. In each of these three sections, Brazil is given special attention.
This is because, as we’ve previously indicated, this country could well serve as
a model for the rest of the region, given the effectiveness of the political strat-
egies that have promoted both the political and religious agendas of Brazilian
Evangelicals (and, most especially, Pentecostals). Finally, in our Conclusions, we
emphasize the theoretical proposals contained in this text, and include some
analytical nuances that are discernable in the current sociopolitical and religious
scenario. We conclude this paper with a number of reflections, while pointing
to the current challenges facing both the churches and the democratic systems
of Latin America.

1. Conceptual and Theological Issues

In the first part of our paper, we will be addressing the conceptual and theo-
logical aspects of the vast Evangelical movement in Latin America. In doing so,
we will see that this movement does not easily lend itself to categorical formu-
lations. It is important to underline the fact that religious actors have their own
categories by which they characterize themselves, and this is something that
leads to terminology discrepancies among the different churches, congrega-
tions, and denominations. In addition, we will be reviewing the theological and
ethical transformations within the Evangelical movement throughout the
course of its history in order to explain its influence on the wotldview of be-
lievers, and thus on their political participation. We will dwell on the particular
characteristics of the (neo-)Pentecostals who are at the heart of our study, with
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special emphasis on the pillars of their theology. Finally, we will show how the
term “Evangelical” has been understood in different ways, and we will suggest
that its current appropriation by communications media is part of a political
strategy. At the same time, we will identify some of the slogans of the different
Evangelical movements within the United States in order to better understand
how these are related to the activities of Latin American (neo-)Pentecostals in
general and Brazilians in particular in the political arena.

1.1 Typologies, and theological and ethical transformations

It is beyond question that classifications and taxonomies are discretionary in
nature, and can be proposed on the basis of differing points of view (e.g., from
the standpoint of churches themselves, of other churches, on the basis of how
believers define themselves, on the basis of academic analysis, etc.). For this
reason, we have referred to a number of different authors and points of view
in an effort to reach some consensus, while remaining aware that categories are
necessatily provisional, given that the religious and political reality that we are
analyzing is in constant dynamic flux.

Bearing this in mind, we will begin by making three terminological distinc-
tions in order to define for pedagogical purposes the categories that classify the
Evangelical-Pentecostal religious phenomenon in the region. In addition, we
note at the outset three distinct challenges that present themselves in our un-
dertaking. The first of these, at the conceptual level within a Latin American
context, has to do with differentiating between “Protestants” and “Evangeli-
cals.” It is by no means easy to determine when or to what extent we can speak
of “Protestants” and when (or from what starting point) we can begin to speak
of “Evangelicals.” The second terminological challenge involves differentiating
between “Evangelicals” and “Pentecostals” (i.e., beyond clarifying the current
understanding of “gifts of the spirit.”) This second challenge is made all the
more difficult by the fact the liturgy in Evangelical churches has become more
and more “Pentecostalized.” The third and last challenge facing us as regards
terminology is that of distinguishing “Pentecostals” from “neo-Pentecostals,”
given that, while these two groups certainly have different theologies, their lit-
urgies closely resemble one another. It is also important to point out that typol-
ogies and classifications are the product of currents of interpretation formulated
by both intellectual believers (i.e., emic writers) and academics (i.e., theoretical
writers). At a time when both kinds of production are increasingly circulating
outside those communities, we have also seen how the communications media
have appropriated the terms, often disregarding both their proper use and their
analytical validity. For these reasons, we will for the purposes of this study be
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synthesizing these classifications, beginning with a schematic approach, and af-
terward focusing on the theological and political perspective of the terms. We
will then conclude with a general description of the political use that some fac-
tions seek to make of the term “Evangelical.”

Based upon an emic perspective, Samuel Escobar, taking as his point of de-
parture the proposals of the Puerto Rican missiologist Orlando Costas, identi-
tied three main currents within what Escobar terms “Latin American Protes-
tantism’: 1) historical or transplanted churches; 2.) Evangelical churches; and
3.) Pentecostal churches.8 For Escobar, a Baptist minister, the wainstream churches
constitute a minority, and are characterized by a Protestant theological tradition
(a legacy of the 16t century Reform). The mainstream churches comprise the
oldest churches of Lutheran, Anglican, and Episcopal denomination. These
churches were heavily represented in the waves of immigration of European
settlers, who maintained the customs, language, and religion of these traditions.
Yet these settlers never sought to extend their religious conceptualizations to
indigenous populations, much less to engage in evangelizing. Having arrived in
the Americas in the nineteenth century, the main concern of these “migrant
churches” was to maintain the migrant communities more than to expand their
flocks among each country’s nationals.

According to Escobar, the Evangelical Churches are the direct result of foreign
missionary activity in Latin America during two distinct historical periods. The
tirst of these periods corresponds to the missionary work that took place at the
end of the nineteenth century, characterized by a more progressive approach
owing to its vision of the realities of this world. The goal of missionary activity
during this first period was the formation of more traditional and stable Evan-
gelical denominations, such as the Presbyterians, the Baptists, and the Method-
ists. The second period corresponds to the emergence of the religious work
conducted by the so-called “faith missions” (of US origin) during the early and
mid-twentieth century. This second missionary movement tends to define itself
as “Evangelical fundamentalism”? because it accords fundamental importance
to the concept of Biblical inerrancy;!? is implacably hostile toward modern

8 Escobar: La fe evangelica y las teologfas de la liberacion (1987), 224.

9 The reference here is the emic perspective of the term “fundamentalism” (i.e., Christian and
Biblical), understood basically as a radicalization of the conservative Evangelical sector
which, in the United States, was ideologically opposed during the nineteenth centuty to the
“Social Gospel” current of Christianity. As a stance within Protestant Christianity, funda-
mentalism takes its name from the 12-volume work titled The Fundamentals: A testimony to the
truth. This work, published between 1910 and 1915 by the Bible Institute of Los Angeles,
consists of 90 essays written by 64 different authors who represented the most prominent
Evangelical denominations within the United States at that time.

10 Arens: «Entiendes lo que lees?» (Hch 8, 30) (2008), 12-27.
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theology, its methods, results, and the implications of Biblical criticism; and is
completely secure in its belief that those who do not share their views are not
really Christians.!! It is this point of view that became prevalent in Christian
churches in Latin America, thus establishing an Evangelical fundamentalist
wortld view in the region. In English, adherents of this particular current are
called “Evangelicals,” whom we will be discussing later in this paper. The third
current, according to emic writers, unites Pentecostal churches as a vast movement
of the Holy Spirit that gives rise to later forms of Latin American Pentecostal-
ism, beginning with processes of acculturation to local popular culture, also
known as “Creole Pentecostalism”.

From an academic perspective, Paul Freston incorporates the descriptive
characteristics of the foregoing classification, highlighting the sociocultural pen-
etration of the Protestant world in Latin America, and with a particular empha-
sis on its impact on politics.!? Freston’s taxonomy adds a sub-division of this
world, which he terms “Neo-Pentecostalism” in order to make explicit the turn-
ing points that occurred within Pentecostalism beginning in the 1980s. This
decade began to witness a high degree of Evangelical participation in politics
and communications media, and an expression of a Christian worldview of
prosperity, spiritual warfare, and dominion theology. Freston’s timeline utilizes
the image of “four waves” that are distinguished for didactic purposes as fol-
lows: the Protestantism of migration and/or mainstream churches, Evangeli-
cals, Pentecostals, and neo-Pentecostals.

In his discussion of “the Protestantism of migration,” Freston stresses the
absence of any missionary motive upon the movement’s establishment in Latin
America, an attitude that led to this migratory current growing at the same pace
as the population of its adherents, without possibilities of further expansion. As
regards Evangelical influence on Protestant and Pentecostal churches, Freston
makes an important internal distinction within “Missionary Evangelicalism,”
with Evangelical churches of fundamentalist stripe aligned with conservative
political views in the US, and ecumenical Evangelicalism being expressed in
liberal or leftist political activity that is also characterized by robust debate and
individual political participation. In Freston’s view, reducing the Evangelical
movement to fundamentalism would mean ignoring the varied conservative
theological traditions that the movement embraces, and which are not neces-
sarily mutually exclusive.

This latter point helps us understand that Evangelicalism may accept biblical
authority, even though not all Evangelicals are in agreement regarding biblical
inerrancy (i.e., as understood in historical and scientific terms). Similarly,

11 Sung: Fundamentalismo econémico (n.d.).
12 Freston: Protestantismo e politica no Brasil (1993).
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Evangelicals may agree with the liberal premises of Biblical hermeneutics while
at the same time sharing fundamentalists’ views regarding the pressing need for
conversion and evangelization in Latin America. It was this latter missionizing
activity on the part of the Evangelical movement that came to be characterized
among the masses as “Evangelical”, a term that began to be utilized in the 1950s
and 1960s to characterize a rather diverse and nuanced Protestant religious
spectrum. It is important to note here that the term “Evangelical” is understood
differently in the United States. This is because, according to Sutton, “Evangel-
ical” came to be considered as synonymous with Billy Graham (the famous tel-
evision preacher who rose to prominence in the 1950s), who used the term in
order to distance himself from any association with fundamentalism (which was
stigmatized), and also to distinguish his own ministry from mainstream Protes-
tantism, Black churches, and Pentecostalism.!3 We will return to this point in
our later discussion of the popular nomenclature in Latin America generally and
Brazil in particular.

On the other hand, the German theologian and specialist in Latin America
Heinrich Schifer constructed a typology characterized by the three previously
described sectors (i.e., mainstream Protestantism, Evangelical Protestantism,
and the Pentecostal movement) as well as a fourth category that he used for the
purposes of explaining the world of Latin American Protestantism: the “neo-
Pentecostal or charismatic movement”.!* According to Schifer, ‘two different
movements can be further distinguished within this latter movement: one
emerged from the classic Pentecostal movement and is organized in independ-
ent churches, while the other developed within both mainstream Protestant
churches and the Catholic church. The first of these currents is normally called
“neo-Pentecostal,” and the second, “charismatic,” the latter also being used as
a collective term.’15

For our purposes, we will be using the term “neo-Pentecostal” in this paper
in order to describe this generalized phenomenon of the Latin American char-
ismatic movement, while at the same time acknowledging the fact that our use
of this term encompasses not only the church models that have arisen within
Protestantism, but also rejuvenated sectors within the mainstream churches, the
para-ecclesiastical bodies known in Latin America as “ministries,” and the new
independent and non-denominational churches that identify with a new

13 Sutton: American Apocalypse (2017).

14 We will be referencing Schifer’s typology here as set forth in his book Schifer: Protestant-
ismo y crisis social en América Central (1992). As regards conceptualization of both the char-
ismatic movement and the neo-Pentecostal movement, see the following works by the same
author: Schifer: Las “sectas” protestantes y el espiritu del (anti-)imperialismo (2020) and
Schifer: {Oh Sefior de los cielos, danos poder en la tierral” (1997).

15 Schifer: Protestantismo y crisis social en América Central (1992), 58.
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theological (or eschatological) world view, which we will identify and discuss
later on.

Schifer was without a doubt one of the first to differentiate this fourth cat-
egory in a typology of Latin American Protestantism or Evangelism, thus con-
tributing to distinguishing a new theological rationality that has had a religious
manifestation and a political history all its own within the development of the
relationship between the “Evangelical movement” and politics in Latin Amer-
ica. This distinction was helpful in avoiding the indiscriminate and unfair use of
the term “Pentecostal” to describe the new bases of the political activities of
“neo-Pentecostal” leaders within the region, especially since the 1990s.

In order to understand the social repercussions of the theological doctrines
associated with these transformations within Protestantism, and their impact
on political behavior in Latin America, we will describe the essential elements
identified by Schifer. We begin with the theological conception within ain-
stream Protestantism which holds that the mediation of grace is highly objective in
nature, and which embraces missionary activity and education as ways of exer-
cising influence in society. The social and political ethics of mainstream Protes-
tantism is oriented toward “the common good,” and its Christian ethics are
differentiated from secular ethics. These features have been conducive to Chris-
tian participation in social initiatives. As previously indicated, “implanted” or
“migratory” churches had a certain prominence in the Latin American Evan-
gelical movement, and could be characterized more as “maintenance” churches
than “mission” churches. It is for this reason that they did not have much im-
pact on the religious life of our countries (except for some areas of the Southern
Cone) or much political influence. This was due not only to the fact that they
never aspired to such impact or influence, but also because those mainstream
churches did not have many members.1¢

In contrast, it was the theological dimension of missions (i.e., efforts at pro-
moting conversion) that was of fundamental importance in Evangelical Protestant-
Zsm. Such efforts aimed at the quantitative growth of the church, with social
ethics assuming secondary importance within missions. In this regard, Evangel-
ical Protestantism’s concept of social ethics is one of charitable dedication as a
means of evangelization, thus replacing the “common good” of mainstream
Protestantism with mass conversions as a primary objective. Evangelical politi-
cal ethics shuns institutional activity in favor of individual activity. In Latin
America, Evangelicals directed their activities toward the middle and lower so-
cioeconomic sectors. In this regard, the most influential current was “Evangel-
ical Fundamentalism,” which was politically conservative in nature (in reference
to both traditional values and social structures), highly sympathetic toward the

16 Pérez Guadalupe/Grundberger: Evangélicos y poder en América Latina (2019), 67-71.



62 José Luis Pérez Guadalupe /| Brenda Carranza

prevailing capitalist system, and strongly averse to any reform of that system.!”
Conversely, “Ecumenical Evangelism™ held that the so-called “social question”
could not be separated from its Evangelical vision.”

According to the Pentecostal movement, the Protestant world (i.e., in both its
mainstream and Evangelical variants) lacked the gifts of the Spirit necessary to
live a fully Christian life. This theological (pneumatological) dimension would
complement, according to them, the conversion mission that they all held in
common. Its social ethics, which is strongly pre-millenarian in character and
secondary to its missionary activity, only allows for individual charity. For this
reason, the movement rejects both social engagement and — especially — politi-
cal involvement. Its individualistic morality acts more as a criterion of differen-
tiation between the church and the world than as a spur to action.

We need to remember that, in Latin America, Pentecostalism mainly took
root in the lower socioeconomic sectors, both urban and rural, preaching a pre-
millenarian doctrine that held that this wicked world was going to disappear, as
would adherents’ worldly suffering, with the imminent coming of Christ. In this
regard, a social ethics focusing on transformation and improvement of the
wortld was not only doomed to failure, but was actually seen as a viewpoint that
would hinder the coming of the Savior. Thus, as regards the world, hope con-
sists in ceasing activity. For this reason, traditional Pentecostal believers severed
all relations with the world and did not participate in public organizations, co-
operatives, unions, or community activities — and certainly not in political en-
deavors.

This radical vision of early Pentecostalism began to gradually change during
the 1980s for reasons that we will explore later. Chief among them was the
influence of the perspective of the neo-Pentecostal movement, in which the concept
of mission and the conversion of the greatest possible number of persons had
a prominent place, and included the idea of converting and exercising influence
among the three prior groups: mainstream Protestants, Evangelicals, and Pen-
tecostals. Its social ethics took the form of political ethics, while the charitable
ethics of Evangelical Protestantism took a back seat. The members of neo-Pen-
tecostal churches are exhorted to participate in social and political processes,
and their political stance is in accordance with their personal interests which, in
turn, are tied to the dominant interests of a neoliberal political system. Like
Evangelicals, neo-Pentecostals understand the “common good” as a conse-
quence of the mass conversion of individuals and as a useful effect of particular
interests for the collective. In this way, divine grace is brought into the world
through the personal interests of the majority of neo-Pentecostal believers.

17 Freston: History, current reality and Prospects of Pentecostalism in Latin America (2016),
430-432.
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In Latin America, the neo-Pentecostal movement has made inroads primar-
ily among the middle and upper socioeconomic classes. Indeed, it is the only
force within the wider Evangelical movement (which has historically focused
on the lower and middle classes) that has presented a viable alternative for the
well-to-do and influential sectors of society. Its large centers of worship, which
are for the most part located in residential areas, accommodate far more con-
gregants than the stereotypical “garage churches” of traditional Pentecostalism,
and have managed to adapt Pentecostal spirituality to the dominant socioeco-
nomic classes. It is for this reason that neo-Pentecostalism has radically trans-
formed the traditional discourse of Latin American Evangelical conservatism
as regards the world and politics, with neo-Pentecostals enthusiastically advo-
cating participation in both as part of a functional strategy for promoting its
Evangelical mission. In this regard, the neo-Pentecostal movement can be said
to be an important political actor, given its prominence among the middle and
upper classes. This prominence has given the movement direct political influ-
ence and a high degree of economic power. In addition, while neo-Pentecostal-
ism does not yet constitute the dominant force within the wider Evangelical
movement, it is currently experiencing robust growth. In addition, neo-Pente-
costalism’s hybrid character as both a “movement” and a “denomination” have
allowed it to penetrate both traditional Pentecostal and Evangelical groups —
much as traditional Pentecostalism had done earlier with Evangelicals and
mainstream Protestant churches.

Nevertheless, while it is appropriate to differentiate four different currents
within Latin American Evangelism (i.e., Protestants, Evangelicals, Pentecostals,
and neo-Pentecostals) in theological, historical, and sociological terms — just as
Schifer and Freston have done in terms of politics —, this categorization cannot
be verified with a high degree of clarity. One reason for this blurring of distinc-
tions is that we currently see that neo-Pentecostals are closer in their outlook
to neo-Pentecostals than they are to Evangelicals. Specifically, there is not much
difference in the political opinions of Pentecostals and neo-Pentecostals —
whatever the differences in their theologies and their churches. Moreover, re-
cent years have witnessed that, when it comes to politics, the voting behavior
of Evangelicals, Pentecostals, and neo-Pentecostals is very similar — though cer-
tainly not identical. There is also a segment of traditional Catholicism that dis-
plays voting patterns similar to those three groups. The more traditional Evan-
gelicals are more reluctant to join this new “voting coalition,” and the smaller
“mainstream” denominations are even more wary of doing so. In other words,
when it comes to certain issues and certain elections — by no means all of them
— a religious sector can be identified that we could characterize as an “Evangel-
ical-Pentecostal bloc.” Such a group does not necessarily imply a formally or-
ganized coalition, or supportt for a single candidate or “religious political party”.
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Nevertheless, the loose electoral grouping that does exist attempts to champion
the voting preferences of the larger Evangelical community.'8 At this particular
historical moment, it is the neo-Pentecostals who tend to be more politically
active than Evangelicals, who in turn are typically more active than mainstream
Protestants (who rarely engage politically on the basis of their religious affilia-
tion).!?

Thus, within the new political scenario, theological and spiritual differences
can temporarily be set aside in favor of emphasizing the common ground of a
shared pro-life and pro-family moral agenda (e.g., joining forces against sup-
posed enemies such as those advocating “gender ideology.)”’20 But, as we have
previously indicated more than once, each nation has its own developmental
logic and its own outcomes. Brazil, for example, has developed along lines that
are uniquely its own on the basis of its model of corporate representation (based
on official candidacies), and on its “denominational vote” (i.e., rather than
“confessional vote”) that has been more successful in terms of election results
than other Latin American countries. It is definitely not possible to generalize.

Along these same lines of updating the classic analyses and typologies of
political action in Latin America, it was once again Heinrich Schifer (2020) who
proposed a new taxonomy in which he distinguished the following groups of
politically relevant actors in the United States and Latin America:?!

1. Those who trust in salvation in an afterlife and who are not politically active.
These persons for the most part come from the classic Pentecostal

18 We could continue to subdivide Evangelical political trends. In this regard, we could even
impose ideological criteria, and thus differentiate between left-wing and right-wing Christians
(and Catholics). It is in fact possible to find Evangelicals of all political leanings and affilia-
tions. However, it remains true that a majority of Evangelicals vote for right-of-center parties,
while the majority of Catholics vote for left-wing parties.

19 It should be noted that such attempts to lump together “the Evangelical vote” are not nec-
essarily successful. We will later see that there is a big difference between, on the one hand,
Evangelical candidates and political parties led by Evangelicals and, on the other, the affir-
mation that something exists that can be called “the Evangelical confessional vote.”

20 During the 1960s and 1970s, the “ideological agenda” of Evangelicals — anti-Communism
and anti-Catholicism -managed to bring together the vast majority of Evangelical churches.
Currently, on the other hand, with the fall of the Betlin Wall, it hardly makes sense any more
to refer to anti-Communism as a unifying factor, while anti-Catholicism has been suppressed,
given a common opposition to “gender ideology.” Nevertheless, the presidential campaign
of Jair Bolsonaro (2018) saw an explicit revival of anti-Communism, but in specific reference
to the Brazilian Workers’ Party of Luiz Inicio Lula da Silva and Venezuelan chavismo as the
primary ideological enemies that needed to be opposed. In addition, Communism was asso-
ciated with all manner of social ills (e.g., corruption, hyperinflation, and “gender ideology™).
Such views constituted the ingredients of a supposed ideological, political, ethical, and con-
servative struggle that proved to be a potent cocktail during Bolsonaro’s election campaign.

21 Schifer: Las “sectas” protestantes y el espiritu del (anti-)imperialismo (2020), 22-23.
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movement and from Evangelical groups. Socioeconomically, they for the
most part belong to the working class, and work within the informal econ-
omy. (HOPE IN THE AFTERLIFE)

2. Those who seek to promote the values of the kingdom of God in the world
through social ministry. These persons for the most part belong to main-
stream Protestant churches, to the Evangelical movement, and to indigenous
churches. In socioeconomic terms, they are in the middle and working class.
(KINGDOM OF GOD VALUES).

3. Those who seek to make divine law the law of the land. These persons also
belong to either the Evangelical or Pentecostal movement, and are often
socioeconomically part of the downwardly mobile lower or lower-middle
classes. (DIVINE LAW).

4. Those motivated by the ideals of prosperity and management, and who seek
to control the political system. This group for the most part comes from
neo-Pentecostalism, and to a lesser extent from classic Pentecostalism. So-
cioeconomically, they belong to the (upwardly mobile) upper-middle class,
and even the upper class. (MANAGEMENT).

As Schifer notes regarding this classification into four groups, the last third and
fourth categories now generally constitute the religious right, and the second,
the religious left. This polarization constitutes an extremely important factor in
the current political situation.

1.2 The theological tripods of neo-Pentecostalism.

We are faced with the challenge of differentiating Pentecostals from “neo”-
Pentecostals. As we will demonstrate, this latter group came to constitute a new
group of religious and political actors beginning in the 1980s. Those years saw,
in both the United States and Latin America, a reformulation of certain as-
sumptions within some of the classic Pentecostal churches. This development
constituted a renovation, and in some cases led the founding of new neo-Pen-
tecostal churches (a broad category that includes different varieties of neo-Pen-
tecostalism).

In general terms, there are a good many differences between classic Pente-
costalism, on the one hand, and the neo-Pentecostal or charismatic movement
on the other. Broadly speaking, these differences can be categorized along four
dimensions:

1. Theological: For classic Pentecostals, the biblical account of Pentecost (Acts
2:42) is the basis of the sanctification of daily life, while for neo-
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Pentecostals, it is the gifts of the Holy Spirit as an expression of God’s sav-
ing presence which constitute that basis.

2. Sociological: Pentecostals reside in rural areas and in the outlying areas of
cities, while neo-Pentecostals are part of the middle and upper classes — alt-
hough they do not ignore the poor as potential recruits in their pastoral ac-
tivities.

3. Missionary Activities: While Pentecostals concentrate on the theology of
the cross and eschatological guilt, neo-Pentecostals transcend those dimen-
sions, shifting to visions of covenant, prosperity, and blessings in order to
make their discourse more acceptable to those in the middle socioeconomic
sectors.

4. Eschatological: The relationship between Pentecostalism and the world is
one of rejection, given that Pentecostals see the world as corrupting their
customs. For this reason, they shun politics. Conversely, the neo-Pentecostal
view of the world transcends the criticism of the world, and sees it as a place
to be redeemed and conquered.??

In the present study, we will primarily be focusing on the distinctive theological
characteristics of neo-Pentecostalism that lead to social and political behavior
that is different from those associated with its Pentecostal and Evangelical fore-
bears. In this regard, the “theology of prosperity,” “the theology of spiritual
warfare,” and “dominion theology” (or, “the reconstructionist vision of the
world”) are the three most marked characteristics of neo-Pentecostalism (and
also the characteristics that most clearly differentiate it from classic Pentecostal
thought). Those are also the characteristics that have the greatest influence on
their political behavior.

The so-called #heology of prosperity is one of the primary items on the agenda
of a neo-Pentecostal movement that began to take a leading role within the
larger Evangelical movement in Latin America in the 1990s, and whose boom
has coincided with the hegemonic expansion of globalized neoconservative po-
litical thought. As heir of the assumptions of both the charismatic movement
and of neo-Pentecostal theology, the “theology of prosperity” proposes in-
volvement with the realities of this world — not for the purposes of promoting
transformation of the existing social order, but rather as proper use of those
resources that are present in the world. This view reflects their belief that Chris-
tians are “children of the King,” who have the right to enjoy the bounty of
creation. In the words of Jests Garcia-Ruiz and Patrick Michel:

22 Amat/Pérez: Catisma y politica (2004), 121; Pérez Guadalupe: Entre Dios y el César (2017).
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In the view of conservative neo-Protestantism in the United States, the theology of
prosperity prefers the individual — and not the community — as the locus of privi-
leged action, pointing to poverty as a sign of failure to submit to God, and eventu-
ally making salvation impossible. In effect, if the things of this world belong to the
Father, then it is the children of God who have preferential rights to said goods. In
accordance with this logic, divine election enables the faithful to have access to the
goods of this world.??

For many writers, the theological formulation of neo-Pentecostalism is closely
linked with Evangelical political groups in the US that have ties with the most
right-wing sectors of the Republican Party — known since the 1980s as the
“Moral Majority.”” At the beginning of the twenty-first century, these groups
became closely associated with the Tea Party Movement and the Alt-Right2+
These latter two groups constituted the base of support for Donald Trump’s
presidential campaign in 2016. One undeniable point of contact between the
“theology of prosperity” with this political project is reflected in the way that
various sectors of the neo-Pentecostal movement have — within the Latin
American context — imported to the region the political-religious discourse of
radical movements in the US. In sum:

The “theology of prosperity” holds that God created his children to be prosperous,
and to obtain complete happiness in this world. In other words, God wants to dis-
tribute wealth, health, and happiness to those who fear Him. The guarantee of
earthly prosperity, however, depends on faith, which in turn translates into actions,
donations, and financial offerings, and there is even a relationship between the ex-
tent of one’s faith and the magnitude of one’s offerings.?>

However, we cannot in any way say that the “theology of prosperity” consti-
tutes a new “Protestant work ethic,” given that the two concepts are based on
diametrically opposed interpretations of the Bible. While the classic Protestant
work ethic focuses on work and austere living, and sees economic growth as
the fruit of a life devoted to God, the theology of prosperity sees economic
success, the enjoyment thereof, and upward social mobility as signs of divine

23 Gatcia-Ruiz/Michel: Neopentecostalismo y globalizacion (2014), 4.

24 Amat and Pérez clearly explain the initial formation of these associations: “... in 1979, Jerry
Falwell founded the group Moral Majority. [...] Subsequently, a number of groups and or-
ganizations led by well-known preachers and televangelists, together with Falwell’s Moral
Majority, aligned among themselves and began to become actively involved in American pol-
itics, forming an alliance with those sectors of society that were most closely associated with
“the New Right,” and which advocated the expansion of the free market system of modern-
ization and prosperity. These groups also came to assume the role of staunch defenders of
the political and economic system promoted by the United States” (Amat/Pétrez: Catisma y
politica [2004], 123).

25 Oro/Tadvald: Considetaciones sobte el campo evangélico brasilefio (2019), 57.
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blessing — not as a product of effort or austerity, but rather as the fulfillment
of God’s supposed promise, or of a “covenant with God.” As opposed to a
virtuous and ascetic Protestant life, we have instead the neo-Pentecostal life of
sumptuous excess and ostentation (most prominent among its ministers), that
is lacking any modicum of Christian modesty or social commitment to those
who are most in need. In other words, “prosperity” has become the new escha-
tological watchword and sign of salvation. Or rather: these movements create
a new unmediated eschatology that replaces eternal salvation with earthly pros-
perity.

Butitis impossible to fully understand this “theology of prosperity” without
referring to the theology of spiritual warfare, since both of these concepts emerged
simultaneously during the 1970s and 1980s in American Evangelical circles as
part of the new theological visions of neo-Pentecostalism. In addition, the early
formulation of the second of these concepts can be credited to the missionary
Peter Wagner,2¢ who based it on the assumptions of the Church Growth Move-
ment which emerged at the Fuller Theological Seminary. In sum:

The “theology of spiritual watfare” contends that the world is a battlefield where
the forces of good clash with the forces of evil. Itis believed that the forces of evil
have taken possession of the faithful, and ate the source of all problems and mis-
fortunes. This necessitates, on the part of religious leaders, acts of exorcism and
liberation — in other words, the casting out of demons. In addition, this theology
contends that it is the demons that are standing in the way of the prosperity of the
faithful. For this reason, the “liberation of demons” has become an indispensable
condition for healing and prosperity. In other words, the access to divine blessings
depends on conquering demonic forces.?’

In other words, one cannot obtain divine favor and attain economic prosperity
without first freeing oneself from the evil forces that are source of all of the
physical and mental evils assailing the faithful. ‘In this way, demons cease to be
a metaphor and instead become an incarnate spiritual force that threatens
health, prosperity, and wellbeing, and this state of affairs gives rise to a concep-
tion of the religious experience and of liturgy in which the casting out of par-
ticular demons takes center stage.”8

This theology of spiritual warfare thus takes as its point of departure the Pente-
costal doctrine of the demonization of individuals, which holds that persons
can be exposed to evil spiritual forces that exist in the world, and that end up
establishing relations of influence, oppression, or demonic possession. But, on
the basis of these assumptions, neo-Pentecostals have added the principle of

26 Wagner: Oracion de guerra (1993).
27 Oro/Tadvald: Consideraciones sobre el campo evangélico brasilefio (2019), 57.
28 Seman: ¢Quiénes son? ¢Por qué crecen? ;En qué creen? (2019), 32.
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“demonization of the public sphere,” a teaching which asserts that the presence
of evil can also manifest itself in the public sphere — a contention that consti-
tutes the basis for what now goes under the name of “spiritual warfare.”

On the other hand, “spiritual warfare” has served as a wedge between the
customary shunning of politics and the world of traditional Pentecostal theol-
ogy, on the one hand, and the new emphasis of neo-Pentecostals on political
participation, on the other. Thus, the concept of spiritual warfare is considered
the critical arm of the neo-Pentecostal world view, as part of what we might
term a reformulation of the theology reflecting the traditional worldview of
Evangelicals. The other arm of the neo-Pentecostals would be the “theology of
prosperity” which, contrary to spiritual warfare (although closely complement-
ing this latter concept) reflects the positive side of mastery of the world by
Christian groups.

We could say that the basis of “spiritual warfare” is a critique of the world
that focuses on the social and political structures influenced by structural evil
that is incarnated in one level of the Satanic hierarchy (i.e., earthly spirits) against
whom it is necessary to do battle. From this standpoint, “prayer warriors” (i.e.,
leaders specially trained to engage in spiritual warfare) have gone from the tra-
ditional defensive position of resistance and rejection of the world to a neo-
Pentecostal offense that focuses on a realm of “demonic possession” that trans-
cends individual persons, and that invades the public sphere. Thus, the classic
act of individual exorcism has given way to a structural battle against “earth-
bound” spirits that have supposedly taken possession of the public arenas of
business and politics — and even against the very “spiritualities” that need to be
confronted by this new generation of “spiritual warriors.” In conclusion, the
so-called “theology of prosperity” and “spiritual warfare” constitute parts of a
process of reformulating the neo-Pentecostal worldview vis-2-vis the world, and
have resulted in a “reconstructionist” vision of the wozrld and of politics that
we will soon explore.

Finally, dominion theology, also known as reconstructionism is a trend within the
Latin American Evangelical movement whose roots are primarily in the US
Evangelical movement of the 1970s. These trends advocate entry into the po-
litical arena in order to incorporate citizen demands into its religious agenda,
with a view to attaining political power. Both of those trends represent political
theology, especially within neo-Pentecostalism, and advocate a reconstruction-
ist theocracy within current society. Some writers see this as the political face
of the so-called “theology of prosperity,” which preaches that Christians are
predestined to occupy positions of power in this world. Those espousing re-
constructionism have a particular understanding of the Bible, which they see as



70 José Luis Pérez Guadalupe /| Brenda Carranza

endorsing the construction of political power on the basis of religious dominion
within the various spheres of society.2”

The truth is that reconstructionism is not an entirely new idea, but rather
one that has its theological roots in ultraconservative Calvinist circles, and was
later taken up by charismatic and neo-Pentecostal politicians who sought legit-
imate theological grounds for seeking power on the basis of a supposed Evan-
gelical moral superiority, and the subordination of the State legal system to bib-
lical laws.3® Reconstructionism and dominion theology not only endorse
neoliberalism as an economic and political system, but also offer a supposedly
religious basis and Christian worldview that serves to legitimize the assumption
of power by religious and Evangelical leaders.

In its pure form, Christian Reconstructionism is a radical movement that has never
enjoyed wide support. The movement was founded by Rousas ]. Rushdoony, an
ultraconservative Presbyterian minister. Reconstructionism, Theonomy, or Domin-
ion Theology — the three terms are used interchangeably — advocates an ultracon-
servative economic theory and calls for a theocracy that would include the re-estab-
lishment of the civil laws of the Old Testament.?!

For practical purposes, we can assert that a large majority of Evangelicals who
currently espouse the “theology of prosperity” (or the “ideology of prosper-
ity”), “spiritual warfare,” and Christian reconstructionism come from recently
founded neo-Pentecostal megachurches, and do not belong to any Evangelical
denomination or Protestant tradition. In other wotds, their churches are “inde-
pendent”, and thus lacking any Christian institutional legacy. The founders of
such churches are in reality the owners of their religious enterprises — some of
which have taken on the character of religious-political businesses. It is the
founders — and only the founders — who conduct all of the religious, economic,
and political activities of these successful family companies. These “ministers”
are the ones who exercise absolute control over these “churches.” Even when
such churches participate in elections, it is the founders and their close relatives
who stand front and center, a phenomenon that constitutes evidence of their
intention to create some kind of “spiritual dynasty.” As expressed in a text of
the Election Monitoring Mission of Colombia:

The political activities of Pentecostals feature a few prominent surnames. The
Moreno Piraquive family controls MIRA. The Castellanos run the International
Charismatic Mission. The Chamorros are in charge of the Student and Business

29 Pérez: Las apropiaciones religiosas de lo publico (2017).

30 For further information regarding this subject, see Maldonado: Politica y religion en la dere-
cha cristiana de los Estados Unidos de América (2013), as well as the interesting and sugges-
tive article of Spadaro/Figueroa: Fundamentalismo evangélico e integrismo catélico (2017).

31 Marsden: Fundamentalism and American culture (2006), 248.
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Crusade of Colombia. These families preach their participation in electoral politics
as part of a religious mission that God has charged them with, and they claim to
their followers that their participation in politics is part of a religious commitment
to “save” Colombian society.??

These ministers and their families are the very raison d’étre of these ‘companies
that provide magical-religious services, as William Beltran calls them.?3 In this
way, the “entrepreneurs” of these religions begin to enter the political arena in
order to propose a reading of market democracy consistent with their interpre-
tation of society, something that has naturally facilitated ties between them and
the neoliberal and radicalized ultra-right’.34

These owners of “churches” who call themselves ministers — and sometimes
even “apostles” — have often previously left other Evangelical denominations
(neatly always those within the Pentecostal or charismatic tradition) in order to
establish, on the basis of supposed divine inspiration, their own church projects
of a strongly conservative bent. It is precisely because they know that they do
not belong to any Christian tradition or institution that stands behind them that
they seek refuge in some “apostle” willing to offer them “spiritual cover” —
obviously following a down payment — and subsequent agreed monthly pay-
ments — for their “spiritual services.”

Exceptions aside, one might say that these neo-Pentecostal ministers do not
belong to a church, but rather that the “church” belongs to them and that, fur-
thermore, they do not have believers in their centers of worship, but rather
customers. These ministers now seck not only the tithes of their members, but
also their votes. As far as the members themselves go, although there certainly
are honest and sincere members of megachurches, many attendees come more
in search of a miracle than of God; seek healing rather than conversion; and
desire prosperity more than spirituality.

On the other hand, their constant readiness to boast of their material success
stems from the logic of the supposed divine blessing of their faith. The more
faith that believers have, the more material goods they will obtain from God
(the “theology of prosperity”). According to this logic, poor people are poor
because they lack faith. This is the reason that, while Pentecostal ministers (and
Evangelical ministers in general) were staid and austere men, the so-called min-
isters and apostles of neo-Pentecostalism are pretentious and conceited, and

32 Misién de observacion electoral: Religion y politica (2019), 77.

3 Beltran thus defines the Universal Church of God’s Kingdom, for example, as “a multina-
tional company that provides large-scale magical services, and that does not seek to promote
community cohesion. The faithful who seek out these services [...] are treated as a mass of
customers who have come together in recognition of a need for a miracle” (Beltran: Del
monopolio catdlico a la explosion pentecostal [2013], 266).

34 Koutliandsky: Democracia, evangelismo y reaccién conservadora (2019), 144.
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believe that their example of prosperity will win over devotees who seek a better
life. This is also the reason why they recruit new members from the middle and
upper classes, who connect with their commercial vision of Christianity, even
if only in terms of their aspirations.

It is these same neo-Pentecostal ministers who, in broadening their mone-
tary vision — thanks to the tithes of their followers — engage in new business
ventures through the purchase of radio and TV stations, extensive real estate,
etc. In recent years, some have even formed their own political parties. They
then proceed to compete with an unfair advantage, given that the financing of
their political adventures is guaranteed through “church finances” that only they
are privy to, and that no one controls. In addition, all church property is in the
name of front corporations of which their family members are the only share-
holders. These ministers are the best examples of what can be called “political
Evangelicals,” as opposed to “Evangelical politicians.” We will be exploring this
distinction shortly.3

1.3 The Latin American Evangelical: Neither Catholic
nor Protestant

As we discovered eatlier, Escobat’s emic classification is useful for understand-
ing the mostimportant milestones in the historical and theological development
of Latin American Protestantism. For his part, José Miguez Bonino, an inter-
nationally famous member of the ecumenical movement, has proposed the
three “faces of Latin American Protestantism™3¢ along the same historical lines
as those of Escobar, but with an emphasis on church realities zis-g-vis interna-
tional context and events. According to Miguez, the realities of the Christian
mission are not defined solely in terms of church interests, and not even in
terms of the doctrinal formulation of their intellectual theologians. Instead, it
is necessary to seriously consider “church-world” relations from the standpoint
of the church’s mission.

In this regard, Bonino’s “faces” can be translated into focal points,
wortldviews, or systems of representation of the historical identities that are a
constant thread that run through in the activities of Evangelical Protestantism
in Latin America. Bonino’s “three faces” are: a.) the liberal face, which is con-
nected with the beginnings of Protestant faith in the region as part of the strug-
gle to implement a process of liberal modernity (i.e., including democracy, par-
ticipation, citizenship, human rights, etc.). This led to the construction of a

35 Pérez Guadalupe: Entre Dios y el César (2017), 221.
36 Miguez Bonino: La fe en busca de eficacia (1995).
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Protestant culture built on liberal foundations, inspired by the values of the
“social gospel” — values which permeated the character of the Evangelical
movement during the initial phase of Protestantism in the region; b.) #he Evan-
gelical face, which resulted from the convergence of two separate currents: the
first being European and Anglo-Saxon Evangelical Protestantism (of a Pietist
and Wesleyan stripe), missionary and ecumenical in nature, and interested in
evangelizing and engaging in social works in the region, while defending free-
doms and championing civil rights. The second current was the subsequent ar-
rival of a US-based “Evangelicalism,” which considered any investment not re-
lated to the verbal spreading of the Gospel a waste of time. There is no question
that the “Latin American Evangelical face” drew upon both of these traditions,
although it was the latter which proved to have greater influence on the Latin
American Evangelical wotldview; c.) the Pentecostal face, which took root in Latin
American culture as a popular religion whose theology dovetailed with the so-
ciocultural characteristics of the most impoverished sectors of the region (and
sometimes seen as “the sect of the poor”), and which obtained high levels of
support from the peoples of Latin America.

Furthermore, Miguez Bonino contends that there was a meeting — and also
a clash — between Pentecostal and Evangelical thought, describing this devel-
opment as follows: ‘Latin American Protestantism would not notice what was
happening until Pentecostal congregations began to proliferate in their neigh-
borhoods. For “Evangelical” Protestantism, these new churches represented
both a challenge and a temptation. They could see in Pentecostals a reflection
of their own theology, ethical views, and Evangelical zeal. But the way in which
these were expressed struck them as odd, and their growth scared them, while
at the same time attracting them.”” In the later institutional evolution of the
Pentecostal movement, there was a development of churches that was more
acceptable and respectable in the eyes of the Evangelical movement, and which
assumed some of the older movement’s practices and values. Later on, begin-
ning in the late 1980s, the Pentecostal movement faced its own identity crisis
with the emergence of a “neo-Pentecostal movement” (which Escobar does
not discuss) that presented challenges to the later development of Pentecostal-
ism, as we will see in due course.

Within this initial historical context, we can say that, in the present study, we
will be using the term “Evangelicals” in a broad sense to include all Christian
groups in Latin America of Protestant roots which, to a greater or lesser extent,
focus their church activities on the work of evangelizing and missionizing. Over
and apart from the doctrinal or denominational differences that such groups
might have with their Protestant forebears, Evangelical churches are primarily

57 Ibid., 60.
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mission churches comprising voluntary members, and are both Christ-centered
and Bible-centered. Such churches historically have comprised more traditional
denominations such as Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists, as well as Evan-
gelicals, Pentecostals, and independent churches. We will later revisit the term
“Evangelical” in order to examine another of its facets that we consider strate-
gically important: its appropriation in popular culture and by the media.

What this shows is that it is not easy to define, categorize, or draw distinc-
tions within the complex phenomenon of the Evangelical movement. Never-
theless, the words written a half century ago by the Swiss Calvinist theologian
and sociologist Christian Lalive D’Epinay in The Haven of the Masses are still true:
In accordance with Latin American custom, we understand by the term “Evan-
gelicals” all members of religious movements of the “extended Protestant fam-
ily,” whether Pentecostals, Methodists, Baptists, etc.”’3® What should be clear is
that we cannot speak of a single Evangelical church analogous to the Catholic
church, but must instead speak of Evangelical churches in the plural. Similarly,
we have to refer to “Pentecostalisms” in the plural. We also need to point out
that “Evangelicals” does not always have the same religious significance in Latin
America as it does in the United States or Europe (e.g., in reference to the
“Evangelical Lutheran Church.”)

Thus, being Evangelical in Latin America marks a clear distinction not only
from Catholics, but also from the Protestant European predecessors of Evan-
gelicals. In this regard, the term “Protestant” would have to include, in the
broadest sense, the movements, churches, and communities that embrace the
basic assumptions of the Lutheran reform in its distinct theological variations.
It is in this sense that the churches that typically identify as Protestant in Latin
America are the oldest and most traditional, having been established in the re-
gion in the early nineteenth century. Among the terms applied to them are
“mainline churches,” “transplanted churches,” and “liberal Protestantism.” In-
itially, their religious services were provided for foreign workers who resided in
Latin American countries. Over the course of time, these churches gradually
incorporated nationals of the countries where they operated. For this reason,
such churches do not constitute a numerical majority. However, the degree of
presence and influence of mainline Protestantism in the public sphere was re-
flected in the contributions of its leaders in different areas of civil society, and
in the public debate over the social issues of the day. As part of their church
activities, Protestants engaged in community service, while understanding evan-
gelization in terms that transcended efforts at proselytizing, and at the same
time maintained high-level ecumenical dialogue with the Catholic Church.

3 Lalive D Epinay: El refugio de las masas (1968). There are more recent editions, but we have
preferred to reference this first Spanish edition, which was published in 1968.
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As we have seen, the term “Evangelical” itself has been used in a broad
sense to refer, in a Latin American context, to members of non-Catholic Chris-
tian churches (i.e., those with their roots in Protestantism) and their descend-
ants. In contrast to the term “Protestant” (which, initially, was the term coined
by Martin Luther’s adversaries), the term “Evangelical” is a term that heirs of
the Reform have applied to themselves since the beginning of the twentieth
century, especially under the influence of North American missionary expan-
sion.

As is widely known, following the World Missionary Conference of Edin-
burgh (1910) which ruled out Latin America as “missionary grounds” (i.e., be-
cause of the presence of the Catholic Church), a Christian Works Congress was
held in Panama in 1916 which, in opposition to the conclusions of the Edin-
burgh gathering, consolidated the foreign missions in Latin America, given that
it did not recognize Catholicism as a Christian denomination, and did not rec-
ognize Catholics as Christian. Afterward, the signatories of the First Latin
American Evangelical Conference (known by its Spanish acronym as “CELA
1), held in Buenos Aires in 1949, established the following:

Given that the Gospel is what unites us and distinguishes us within the Latin Amer-
ican context, and given that the term “Evangelical” has been established by virtue
of time-honoted use, we recommend that this term be used and, further, that our
work in Latin America be referred to as “Evangelical Christianity.” In referring to
the churches specifically, we recommend that the qualifier “Evangelical” always pre-
cede the name of each respective denomination.?

This same affirmative stance regarding the concept of “Evangelical” was rati-
tied in 1961 at the Second Latin American Evangelical Conference (“CELA II”)
suggesting, ‘for use among church organizations, that the national Evangelical
Councils and Confederations...append the terms EVANGELICAL CHURCH
prior to the name of the denomination such that these terms be common to all
of the denominations.™

But while the term “Evangelical” caught on throughout Latin America, it
was not very helpful in establishing a firm sense of unity and homogeneity
among the different Evangelicals in the region. Thus, the meaning of “Evan-
gelical” came to acquire a variety of distinct connotations throughout its history.
This means that it is possible to speak of different ways of “being Evangelical”
in Latin America that have coexisted, and that have been in conflict with one
another in the struggle to acquire a certain degree of hegemony within the Evan-
gelical religious camp itself.

3% CELA I: Documentos de la Primera Conferencia Evangélica Latinoamericana (1949), 30.
40 CELA II: Documentos de la Segunda Conferencia Evangélica Latinoamericana (1962).
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In spite of these internal differences, we can include within the definition of
“Evangelical Christianity” in Latin America the following common characteris-
tics:*! a) zhe missionary dimension, which has endured during the various stages of
development of Evangelical missiology, ranging from evangelization in the
sense of human betterment and the quest for personal and social development,
to a more proselytizing notion of evangelization based on an ecclesiastical logic
of business administration, and focusing on numerical growth; b.) #he conceptnal-
ization of “the church,” which combines a sense of efficacy and flexibility in differ-
entiating the Universal Church from the local church, thus allowing each church
to feel that it is a part of the same invisible and Universal Church (but not one
that is institutional, like Roman Catholicism), while at the same time competing
for members with other local churches; c.) the ruling eschatology, which, since the
beginning of the twentieth century, has been pre-millenarianism, a view that
denied that things in the temporal world had any real value. Evangelical mis-
sionaries arrived in Latin America expressing an apocalyptic pessimism as re-
gards historical realities, and placing great emphasis on the imminent “second
coming of Christ”; d.) zhe way in which the Bible is interpreted is clearly “literal,” thus
leading to an “Evangelical Biblicism” that idealizes the doctrines or teachings
of a particular Evangelical group, characterizing such teachings as the “sound
doctrine” of the church that must be preserved and defended against any at-
tempt at revision or modification; e.) a fundamental characteristic of Evangeli-
cals is that of seeing themselves as a movement of ongoing revival and innovation vis-a-
vis a prior tradition from which it differentiates itself and begins to break away
from. Following a period of institutionalization, it begins this process all over
again, thus eventually leading to another schism. We have termed this phenom-
enon an institutional “fissiparous vocation” and “natural tendency to frag-
ment.”42

The last trait of Evangelical Christianity (according to Jean-Pierre Bastian)
is its anti-Catholicism, which is a fundamental component of the Evangelical
wortld in Latin America, given that ‘a common characteristic of all [Evangelicals]

41 Pérez Guadalupe: Entre Dios y el César (2017), 234ff.

42 We also suggest the following practical or sociological characteristic of Evangelicals in order
to differentiate them from other Protestants in Latin America: The Protestant Church that
evangelizes is Evangelical; an Evangelical church that no longer evangelizes becomes
Protestant. This functional distinction is based on the primary characteristic of Evangelical
churches in Latin America: evangelizing. If churches take on an institutional character and limit
themselves to pastoral services of a “maintenance” nature to their worshippers (as has hap-
pened in many denominations that have their roots in mainstream Protestantism), they
thereby lose what is the essential component of being Evangelical, namely evangelizing. To
paraphrase the Latin motto eclesia reformata, semper reformanda est, we could say that “the Evan-
gelical church is always evangelizing”; if not, it ceases to be Evangelical in order to act like
just another institutional (Protestant) church, even if its theology has not essentially changed.
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is that they are groups that dissent from Catholicism, to which they are opposed
cither covertly or overtly.*® While this is a historical reality, we will see in the
present study how this tendency has gradually become blunted, especially within
the political sphere.

1.4 The category “Evangelical” as a dialogue strategy
in new contexts

As we have already noted, throughout Latin America, the term “Evangelical”
precedes “Pentecostal.” This is because, historically, the first missionaries of the
mid-nineteenth century were for the most part traditional Europeans, and then,
at the end of that same century, other missionaries of an Evangelical stripe
began to arrive, mainly from the United States. As previously indicated, Evan-
gelicals can be subdivided along both political (e.g., conservative, liberal) and
theological (e.g., Pietist, literalist) lines. Throughout the course of the twentieth
century, as the Pentecostal wave swelled and crested with new religious expres-
sions, Pentecostals were identified by society (and, sometimes, by Evangelicals
themselves) as Christian “sects.”

In general, the first Pentecostals were marginalized not only religiously, but
also socially, given that they were numerical minorities of an impoverished so-
cial class bereft of any demographic, social, economic, or political influence.
Because of this socio-religious status, this Christian group became the target of
stigmatizing prejudice. For this reason, it is understandable why Pentecostals
never embraced the term “Protestant.” Instead, they gradually entered the large
and diverse “Evangelical community” while retaining their own distinct Pente-
costal identity. Such are the ironies of history that later decades have witnessed
what might be termed a “Pentecostalization” of the Evangelical churches, thus
leading to the two terms often being used interchangeably.

One case that serves as an excellent example of the different meanings these
terms have taken on in Latin America can be found within the specific context
of Brazil. Thus, while Pentecostals in that country did not internally use the
term “Evangelical” to describe themselves, the nation’s communications media
immediately made that association, and popularized the term “Pentecostal” as
a synonym of the term “Evangelical.” The past 40 years have even seen part of
the Brazilian Pentecostal movement publicly embracing the term “Evangelical,”
and using it for strategic purposes. As Burity points out, Brazilian Pentecostals
began using the term “Evangelical” during the 1980s as both a political and

43 Bastian: L.a mutacién religiosa de América Latina (1997), 19.
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identitarian tactic.** Doing so served as an enfrée both into mainstream Protes-
tantism and into sociopolitical circles — given that self-identification as “Pente-
costals” carried with it the baggage of class, identity, and demographic preju-
dice. Thus, using the category “Evangelical” in Brazil enabled Pentecostals to
be seen as more ecumenical, and emboldened them to emerge as political rep-
resentatives of the Protestant world. In addition to this strategy of political vis-
ibility that aimed at attaining social acceptance, embracing the term “Evangeli-
cal” in some ways helped Pentecostalism draw closer to mainstream
Protestantism, while at the same time facilitating a congenial rapprochement
between reconstructionist-oriented US Evangelicalism and (neo-) Pentecostal-
ism.45

These interrelationships can be clearly seen in recent years with the ascent
of the Christian Right in the US, and its influence in Latin America. In Brazil
especially, that impact was felt with greater force with the Evangelical partici-
pation in politics that began with the impeachment of President Dilma Rousseff
(2010).

Amat and Pérez explains the beginnings of these ties with the US Religious
Right:

... in 1979, the Baptist preacher Jerry Falwell founded the group known as Moral
Majority [...]. Together with this Evangelical presence in American politics, a num-
ber of groups and organizations headed by well-known preachers and televangelists
also entered the American political arena, and alliances were formed with the sectors
who had the closest ties to the New Right, which was advocating the expansion of
the free-market system as a key to modernization and prosperity. In addition, these
groups indirectly constituted the bulwatks of the political and economic system that
the United States was promoting; 46

This helps us understand the organized reaction of the Christian Right in en-
couraging the formation of religiously based collectives that resonated among
certain churches, ministers, Evangelical universities, Christian politicians, and
televangelists for the purpose of spreading their ideals throughout all of Latin
America.*’ In addition, the Christian Right tenaciously combatted the cultural
movements of the 1960s, during which American society experienced signifi-
cant changes during the height of the Cold War. These changes were caused by,
among other factors, laws that allowed abortion; the prohibition of Bible read-
ing and prayer in schools; the introduction of sex education in schools; the
feminist movement’s vindication of reproductive rights; public demonstrations

44 Burity: El pueblo evanggélico (2021).

45 Burity: ¢Ola conservadora y surgimiento de la nueva derecha cristiana brasilefia? (2020).
46 Amat/Pérez: Catisma y politica (2004), 123.

47 Cérdova: Velhas e novas direitas religiosas na América Latina (2014).



The Diversity of Political Pentecostalism in Latin America 79

of sexual liberation; the secular humanism that flourished in American univer-
sities, etc. In the face of such a scenario, the greatest concern of the Right was
the preservation of the values of the “American family” which it saw as under
threat as a result of the increasing rate of divorce, the fragility of the institution
of marriage, and the decline in religious observance. Generally speaking, the
Christian Right emerged due to fear of the consequences of cultural changes,
political uncertainty, and the threats posed to moral convictions.*3

Within this context, the theological formulations of the Moral Majority were
in consonance with the views of Evangelical political sectors in the US that had
ties with the extreme right wing of the Republican Party.#> This consonance
assumed new forms in the early twenty-first century with the emergence of the
Tea Party (Alternative Right) and Christian Right, that constituted the base of
support for Donald Trump’s run for the presidency in 2016. The Tea Party
sought to renovate the Republican Party by restoring conservative values, in-
cluding the right to bear arms and freedom of expression — irrespective of the
real or symbolic violence of the expression.” In terms of ideology, the goal of
this new tendency was to shift the Republican Party toward the extreme right.

In Brazil, an analogous phenomenon can be seen in the militarism, anti-
Communism, anti-Feminism, homophobia, and hate-mongering characteristic
of the presidential campaign of Jair Messias Bolsonaro (2018), who enjoyed the
tirm backing of conservative Evangelical sectors.5!

From the perspective of these Christian conservatives, the social move-
ments that fought for policies of inclusion for the LGBTQ+ community and
the recognition of social, ethnic, and racial minorities are responsible for the
decline in the social mores and values of “their nation” — a nation that they
consider “a Christian nation.”>? According to Julio Villazén, the importance of
this political-religious US base resides in the direct influence that it exerts upon
the organization of the Evangelical and neo-Pentecostal sectors in Latin

48 Finguerut: Formacio, crescimento e apogeu da direita cristd nos Estados Unidos (2009), 112—
14.

49 Ibid.; Flores: A Construgdo de uma ‘Nagio Cristd’ na América Latina (2020); Mariano: Reli-
gido e politica no Brasil (2015).

50 The Tea Party takes its name from the “Boston Tea Party,” which refers to a protest on
December 16, 1773 by English settlers in America against the British Empire. As a reaction-
ary movement, the Tea Party gathered momentum in the United States when local commu-
nities and groups joined forces via social networks. The group gained notoriety in 2009 when
its members organized mass demonstrations against the healthcare reform proposed by Pres-
ident Barack Obama.

51 Tacerda: Jair Bolsonaro (2020); Catranza: Evangélicos (2020); Vital da Cunha: Retérica da
perda e os Aliados dos Evanggélicos na politica brasileira (2020).

52 Vaggione/Machado: Religious Patterns of Neoconservatism in Latin America (2020); Ma-
chado: A vertente evangélica do neoconservadorismo brasileiro (2020).
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America.5? This is all the more the case because these groups were part of the
foundation of what the communications media tend to call “the conservative
wave” (or “neo-conservative wave”) which have set off a general alarm in reac-
tion to the discourses and leading figures of the emerging authoritarianism. For
Ricardo Mariano, this phenomenon reflects a ‘historical irony [because] Protes-
tantism, which had previously been seen as promoting cultural modernity, splin-
tered into distinct groups advocating diversity, pluralism, and human rights.
At the same time, the Christian Right came to assume a leading role among
both Evangelical and (neo-)Pentecostal sectors, while also expanding its influ-
ence to certain Catholic sectors, as we will see at the conclusion of the present
study.

2. Historical and Sociological Factors

Having considered the efforts of academics and emic intellectuals to under-
stand the various waves of “Evangelical Christianity” over the course of its
200-year presence in Latin America in terms of its conceptual and theological
(typological) aspects, we will in the second part of our study be analyzing the
impact that this phenomenon has had on the society and politics of the region.
The goal of this analysis is to understand how it is that Pentecostal and neo-
Pentecostal churches have assumed a prominent role, established relationships
with Catholic conservatives, and formed ad hoc political alliances in order to
attain their political and partisan objectives. We will begin by presenting a socio-
demographic profile of Pentecostalism, showing how its growth has been ac-
companied by a need for identitarian visibility. Afterward, we will delineate how
theological changes have interfered in the conceptualization of political partic-
ipation. We will then proceed to analyze the political, media, theological, and
geopolitical factors that have shaped the multi-causality of political Evangelical
conscience. We will conclude this part by identifying the theological rupture
that has come to define neo-Pentecostalism, including its sumptuous architec-
tural manifestations, leading to new political expressions on both a national and
international level, and in the end consolidating a new political theology.

53 Cérdova: Velhas e novas direitas religiosas na América Latina (2014).
5 Mariano/Gerardi: Elei¢oes presidenciais na América Latina em 2018 e ativismo politico de
evangélicos conservadores (2019).
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2.1  The New Christians: Evangelical growth in Latin America

Leaving aside the percentages of each individual country (i.e., in terms of cen-
sus figures and surveys), statistics reveal a steady decrease over the past fifty
years in adherence to Roman Catholicism in Latin America, along with a con-
comitant increase in Evangelicalism that is almost the direct inverse of the
Catholic decline. In this connection, it should be borne in mind that Latin
Americans with no religious affiliation represent the group experiencing the
second highest growth rate. For this reason, currently only one out of every
two persons in Uruguay, Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, and
Puerto Rico is Catholic. However, within the region as a whole, Catholicism
continues to be the majority religion (though no longer the dominant one, with
67% of the population, far below the 92% that it could claim in 1970 (i.e, a
drop of 25% in less than 50 years). Conversely, Evangelicals have sustained an
increase of 20%, while the numbers of the unaffiliated have grown 10%. And
there are individual countries where the numbers of Evangelicals nearly equal
the number of Catholics: Honduras — 41% Evangelicals vs. 47% Catholics;
Guatemala — 40% Evangelicals vs. 47% Catholics; Nicaragua — 37% Evangeli-
cals vs. 47% Catholics, etc. In addition, Brazil, the country with the highest
number of Catholics in the world, has seen its Catholic population decline 15%
over the course of 18 years (1995-2013), while the numbers of Evangelicals
increased by 15% during that same period. Paraguay and Ecuador are the only
Latin American nations that have a Catholic population in excess of 80% while,
in other countries, the growth of the “non-affiliated” exceeds that of Evangel-
icals (e.g., Uruguay, with 38% reporting no religious affiliation; 13% Evangeli-
cals, and 41% Catholics).55 With these data and projections, continuing to refer
to Latin America as the most Catholic region of the world or “the continent of
hope” could within a few years become unsustainable claims.

On the other hand, it can also be shown that religious migration in Latin
America during the past twenty years is primarily due to “Catholic emigration.”
In other wotds, the adherents lost by Catholicism have swelled the ranks of the
Evangelicals — especially those of a Pentecostal stripe. The group growing at
the second highest rate — the unaffiliated — are persons with no institutional
commitment to any church. These persons are not necessarily atheists. Instead,
they do not participate in any religious institution, whether Catholic or Evan-
gelical. To Evangelicals and the non-affiliated we can add a third group experi-
encing growth: “unchurched Catholics.” These are Catholics whose Catholic
identity is a matter of culture, devotion, culture, sociology, etc., and who self-

55 Latinobarémetro: Las religiones en tiempos del Papa Francisco (2014); Latinobarémetro:
Encuesta Latinobarémetro 2017 (2017).
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identify as Catholics (and are classified by such in surveys) but who, in practical
terms, do not participate in any church activities.

In this regard, it is important to note that the level of commitment of wor-
shippers to their church — whether Catholic or Evangelical — varies greatly, thus
showing that active involvement in one’s church is something very different
from merely belonging. For this reason, it is important to separately define the
religious activities of actively involved adherents, given that Evangelicals are
usual much more actively involved and committed than those who self-identify
as Catholics. In other words, the Evangelical percentage cannot be compared
solely in quantitative terms (i.e., in terms of belonging) with the Catholic per-
centage given that those who self-identify as Evangelicals are typically much
more involved with their churches than those who self-identify as Catholics.5¢

In the following graph of the Pew Research Center>” we can see the general
trends with respect to religious changes in the region over the course of the past
century:

Number of Catholics in Latin America decreases;
Numbers of Protestants and unafilliated increase
Percentage of total population belonging to each religious group
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The figures for years prior to 2014 are from the World Religion Database, and census data from Brazil and Mex-
ico. The figures for 2014 are based on a survey conducted by the Pew Research Center. For more information
regarding how population figures were determined, see the Methodology section of this report.

The percentages for each year reported may not total 100% because of rounding, as well as the small numbers
of religious groups not represented in this table. The figures are drawn from 18 countries and the US territory
of Puerto Rico. © PEW RESEARCH CENTER

56 This observation can be corroborated in Pew Research Center: Religion in Latin America (2014).
57 Tbid.



The Diversity of Political Pentecostalism in Latin America 83

Figure 1. Religious change in Latin America during the past century

As Figure 1 shows, in 1910, some 94% of Latin Americans were Catholics,
while 1% were Protestants, and there was no migration between the two differ-
ent religious affiliations. We can also see that during the first half of the twen-
tieth century (i.e., between 1910 and 1950), Catholicism maintained a percent-
age of 94%, the numbers of Evangelical adherents increased 2%, and those
reporting no religious affiliation did not appear in the statistics. In other words,
after four and a half centuries of Catholicism, there had been little change in
the religiosity of Latin America. During the subsequent 20-year period from
1950 to 1970, Catholicism decreased by two percentage points and Evangeli-
calism increased a single percentage point. In other words, there was hardly any
change. The big changes only began to occur in 1970. From 1970 until 2014,
we can see that Catholicism decreased 23%, the Evangelical movement grew
15%, and the numbers of unaffiliated have reached the current figure of 8%. In
sum, during the past 50 years, there has been more religious change than in the
nearly five hundred previous years. This represents the real transformation of
the religious situation in Latin America.5

These statistics not only confirm the long-term Evangelical growth trend at
the expense of Catholic decline over the course of the last half century, but also
identify the year 1970 as a watershed year in terms of the religious stability of
Latin America. Similarly, while the important numerical growth of Evangelicals
occurred during the 1970s, their involvement in party politics only began in the
1980s. In other words, immediately after experiencing an initial growth spurt,
Evangelicals began to engage in party politics in every country. Thus, only 10
years of significant numerical growth were needed before Evangelicals were
able to make the leap into the world of politics. They had hardly established

58 A comparative analysis of figures broken down by country reveals that, until 1970, the only
countries with significant diminishing Catholicism were Chile (probably as a result of Pente-
costalism having taken root there eatly on) and Puerto Rico, with net losses of 20% and 13%
respectively. As regards countries with large Evangelical populations now, such as the Central
American nations, there were not significant diminishing numbers, with none of these coun-
tries displaying a net loss of more than 8% (in the case of Guatemala, followed by Costa Rica
[6%], El Salvador [5%], and Nicaragua [4%)]). Brazil experienced only a 3% net loss in Ca-
tholicism during the 60-year period from 1910 to 1970, this despite the fact that Pentecostal-
ism had also been established there at an early date. However, contrary to what had happened
during that relatively stable period, the period from 1970 to 2014 witnessed a marked decrease
in Catholicism in all countries in the region, ranging from 5% in Paraguay to 47% in Hondu-
ras. Apart from Central America, the most populous nations of the region also experienced
significant losses of Catholic adherents (e.g., Brazil, 31%; Mexico, 15%). Medium-sized Latin
American nations also showed significant losses during this later period: Argentina — 20%,
Venezuela — 20%, Peru — 19%, and Colombia — 16%.
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themselves as social actors and were already emerging as new political actors.
But the great leap into politics was not due solely to their numerical growth.
Other factors that we will later examine were also in play.

Of course, in discussing the growth of Evangelical groups, we are referring
not only to the number or percentage of their members, but also to the social
importance that they acquired during those years, after having left behind the
public invisibility and “minority complex” that had previously characterized
them. We are in addition referring to the importance Evangelicals assumed in
surveys of public opinion and social research, and to their entry into the middle
and upper socioeconomic sectors of society, as well as to their moving out of
their “garage churches” into megachurches that were constructed in suburban
areas; their winning over of opinion leaders and influential groups; their incur-
sions into social media, and their unexpected entry into the wotld of party pol-
itics. It is thus evident that Evangelicals are currently not seeking merely to put
an end to the Catholic religious mongpoly in Latin America (something that they
have already achieved) but also to consign Catholic religious and political hegenz-
ony to the past.

Brazil is very much a part of this general trend in Latin America. Indeed,
Brazil is on the very cutting edge of this tendency, being the country where the
migration from Catholicism to Protestantism has been most pronounced in re-
cent years. In fact, it is on pace to soon attain the levels of the Central American
nations where more than 40% of the population are Evangelicals (i.e., Nicara-
gua, Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala), and to subsequently surpass the
Catholic population in fairly short order. The most recent national census in
Brazil, conducted in 2010, revealed that 65% of Brazilians identified as Catholic,
while 22% identified as Evangelicals. It is estimated that between 30% and 33%
of the current population is Evangelical. However, if current trends continue,
and all other things being equal, it will not be too long before Brazilian Evan-
gelicals can lay claim to being the majority religion in the nation. In this regard,
José Eustaquio Diniz Alves ventured a prediction in 20185 that by the year
2032, Evangelicals would surpass Catholics in numbers. He based this predic-
tion on the fact that, since the year 1990, the nation’s Catholic population has
been decreasing at an average rate of one percentage point per year, while the
Evangelical population has been rapidly growing during that same period (and
especially during the past 20 years) albeit at a somewhat lower rate than that of
the corresponding Catholic decline.

59 Diniz: Transi¢do Religiosa (2018).
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Projected Catholic and Evangelical population trends in Brazil
Figure 2. Religious Transition in Brazil: 1940-2032. Source: Brazilian census (IGBE) data from

Religious Transition in Brazil: 1940-2032
100 95,0 93,5

93,0 91,8
— o ’

° o 89,0
\.\83,3
°
80 \73,9
o
70 \64,6
o

60
49,9
50

90

—-e-Catholic -e-Evangelicals ®.
\39,8
40 @
318356
30 22,%
o
20 15,4
9 /n/
6,6
10 2,7 3,6 4 5,2 e—"°
o—o o—9—
0
1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040

1940 through 2010, and projections for the period 2022-2032. (Diniz: Transi¢do Religiosa, 2018).

In other words, the Catholic loss is not in direct proportion to the Evangel-
ical gain. Instead, many who leave the Catholic Church immediately become
part of the group identified as having no religious affiliation. A similar phenom-
enon has been observed in Chile, where the Catholic population has steadily
declined, but where Evangelical growth has ceased. In this regard, if these pro-
jections come to fruition, referring to Brazil as the nation with the highest Cath-
olic population in the world may at some point no longer be sustainable.

It is obvious that the demographic growth of Pentecostalism in Brazil im-
plies a giant leap forward from visibility of numbers to visibility of an identity.
Thus, Pentecostals have left behind their previous political anonymity and are
now going through a process of “minoritization,” which can be understood as
a political empowerment that can allow them — as a religious minority — to carve
out a place for themselves within the Brazilian national identity and claim rights
to political representation. According to Burity, the concept of minoritization
allows us to capture the dynamic of Pentecostal mobilization in democratic re-
gimes that encourage the institutional integration of social minorities in a na-
tion’s politics.®

60 “Minoritarization” is an anthropological neologism that reflects the power of Evangelical’s
social and political identity. See Burity: El pueblo evangélico (2021).
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2.2 The multicausality of the Evangelicals’ newfound
political conscience

Just as the watchword some 500 years ago was cuius regio, eins religio (the religion
of the kingdom — or rather, of the king — determines the religion of the sub-
jects), we can affirm that, historically, the political response of the Evangelicals
is dictated by prevailing theology of their communities. In this regard, Latin
American Evangelicalism has been highly diverse as regards its political prefer-
ences, given that different forms of Evangelicals’ participation in public life
stem from their responses to a fundamental question regarding their “relation-
ship with the world.”” For this reason, we would like to focus on analyzing how
these responses to the wider world have taken the form of a political response
on the part of Latin American Evangelicals. However, to the extent that high
levels of political and political party participation on the part of Evangelicals is
something that has emerged only in recent decades, we will be referring to the
most recent analyses of this phenomenon.

A pioneering study of Evangelicals and their relationship with politics in
Latin America was Christian Lalive D’Epinay’s The Haven of the Masses (1968).61
D’Epinay, a Swiss Calvinist theologian and sociologist, wrote about the Chilean
Pentecostalism of the mid-1960s. He later broadened his research to include
Argentina, and attempted to offer an explanatory model for Latin American
Protestantism as a whole. D’Epinay’s research, along with the studies con-
ducted by Emilio Willems®? on Pentecostalism in Brazil and Chile, which ap-
plied the theses of Max Weber, are the first works that provide a perspective
different from the missionary ethnographies and apologetics that had previ-
ously been offered.

The objective of D’Epinay’s research was to ‘understand Protestant religious
systems within the context of a dialectic that, on multiple levels, binds them to
Chilean society,” focusing primarily on the Chilean Pentecostal movement. His
working hypothesis was that ‘Pentecostalism presents itself as a community-
based religious response to the abandonment of vast segments of the popula-
tion — an abandonment resulting from the anomie of a society that was in tran-
sition.”®3 The fact that they felt like “citizens of a different realm” led Chilean
Pentecostals to separate themselves from the world — in effect, to marginalize

6t Lalive D’Epinay: El refugio de las masas (1968). Published in Spanish in 1968, the earlier
French edition was based on field work sponsored by the World Council of Churches that
was conducted in Chile in 1965-66. There are more recent editions of this work, but we have
preferred to use the first Spanish edition of 1968 as a reference.

62 Willems: Followers of the New Faith Culture Change the Rise of Protestantism in Brazil and
Chile (1967).

6 Lalive D’Epinay: El refugio de las masas (1968), 47.
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a wotld that had previously marginalized them — and finally to remain in their
communities, which they conceived as “havens of the masses.” This view im-
plied two dichotomies: between the spiritual and the material, and between the
church and the world.

Thus, the complex of the religious values and ideas comprising the social
ethics of their creed were the foundation of their non-involvement in sociopo-
litical matters. This non-involvement reflected their view that the Gospel had
nothing whatsoever to do with politics, and that the only way of addressing the
problems of the country was through preaching and prayer for “the salvation
of souls.” This posture, which was based on Evangelicals’ social and religious
experience, led them, within the public sphere, to a “social boycott” or “political
boycott” that consisted essentially of the persistent distancing from and rejec-
tion of any sphere of activity outside of the church, and of prohibiting the par-
ticipation of worshippers in the cultural and political life of the country. It is for
this reason that Lalive D’Epinay at times defines such a position in sociological
terms as “sectarian.” Undoubtedly, this “apolitical force” led Evangelicals to
supportt the status quo, rather than to advocate for social change.t4

The other contribution that is relevant for our analysis is that of Heinrich
Schifer, whom we mentioned in Part I of this study. Schifer studied the various
currents of Protestantism and their political influence in Latin America. His
work was in fact one of the first analyses of this particular topic, and incorpo-
rated theological, historical, sociological, and political considerations. What is
especially interesting for our purposes is his “bi-dimensional model” of inter-
pretation, which utilizes a “theological” and “sociological” dimension: the for-
mer understood as a subjective-objective continuum of the mediation of divine
grace, and the latter determined by the forms of the institutional organization
of the church, with the continuum comprising the different degrees of tension
between church and society. What is noteworthy about this approach is that

64 After the work of Lalive D’Epinay, there were a number of Protestant and Evangelical au-
thors who also offered observations regarding the political commitments of Evangelicals in
Latin America from the 1980s onward. These include the following: Miguez Bonino: La fe
en busca de eficacia (1977); Deiros: Los evangélicos y el poder politico en América Latina
(1986); Bastian: Protestantismos y modernidad latinoamericana (1994); Bastian: La mutacion
religiosa de América Latina (1997); Freston: Protestantismo e politica no Brasil (1993); Fres-
ton: Un compromiso politico en funcién de las iglesias (1995); Freston: Protestant political
parties (2004); Freston: Religido e politica, sim igreja e estado, ndo (20006); Freston: Evange-
lical Christianity and democracy in Latin America (2008); Lépez Rodriguez: La seduccion del
poder (2004); Lépez Rodriguez/Arroyo: Tejiendo un nuevo rostro publico (2008). In this
same regard, two meetings held by the Latin American Theological Fraternity are also worthy
of mention. The first of these was the so-called “Jarabacoa Consultation” of 1983 in the
Dominican Republic, and the second took place in Buenos Aires in 1987. In addition, see the
volume edited by Padilla: De la marginacién al compromiso (1991).
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Schiifer utilizes a strictly theological point of departure for the purposes of de-
termining social behavior (along the same lines as Lalive D’Epinay). In other
wortds, for Schifer, the theological criteria of these churches determined their
social and political reactions in the wider world.6>

However, in order to understand the most recent changes within the Latin
American Evangelical community, we need to answer two important questions.
First, what is it that led to the massive incursion of certain Evangelical leaders
into the arena of party politics? Secondly, what is the true scope of this new
political conscience? In other words, why did Evangelicals changed their view
of society and decide to participate in worldly affairs?

We believe that this change resulted from sociological, political, media-re-
lated, and theological factors.®® We will now proceed to discuss each of these
factors in turn.

For the purposes of our discussion, it is the last of these that is the most
important. But in order to be able to properly contextualize these keys to un-
derstanding, it is important to bear in mind two additional points. First, this
change occurred in the 1980s, when the region was emerging from dictatorships
and civil wars, and returning to democratic government, including the drafting
of new constitutions, a process that opened up a wide range of possibilities of
political participation for new social actors. At the same time, Evangelical
churches were proliferating in urban areas, and among the middle and profes-
sional classes. This latter dynamic afforded Evangelicals a certain degree of so-
cial (not merely religious) leadership within their communities. In addition, we
need to consider what was occurring among dominations within the United
States, which had a clear influence on the political decisions of their Latin Amer-
ican counterparts.

We can see that the sociological factor reflects the maturity of Latin American
Evangelical churches. As we have previously discussed, statistics show a clear
growth trend for Evangelicals in the region. But this growth, which accelerated
in the 1970s, has its roots in more than a century of history and experience.
Currently, members of Evangelical churches are not only converts from Ca-
tholicism, but also second, third, and fourth generation Evangelicals who can
lay claim to an Evangelical tradition that they have been able to develop both
in their centers of worship and in the wider world.¢” All this leads us to conclude
that, in spite of the changes and the minor differences, the Evangelical move-
ment in Latin America has come of age. It was therefore only natural that it

65 Schifer: Protestantismo y ctisis social en América Central (1992), 91ff.

66 Pérez Guadalupe: Entre Dios y el César (2017) and Pérez Guadalupe: Evangelicals and Poli-
tical Power in Latin America (2019).

67 Thorsen: Practicas carismaticas y patroquias catdlicas en Guatemala (2019), 29.
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would seek to have a greater role in the life of the nations where it was thriving,
not merely for the purpose of staking its claim to rightful place in society (i.e.,
based on the numerical representation that Evangelicals had attained), but ra-
ther to serve as a guiding light, by means of their Christian message, for the
actual development of their nations. In other words, Evangelicals not only
wanted to participate as believers, but also as citizens.

For the purposes of describing the political factor, we need to cite the fall of
Communism as an event that laid bare a crisis of ideology. The year 1989 rep-
resented the culmination of a long and complex process of which the fall of the
Berlin Wall was a powerful symbolic expression. In Latin America, this crisis of
ideologies and traditional political parties resulted in both power vacuums and
pockets of power that lacked viable political representation. The fall of Com-
munism brought with it the fall of any Manichean vision among Evangelical
conservatives based on anti-Communism and the demonization of atheist
Marxism. There were no longer ideological enemies to sustain the theory of a
leftist conspiracy within the church. Concomitantly, the view that had spurned
the world, and that saw politics as a dangerous arena, also disappeared. In the
absence of either ideological enemies or reasons to withdraw from the world,
Evangelical conservatives saw a golden opportunity to become engaged in pol-
itics, not because they were interested in political participation per s¢, but rather
(at least at first) exclusively as a means to “evangelize.” For Evangelical believers
—and especially for neo-Pentecostals — their Christian faith no longer prevented
them from working in the world and for the world. Ministers did not insist that
their worshippers withdraw from everything not connected with the church.
This attitude led to a figurative opening of the gates — the gates of heaven and
of earth — for the supposed purpose of spreading the Gospel to the largest
possible numbers of persons through the wide gate of political participation. In
addition, those who have an impact and influence on society are also accorded
higher status. Thus, Evangelicals began to become comfortably ensconced
among the middle and upper classes.

To the demographic growth of the 1970s and the minoritization leap of the
1990s, we can add the wedia factor, which reflects Evangelicals’ efforts to attain
greater political presence and a higher profile on mass communication media in
Latin America in the 1970s. Hugo Assmann has noted in the 1980s that the
rebroadcast of programs featuring American televangelists such as Jerry Falwell,
Paul Crouch, and Jim Baker (all connected to the Moral Majority in which Ralph
Reed and Gary Bauer served in the political lobby as operators of the interests
of conservative evangelical sectors) became extremely popular in the region.s8
Programs like In Towch (Charles Stanley), The Old Time Gospel Hour (Jerry

68 Assmann: La iglesia electronica y su impacto en América Latina (1987), 48-57.
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Falwell), The 700 Club (Pat Robertson), and The PTL Club (Jim Bakker), or the
Puerto Rican televangelists of Panamericana Television, which had a wide reach
in Latin countries, Yiye Avila (Escuadrin Reldampago Cristo 1iene) and Paul
Finkenbinder, also known as Hermano Pablo, among others.

Pentecostals also had a highly prominent presence on the radio, dating all
the way back to Aimee Semple McPherson (founder of the Four-Square
Church) and S. Parkes Cadman in the 1930s. Later, in the 1970s, Evangelical
sermons were broadcast by Family Radio (Oakland, California) and 1oz de /a
Amistad. In Latin America, there was HCJB, “The Voice of the Andes”, based
in Quito, Ecuador, which offered programing in indigenous languages during
time frames that were strategically conceived to maximize the numbers of work-
ing-class listeners. The presence of US-based Christian media outlets, such as
the T7inity Broadeasting Network and GOD TV, served as models in Latin Amer-
ica, with their distinctive format of programming, soliciting contributions, ways
of involving the faithful in sustaining the media enterprises, securing sponsors,
and complementary operations such as publishing, the sale of religious prod-
ucts, etc. Hugo Assmann coined the term “electronic churches” to describe
this burgeoning mass media presence of Pentecostal evangelizing, which had its
native practitioners in Latin America, televangelists who copied the models of
their more famous US counterparts, such as Oral Roberts, Rex Humbard,
Jimmy Swaggart, etc.”

This proliferation of projects and initiatives constituted the beginnings of
the religious media presence in the region. In Brazil, this development was ac-
companied by the consolidation of a religious market that included gospel mu-
sic, videos, television programs, live events, books, websites, etc., even extend-
ing to online influencers. Brazilian religious media succeeded in segmenting
their target listeners according to socioeconomic class (e.g., programs aimed at
working class audiences) and gender (e.g., programs aimed at women). The two
most high-profile Brazilian churches are the Universal Church of the Kingdom
of God (IURD), with its own television station, (the second largest in terms of
national coverage) and Born Again in Christ, also with its own television station
(Rede Gospel). Both of these media outlets feature bishops and ministers who
are also members of the Brazilian Senate or Chamber of Deputies, and who
have strongly influenced the commissions who make decisions regarding the
licensing of communications media, basing their claims on religious freedom.”!
These same kinds of alliances can be found in Mexico where, according to R.C.
De la Torre, COFRATERNICE (the Mexican National Brotherhood of

6 Carranza: Catolicismo mididtico (2011).
70 Assmann: La iglesia electronica y su impacto en América Latina (1987).
7t Bandeira: Midia, religido e politica (2018).
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Evangelical Christian Churches) agreed to support Andrés Manuel Lopez Ob-
rador’s 2018 presidential run in Exchange for the concession of radio stations
and television programming.’

We stress the fact neo-Pentecostals’ interest in political representation in
Brazil is of vital importance. This is because it is the activities of its representa-
tives that serve to guarantee access to the rights for radio transmission and other
communication outlets, as well as access to economic resources earmarked for
companies that have demonstrated that they serve the public interest. It is no
less true that a strong media presence serves another purpose: as a political
platform for launching the campaigns of candidates endorsed by churches, thus
maximizing their public exposure. It is for this reason that political parties do
not underestimate their influence on elections.” We will now turn to the fourth
factor in our multi-causal model that is responsible for Latin American neo-
Pentecostals’ newfound political conscience: the theological factor.

2.3 A new political theology: from pre-millenarianism
to post-millenarianism

The theological factor — the transition from pre-millenarian to post-millenarian
eschatology, is in our opinion the one that weighs most heavily in the new po-
litical conscience of Evangelicals. This is because this theological factor reflects
a renewed theological vision with respect to the relationship between the church
and the world, and because this relationship has important ethical conse-
quences. What is most noteworthy in this regard is that this new vision takes as
its point of departure a matter of theology — and specifically of eschatology —
for the purpose of explaining political behavior, along the same lines as Lalive
D’Epinay and Heinrich Schifer. In other words, to the extent that the Evangel-
ical churches embrace theological changes, their attitudes and behavior regard-
ing the world and politics also are transformed. And there was indeed an im-
portant change in Evangelical eschatology that took place in the 1980s.

Within the Latin American Evangelical community, it was stressed over the
course of many decades that the second coming (or parousia) of Christ was im-
minent. This belief engendered an attitude of living in this world as if it were a
“waiting room.” If Evangelicals expected to be taken up in rapture at the mo-
ment of Christ’s sudden second coming, why should they concern themselves
with improving the world, or with trying to make it a more just and livable
place? This was the reason that Evangelicals did not participate in “worldly”

72" Dela Torre: Genealogfa de los movimientos religiosos conservadortes y la politica en México (2020).
73 Carranza: Evangélicos (2020).
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affairs — and especially not in politics. Not only because their ministers had
anathematized such activities, but because it did not make sense to expend en-
ergy on such matters if Christ was about to come at any moment. Moreover,
the worse things were in this world, the more reason there would be for God
to hasten his coming and the restoration of his kingdom on earth — just as he
had promised.”

This was the way that Latin American Evangelicals had been taught to face
the future: do not pay too much attention to what is going on in history, given
that the realities that are truly important have to do with matters that are not of
this world. This theological system is known as pre-millenarianism, which is an
Evangelical theological current that was widespread in Latin America, and
which for many years constituted a fundamental tenet of the dominant strain
of Evangelical thinking. The aspect of this doctrine that was most strongly em-
phasized was the imminence of the second coming. Thus, there was a tremen-
dous pressure in Evangelical communities to forsake the things of this world,
and dedicate oneself entirely to evangelizing, given that the Savior’s second
coming could occur at any moment, and only those who had “converted”
would be taken up in “rapture.”

However, in the 1990s, a new way of dealing with the subject of the future,
and a new attitude toward the wozld, began to emerge in the Evangelical theol-
ogy and thinking: post-millenarianism.

In post-millenarianism, the millennium represents a golden age, a time of spiritual
prosperity that will be confirmed during the present time of the Church, in a kind
of grand revival that will involve the mass conversion of gentiles and Jews; in the
fulfillment of the Pauline vision of Romans 11:25-27. Within the time of the
Church, the deceiver will always appear in the world (2Thessalonians 2:11ff.) and
Christ’s second coming will occur only at the end. Satan will be vanquished, the dead
will be resurrected, and there will be a new heaven, and a new earth.”

In other words, there was a transition from pre-millenarianism to post-mille-
narianism. This marked far more than a change in a prefix, because it trans-
formed pre-millennial pessimism into post-millennial optimism with respect to
the future of humanity. This involved an unprecedented change in the attitude

74 During that time, as a result of both “Evangelical” influence in the US and that of home-
grown Pentecostalism, an uncompromising Manichean doctrine regarding the Church-World
relationship came to be established, with the heavenly being opposed to the earthly, the spir-
itual to the material, believers to non-believers, and Christians (i.e, Evangelical Christians) to
Pagans (i.e., Catholics). In addition, this “God-Devil” dichotomy was extended to ideological
categories such as American capitalism (God) versus atheist Communism (Devil), even going
so far as to reject any and all forms of “the political” or — especially — “politics.”

75 Roldan: Escatologfa (2002), 106.



The Diversity of Political Pentecostalism in Latin America 93

of believers toward the world, which went from pre-millenarian fright to one
of greater openness and accommodation toward the secular world, on the basis
of post-millennial eschatological doctrine. ‘Society is no longer a filthy thing, as
had been preached eatlier, but instead a little heaven and a millenarian oasis to
be enjoyed. Thus, talk of heaven came to be reserved for funerals, hell went out
of fashion, and the devil became a metaphor. Pentecostals refer to “the End-
Time Harvest.”7¢ This theological change transformed the rules of political
participation for Evangelicals, as well as their attitude toward the world, and was
fundamentally important to the formulation of a new way for Evangelicals to
engage in politics. Thus, they suddenly appeared in the public sphere in the
1990s within a neo-Pentecostal context.

As Joaquin Algranti rightly points out in reference to Argentina, this recali-
bration of millenarian eschatology, which was associated with the second com-
ing of Christ, is what led certain Christians to actively work for the restoration
of the kingdom of God on earth, and constitutes an essential characteristic of
the neo-Pentecostal groups that have thrust themselves into the world of poli-
tics:

The “Theology of the Present Kingdom” is one of the distinctive features of Neo-
Pentecostalism that differentiates it from Pentecostal groups. It is a triumphalist
eschatology that makes believers the true heirs of power, authority, and the divine
right to conquer nations in the name of God. Thus, the Kingdom of Jesus Christ
no longer refers to a promise of future blessings, but instead to the now time of the
believer and their church.””

In reference to Colombia, William Betran tells us that, until the early 1990s, the
dynamic defined by the imminence of “the end times” kept Pentecostalism
from organizing itself as a political movement:

On the contrary, it led [Pentecostalism| to assume an ethics of quietism and resig-
nation, accompanied by an apathy regarding the workings of political participation.
Because of this, Pentecostals took themselves out of the arena of “electoral poli-
tics.” While they trusted in God, they were suspicious of politics.”

In effect, “the initial development of Pentecostalism in Latin America included
a denunciation of what Pentecostals called “the world.” Therefore, the politics

76 Mansilla/Orellana: Itineratios del pentecostalismo chileno 1909-2017 (2019), 113.

77 Algranti: Politica y religion en los margenes (2010), 21.

78 Beltran: Del monopolio catélico a la explosion pentecostal (2013), 304. According to Beltran
Cely, the historical lack of interest in political participation on the part of Pentecostal groups
is due to three factors: 1.) the predominance of social withdrawal within Pentecostalism; 2.)
the anti-Communism of Colombian Pentecostalism; and 3.) the lack of formal education of
most Pentecostals.
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that were part of this world needed to be repudiated.”” For this reason, Pente-
costal leaders thought of politics as something worldly and sinful, and advised
that it be avoided.”8?

As a result of these changes in theological doctrine, Pentecostalism emerged
as a new political force in the late 1980s. This was to a large extent due to its
growth in urban areas, especially among the middle class and professionals, a
development that gave Pentecostals more social clout. “This new attitude on the
part of Pentecostals can be expressed as a transition from “social boycott” to a
“theology of prosperity.”’8!. According to Beltran, this development coincided
with the consolidation of megachurches, which are able to act as disciplined
electoral forces under the direction of a charismatic leader.52 Among the mega-
churches that were built at the same time that Latin American cities were be-
coming modernized, two spectacular examples stand out: The Temple of Solo-
mon (Brazil) and the House of God (Guatemala).$3

While the growth of Pentecostalism was accompanied by the urban growth
and modernization of Latin America that occurred during the second half of
the twentieth century, neo-Pentecostalism reflects the instrumental rationality
of the consumer culture, and the need for recognition of its adherents’ religious
identity in the twenty-first century.8* For this reason, the megachurches

79 Seman: ¢Quiénes son? ;Por qué crecen? ;En qué creen? (2019), 39.

80 Oro/Tadvald: Considetaciones sobte el campo evangélico brasilefio (2019), 61.

81 Beltran: Del monopolio catdlico a la explosioén pentecostal (2013), 306.

82 The first instance of this kind in Colombia was the International Charismatic Mission, the
largest Pentecostal congregation in the country, founded by the husband-and-wife team of
César and Claudia Castellanos in 1983. The Castellanos were the first to appreciate the polit-
ical capital represented by the mass religious organization that they headed. This led them to
found the National Christian Party in 1989, under whose banner Claudia Castellanos ran for
president of Colombia in 1990 (receiving hardly any voter support).

8 The first of these megachurches, opened in 2014 by the Universal Church of the Kingdom
of God, is located in the Bras neighborhood of Sao Paulo, Brazil. It consists of 100,000
square meters of construction, is 52 meters tall, 105 meters wide, and 121 meters long. The
complex was designed to serve as a pilgrimage center for more than 10,000 well-to-do wor-
shippers, and was modeled on US theme patks. Bishop Edir Macedo, founder of the IURD,
claims that he imported 40,000 meters of stone from Israel, along with 12 olive trees and
sacred relics that evoke the Biblical history of the ancient Hebrews. The total cost of con-
struction was $300 million (https://www.universal.org/templo-de-salomao/a-inauguracao).
A complex of similar dimensions, and with a capacity for accommodating the same number
of worshippers, is the neo-Pentecostal church Casa de Dios, which represents a realization in
steel of the dream of its founders, Cash Luna and Sonia Luna, who see its construction as a
divine feat: “Construction began in 2008, in the midst of the country’s worst economic crisis
[...]. Its solid structure comprising 8000 tons of steel surpasses the Fifel Tower [...]. The
Statue of Liberty could fit into its auditorium.”
(https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=t3eN_gaXfow).

84 Carranza: Christliche Pfingstkirchen (2014).
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constitute an expression, more than anything else, of a world of financial and
real estate entrepreneurship, and the sanctification of an ostentatious style of
architecture that seeks to symbolically reflect the power of the theology of pros-
perity. In this way, these megachurches forge a link between the logic of the
consumption flows of shopping centers and divine grace which, according to
doctrine, is obtained when the congregant contributes to the work of the church
by tithing, as well as through other economic contributions.

Yet it is also necessary to stress the fact that the changes occurring in US
churches have had a simultaneous impact on all of the nations of Latin America.
In other words, this was not necessarily a matter of one country’s influence over
another country, but rather of a simultaneous influence of the northern part of
the American continent upon the southern part. This influence can be seen in
the fact that, historically, Latin American Evangelical church models have been
influenced by the missions and denominations of the north. In this connection,
itis our opinion that an important milestone in this change in the political think-
ing of Latin American Evangelicals was the preceding incursion into politics in
the United States on the part of several well-known ministers whose influence
extended beyond their local churches as a result of their media presence. These
were the so-called “televangelists” of the “electronic churches” that we dis-
cussed previously.85 The most famous case was that of Pat Robertson, an Amer-
ican televangelist who in 1986 announced his candidacy for the Republican
presidential nomination. While he was unsuccessful, his run generated high ex-
pectations among Evangelicals in the United States, and gave 1ise to the publi-
cation of a vast quantity of “theological” writings that attempted to provide a
foundation of this new biblical view of the world, of the government of nations,
and of the political participation of Evangelicals. Such works would come to
constitute the initial theological corpus of “dominion theology” or “reconstruc-
tionism.”

We can find an updated version of this “ideological corpus” in the visit by
representatives of Capitol Ministries to President Bolsonaro in August of 2019
for the purpose of launching an official bible study program in the Brazilian
Congress, putting into practice the slogan “first the firsts.” In other words, the
idea was to access high-profile persons capable of changing the nation counting
on the support of Evangelical members of the Brazilian Congress.8¢ Capitol
Ministries is an Evangelical ministry founded by Ralph Drollinger for the pur-
pose of converting politicians and public servants to a Christian point of view,

85 Assmann: La iglesia electrénica y su impacto en América Latina (1987). Assmann’s book
discusses the most prominent televangelists of the 1970s and 1980s, such as Oral Roberts,
Rex Humbard, Jimmy Swaggart, Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, Jim Bakker, Robert Schuller,
Paul Crouch, Robert Tilton, Bill Bright, etc.

86 Dip/Viana: Os pastotes de Trump chegam a Brasilia (2019).
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because “without this pre-political guidance, it is much more difficult to arrive
at policies that are both pleasing to God and beneficial to the advancement of
the nation.”8” Drollinger’s activities extend to other countries such as Mexico,
Honduras, Paraguay, Costa Rica, and Uruguay, where Capitol Ministries has
established local offices.

If we consider these four factors (i.e., sociological, political, media-related,
and theological factors) in proper perspective, we can conclude that there was
no one single causal reason that led to the sudden change in the political per-
spective of Latin American Evangelical churches. We could assign greater
weight to one or another of the four factors. However, in the end, it was a multi-
causal process that occurred at more or less the same time in the majority of
Latin American countries. And it was during that very same time that the large
majority of Latin American countries were returning to democracy, ending their
internal wars, and drafting new constitutions. It was at precisely this moment
that Evangelicals suddenly burst onto the scene as new political actors.

This transformation marked a watershed between the former classic Evan-
gelical apolitical attitude and the beginning of their participation in electoral —
and especially legislative — politics during the 1980s. Afterward, the Pentecostal
megachurches and “moral agenda” became empowered and, as a consequence,
changed the political agenda. So their political enemies are no longer Com-
munism (which died on its own)® nor Catholicism (which has sometimes
served as a strategic ally), but rather “gender ideology.” Their political expecta-
tions have also changed. Thus, they no longer limit themselves to defending
their own fiefdoms, but also look to influence governments and shape public
policies along reconstructionist — and especially neo-Pentecostal — lines.

There is no question that these theological changes are fundamentally im-
portant for understanding the political involvement of Pentecostal Evangelicals,
who have gone from being apolitical to actively seeking power, with reconstruc-
tionism as their guide. In addition to the theses of Schifer and D’Epinay, for
whom the theological criterion is of decisive importance in determining social
behavior, William Connolly maintains that the theological, economic, and cor-
porate interests of evangelicals come into play in the political arena in a way that
is not only pragmatic, but also affective. For the author, this affective factor is
what moves, motivates and drives religious action in politics, while at times also

87 Capitol Ministries: What the Bible Says About Our Illegal Immigration Problem (2019).

8 Dip/Viana: Os pastotes de Trump chegam a Brasilia (2019).

8 As we previously mentioned, the most politically conservative wing of Latin American Evan-
gelicalism has in recent years attempted to resurrect the “specter of Communism” as a hostile
ideological force that needs to be combatted. The clearest instance of this was seen during
Jair Bolsonaro’s election campaign. But the same talking points can be heard from both “po-
litical Evangelicals” and certain “political Catholics” in other Latin American countries.
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helping to shape the sensibility (in terms of topics and agendas) of the groups
of their political adversaries. For these reasons, energy proceeding from differ-
ent sources will sometimes synchronize at certain times. Connolly terms this
process “the resonance machine” because, just as sounds circulate and rever-
berate at random, in a music box, in politics, affinities are contingent, negotia-
ble, and disposable.?® In other words, political decisions adapt to the circum-
stances and interests of the moment in a way that involves no moral judgment,
but rather pure political strategy.”! This image of a “resonance machine” helps
us understand how the theological principles of Pentecostals are always nego-
tiable within the political game — and also within the Evangelical churches them-
selves. Thus, sometimes religious representatives are representing their corpo-
rate interests while, at other times, they bring into play certain principles in order
to gain political positions that strengthen themselves and, on still other occa-
sions, their theological priorities are determined on the basis of their political
usefulness.

3. Political and Party Issues

Until now, we have explored the diverse terminology that shows the theological
richness and diversity of the Evangelical corpus. We have discussed the statis-
tical evidence demonstrating their upward socioeconomic mobility, analyzed the
multicausal factors that account for their newfound political participation based
on their Evangelical identity, and we have identified the political theology that
serves to legitimize neo-Pentecostal efforts to attain access to the levers of po-
litical power. In this section of the paper, we will attempt to demonstrate how
these varied dimensions assumed concrete forms within the game of repre-
sentative politics. Toward this end, we will begin by distinguishing the motiva-
tions that lead both individuals and groups get involved in political life. We will
then examine the forms of party politics that religious actors get involved in,
and proceed to suggest interpretive models of Evangelical representation and
organization within various Latin American contexts. Finally, we conclude with
a reflection on the reliability of the vote of Evangelical worshippers, and on
whether the Brazilian model could possibly be replicated in other contexts.

%  Connolly: Capitalism and Christianity, American style (2008).
91 Connolly: The Evangelical-Capitalist Resonance Machine (2005).
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3.1 “Political Evangelicals” or “Evangelical Politicians”

As we have continually stated by way of contextualization, the existence of
presidents such as Jair Messias Bolsonaro of Brazil and Donald Trump of the
United States who openly and directly utilize religious discourses in order to
ingratiate themselves with the “Christian” (i.e., Evangelical and Catholic) vote,
and do so with a fair measure of success, is not something that has been com-
monly seen in Latin America. The fact that an Evangelical deputy won the first
round of the presidential elections in Costa Rica in 2018, and that there was an
Evangelical president in Bolivia in 2019 (the aforementioned countries being
the least Evangelical in Central and South America respectively) are examples
of the religious changes that are taking place in the politics of the region. In
addition, we increasingly see how Evangelical leaders are becoming actively in-
volved in political parties — whether these parties are explicitly religious or not
—and trying to imbue public policy with their own religious convictions.

As we have been emphasizing from the very outset of the present study, it
is not a good idea to generalize statements to all “Evangelicals” or to all Latin
American countries. It is for this reason that, throughout this paper, we have
indicated a number of basic differences that have helped us to distinguish
among the different forms that this new religious-political phenomenon has
taken. In this regard, we can say first and foremost that there is a big difference
between those Evangelicals who are actively involved in established political
parties, and who enter politics as standard bearers of their Christian principles
— persons whom we have called “Evangelical politicians” (in the same way that
there can be Catholic politicians, Marxist politicians, liberal politicians, etc.),
and, on the other, those leaders new to politics who are only looking for cash
in on their religious leadership within the arena of electoral politics, whom we
call “political Evangelicals.”? The difference between the two resides in two
factors: a) “Evangelical politicians” act as citizens, whereas “political Evangeli-
cals” act as worshippers or believers; and b) the former primarily pursue “the
public interest” within the parameters allowed by democratic fair play, while the
latter first and foremost seck to advance the interests of their religious group
(i.e., they behave just as any other Latin American interest group does). To put
it otherwise, the former pursue “making politics”, while the latter seek to “con-
fessionalize it” by way of confessionalizing public policies, and eventually, re-
turning to a “confessional state”.

92 Pérez Guadalupe: Entre Dios y el César (2017), Pérez Guadalupe: ¢Politicos Evangélicos o
Evanggélicos Politicos? (2019), Pérez Guadalupe: Evangelicals and Political Power in Latin
America (2019).
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A clear example of the fact that “political Evangelicals” are capable of be-
havior as “interest groups” is the case of Brazil’s Evangelical Parliamentary
Front (commonly referred to by its Portuguese acronym “FPE”), which repre-
sents a variety of parties and denominations, and in effect acts as an ad hoc group
of Evangelical Congress members who caucus regarding religious, moral, legal,
and public policy matters of common concern.”? The FPE brings together par-
liamentarians who identify as Evangelicals (or with the Evangelical agenda) and
who act as a united front regarding matters of common concern that are to be
voted on in the Brazilian Congress. In other words, the members of FPE caucus
regarding matters of interest to them, but otherwise identify mainly in terms of
their religious and party affiliation. It should be noted that there is a smaller
group within the FPE who identify as Evangelicals that is called “Evangelical
Bench.” The media tends to confuse the FPE with this smaller group, yet it is
the latter which is responsible for advancing the proposals of the FPE, estab-
lishing alliances, and presenting bills. Along with the Evangelical group, there
is an agro-industrial group (nicknamed “Beef”), as well as a group that seeks to
reduce restrictions on firearms (nicknamed “Bullet”). These three groups
(known collectively as the BBB group for “Bible, Beef, and Bullets”) act to-
gether as an Evangelical, agricultural, and gun advocacy group representing a
third of the members of Brazil’s Congress.%* In a word, the “political Evangeli-
cals” end up merging with the very “traditional politicians” whom they often
criticize, and that they entered politics in order to combat — supposedly for the
purpose of “moralizing” and “cleaning up” politics.

An analysis of the brief history of the political party involvement of Evan-
gelicals in Latin America reveals the presence of both “Evangelical politicians”
(who entered politics first) and “political Evangelicals” (who have recently
taken center stage). Initially, the political itinerary of Evangelicals (during the
60s, 70s, and 80s) manifested itself through active participation in the traditional
political parties (especially left-wing parties), often without the support of their
own congregations, and with the main goal of pursuing their commitment to
construct “the Kingdom of God” in this world (i.e., they were “Evangelical
politicians”). Afterward (i.e., from the 1990s until the present time) the new
Evangelicals distanced themselves from their precursors, and sought to use pol-
itics as a political tool for their religious institutions (these were “political Evan-
gelicals”). The political activities of the latter are generally supported by the
churches (or megachurches) themselves, and the majority of participants are

9 The FPE represents 16% of members of Brazil’s Chamber of Deputies, in comparison with
Bolsonaro’s PL party which, like the Brazilian Workers Party, only has 10%.
94 Catranza: Evangélicos (2020); Lacerda/Brasiliense: Brasil (2019).
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either ministers or church leaders with little or no political experience or civic
involvement.’

Of course, when we write about “Evangelical politicians” and “political
Evangelicals,” we are referring to ideal types for the purpose of describing the
main traits of each of these types of Evangelical political participation in Latin
America. However, real-life cases do not necessarily display each and every
characteristic of the model. Thus, we can find particular cases that go beyond
the pure typologies. For this reason, we can currently see some “political Evan-
gelicals” who are acquiring training in public administration and political sci-
ence, as well as experienced politicians who are beginning to hold up their
Christian convictions as a guide to action (and, for example, placing the Bible
before the Constitution when making decisions regarding their party).%

3.2 Different forms of evangelical party activity

It is important to remember that Evangelicals only entered party politics in ear-
nest in every Latin American country in the 1980s. Analyzing the phenomenon
in general terms, we can see that, during their short history, there have been
three different forms of participation: party, front, and faction.

The first form of Latin American party politics was through the forming of the
so-called “Evangelical parties” or “confessional parties,” which consisted solely
of “Evangelical brothers” who, acting in accordance with a supposed “religious
mandate,” sought to take the reins of government in their countries in order to
improve their evangelizing work. However, many of these parties remained
nothing more than “political movements,” because they never officially estab-
lished themselves as parties. Their political objectives were merely instrumental
and strategic, given that their real intention was to attain power in order to gov-
ern religiously — some would say theocratically. Attempts to form religious
movements or confessional parties occurred in nearly all Latin American Coun-
tries, beginning in the 1980s. And such attempts failed in every country, since
these parties could not even win the support of their brothers in faith — let
alone that of non-Evangelical voters. As we will later see, it is one thing for
confessional parties to exist (i.e., supply). It is another thing altogether for a
“confessional vote” to exist (i.e., demand). And therein lies the reason for the

95 Pérez Guadalupe: Evangelicals and Political Power in Latin America (2019).

9 The key to appreciating the scope, limits, and applications of this ideal classification is under-
standing that it is not so much a matter of “what” (i.e., specific beliefs) as of how (i.e., the
manner of propagating beliefs). In other words, “Evangelical politicians” and “Political Evan-
gelicals” may share the same religious and even moral beliefs, but the two groups do not have
the same way of expressing (or imposing) their beliefs on the world.
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failure of these “Evangelical parties™: to wit, the non-existence of a “confes-
sional vote” in Latin America, given that members of Evangelical churches did
not necessarily vote for Evangelical candidates.

The second form of political participation was through “Evangelical fronts,”
which were political alliances or fronts whose leaders were Evangelical mem-
bers (i.e., “brothers”) of different denominations, but which were also open to
other actors who shared the same political ideals — even if they did not share all
of the Evangelicals’ religious views. This “Evangelical front” arose in the face
of the impracticality of attaining power through a confessional Evangelical party
in which only Evangelical church members were accepted as members. For this
reason, a compromise solution was arrived at whereby non-Evangelicals were
eligible for inclusion, just as long as members of Evangelical churches were in
positions of leadership. Under this form of political participation, Evangelicals
supported non-Evangelical candidates, given their awareness that they them-
selves were sometimes unknown outside of their own congregations.

The third form of political participation was through “Evangelical factions,”
which means via the participation of Evangelical leaders in electoral processes
within (non-confessional) established political parties or movements, on the ba-
sis of electoral coalitions, but without the ability to lead the movement or party
in question. Given the failure of the “Evangelical party,” as well as the lack of
any immediate prospect of forming an “Evangelical front,” a decision was made
to participate in this mutually beneficial relationship between an Evangelical
believer (who was not necessarily representing their church) and a political
party. Evangelicals were happy to participate in this way in established political
parties that would supposedly afford them a higher degree of visibility and bet-
ter chances of winning, while the parties that they joined were happy to have
representatives of the Evangelical movement within their ranks, thinking that
their presence would help attract a supposed “Evangelical vote.” In sum, this
third form of political participation is the one that has thus far functioned the
best, and which has led to the best results for Evangelicals.

It is possible to see that the political participation of Evangelicals followed
a path from the unprecedented enthusiasm of the 1980s that led them to form
confessional parties — “Evangelical parties” —in the naive hope that they would
easily capture the presidencies of their countries. After they were quickly disa-
bused of this notion, they instead chose to form strategic alliances with other
movements or parties in order to create an “Evangelical front” that would be
capable of bringing them to power — even if it were as part of an alliance with
a non-Evangelical candidate. Finally, they complemented these two options

97 Pérez Guadalupe: Entre Dios y el César (2017) and Pérez Guadalupe: Evangelicals and Poli-
tical Power in Latin America (2019).
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with a third strategy, in which the focus was not a short-term goal to attain the
presidencies of their countries (because they had come to realize that doing so
was not as easy as they had previously thought) but rather the securing of the
highest number of congressional seats possible, in order to exercise political
influence from the legislative bodies. What can be said is that they have achieved
only limited success, given that they have not obtained levels of political repre-
sentation equivalent to their percentage of the population as a whole (as we will
see shortly), nor in having greater influence on the enactment of laws. What
they have been more successful in accomplishing is the blocking of certain laws
that were contrary to their pro-life and family values.

It should be pointed out that, in the historical development of these three
forms of political participation, there are countries where more than one of the
models has operated simultaneously. While in all Latin American countries, the
most common model is currently that of the “Evangelical faction,” the other
two models — the “Evangelical party” and “Evangelical front” model — have
not necessarily been cast aside. This is because the Evangelical community does
not constitute a religious, organizational, or political monolith, but instead rep-
resents a vast number of denominations and congregations that have different
preferences when it comes to choosing different political models or alternatives.
In addition, the most vigorous segment of Evangelicals has refused to give up
the hope of a “confessional party” inspired by God, who will lead them to in-
stitute a “biblical theocracy” in this world.

On the other hand, working with reference to these three categories, con-
ceived as ideal models of the political behavior of Evangelicals, we can discern
a number of variations in certain countries. As usual, Brazil constitutes a very
special case because of its huge size and high degree of diversity. We have seen
in Brazil, for the past 15 years or so, the simultaneous and active presence of all
three of the previously discussed models: party, front, and faction. Thus, in
Brazil, there are parties dominated by Evangelical representatives and by the
corporate interests of the large churches, such as the Brazilian Republican Party
(PRB), which “belongs” to the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God
(IURD). All candidates who are members of this neo-Pentecostal church run
for office under the PRB banner. There is also the Social Christian Party (PSC),
which represents an important segment of Assemblies of God, even though not
all politicians affiliated with this latter denomination run for office as PSC can-
didates. It should also be noted that the Assemblies of God is the most numer-
ous Bvangelical denomination in Brazil, and that it has the most deputies in
both the Senate and Chamber of Deputies.

Currently, however, the immediate objective of these Evangelical parties (a
term we can use to refer to them generally) — or “denominational parties” — is
no longer to capture the presidency of Brazil, but rather to elect the highest
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possible number of deputies, and in this way guarantee their influence in the
government. After the spectacular failure of the minister Everaldo Dias Pereira,
who ran for president of Brazil in 2014 as a candidate of the PSC, and obtained
only 0.75% of the vote (ata time when Evangelicals constituted more than 25%
of the population) Evangelicals are now more aware of their real potential. This
is why, in 2018, they concentrated their vote on Brazil’s legislative chambers,
and on support for the presidential candidacy of Bolsonaro in the second round
— while Marina Silva (an Evangelical candidate who had attracted high voter
support in 2010 and 2014) only obtained 1% of the vote.

One variant of the “Evangelical front” model was manifest in Brazil in 2018
with the victory of Jair Messias Bolsonaro. While it is true that voting for rep-
resentatives of the legislative chambers continues to be “denominational” and
divided among a number of different political parties, in practice, an “Evangel-
ical front” was formed that supported Bolsonaro who, in spite of the fact that
he does not fully identify as Evangelical (although his wife does) came to rep-
resent the conservative thinking of the majority of Evangelicals — and of some
Catholics — in terms of issues touching upon values. For this reason, in the
second round of the presidential election, he received the vocal support of the
largest denominations. As compensation, he named a Pentecostal pastor Min-
ister of Women, Family, and Human Rights as part of his first ministerial cabi-
net. In addition, immediately upon taking office, he toed a highly conservative
line as regards value-based issues.

The third model — that of “Evangelical factions” — represents the most com-
mon way in which Evangelicals run for office in Brazil. In this modality, they
have succeeded in securing numerous seats while running as candidates for a
number of different political parties (including “Evangelical parties.”) These
Evangelicals finally joined forces on an ad hocbasis to form the so-called “Evan-
gelical group” within the FPE. In addition, in strategic terms, the “corporative
model of political participation practiced in Brazil has been the most successful,
and has succeeded in electing the highest number of deputies.

There is no question that the three classic models of political participation
(i.e., party, front, and faction) can be found in Brazil. Moreover, Brazilian Evan-
gelicals have a propaganda strategy and voting focus that are highly effective.
They are able to achieve this through the model of corporate representation,
which focuses on the candidacies of “official candidates.”® This model was
introduced in the 1980s by the Assemblies of God and the IURD. Afterward,

9 Freston: Protestantismo e politica no Brasil (1993); Mariano: Religido e politica no Brasil
(2015); Lacerda: Evangelicals, Pentecostals and Political Representation in Brazilian Legisla-
tive Elections 1998-2010 (2017); Lacerda/Brasiliense: Brasil (2019); Tufion: Evangélicos y
politica en Brasil (2019).
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other Pentecostal denominations replicated this model. Logically, those candi-
dates who are elected are faithful representatives of the churches that made
their election possible. As we previously indicated, they act corporately, and
often under the auspices of media conglomerates and megachurches. Yet at the
same time, in the legislative chambers, Evangelical parliamentarians employ
their political strategy of the “resonance machine” in order to adapt their inter-
ests and agenda to the political situation of the moment.

This kind of religious representation is highly effective in elections, because
it is able to elect the highest possible percentage of Evangelical candidates, and
avoids division of the Evangelical vote, which is the worst enemy of any voting
bloc. In this way, Evangelicals are able to consolidate a kind of “denominational
party electoral strategy.” In addition, this strategy maximizes Evangelical impact
in the long term, constructing the idea of a “Christian nation” ruled by Evan-
gelicals.”” For this reason, it seems to us that this strategy is the key element in
the originality of the political activism of Brazilian Evangelicals, and of the po-
tential of the corporate representation model, which could be adopted in other
Latin American countries.

Yet the truth is that these “official candidates” that are elected are not really
representatives of their states, regions, or political parties, but rather of their
churches. They are not “Evangelical politicians” who are acting as citizens and
thinking about the common good, but instead “political Evangelicals who are
acting as believers, and who only seek to advance the interests of their “church.”
Afterward, they join forces with other elected Evangelicals that comprise the
“Evangelical group” in specific projects of common interest, while also associ-
ating with other “interest groups,” such as the agricultural group or the gun
rights group, as we have previously mentioned. However, it should be pointed
out that, in the mayoral elections of 2020 in some 5000 Brazilian municipalities,
the Evangelicals conducted election campaigns that did not have institutional
ties to any denomination or church, but that simply invoked God and Christian
principles, and that called for the consolidation of a “Christian nation.”100

After having explained the development of the three forms political party
participation of Latin American Evangelicals, it would seem fitting to ask what
levels of representation the Evangelical community has managed to attain. This
question could be formulated as follows: Have these Evangelical parties, fronts,
and factions succeeded in securing political representation for all Evangelical
worshippers in every country?

It can be said in this connection that, in the electoral processes of Latin
America, no direct correlation has been noted between the percentage of the

9 Burity: ¢Ola conservadora y surgimiento de la nueva derecha cristiana brasilefia? (2020).
100 Reis: Do voto evangélico ao cristio (2020).
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Evangelical population and the percentage of votes obtained by Evangelical
candidates. It is also not easy to prove the value of their political endorsements.
The political inclinations of Evangelicals are not necessarily a faithful represen-
tation of their religious convictions. For this reason, we could say that the Evan-
gelical community is still underrepresented politically. This might be due to the
fact that, until now, Evangelicals have accorded greater weight to their individ-
ual political preferences — or to their apolitical attitude — than to their religious
denomination. Yet it can generally be said that what has predominated in Latin
America among Evangelicals is a markedly conservative political tendency. As
Kourliandsky rightly points out, ‘alliances between progressives or left-wing
parties and Pentecostal groups are very much the exception. The feelings of the
majority do not lean that way. The majority of Pentecostals vote for the right,
and not for the left.”01

When we affirm that there is “political underrepresentation” of Evangelicals
in Latin America, what we are really saying is that the political or election results
(whether for the Legislature, Executive, or local offices) obtained by Evangeli-
cal parties or candidates are not necessarily a reflection of their electoral poten-
tial, which would be their believing or politically active population, given that
‘the Christian vote in reality is not something that can be signed over to a des-
ignated candidate [...]. In other words, the individual Evangelical ends up vot-
ing for the person they consider to be the better candidate, regardless of what
their minister says.”02 ‘Even the leaders of the Assemblies of God are aware
that they have not efficiently realized the electoral potential that is represented
by its 12 million adherents [in Brazil].”103

If we analyze the numbers of Evangelical members of Congress in Latin
American countries, we can see that, historically, they have been far below the
percentage of the Evangelical population. In other words, a high Evangelical
population does not guarantee a high degree of political representation in legis-
lative bodies — much less in the executive branch. For example, although Evan-
gelicals comprise 15.6% of Peru’s population, there are only 3% of Evangelicals
in the Peruvian Congtress. Colombian Evangelicals account for 20% of that na-
tion’s population, and yet there are only 4% of Evangelicals in the Colombian
legislature. The corresponding figures for Chile are 17% and 2%. For El Salva-
dor, they are 40.7% and 6%. In Brazil, 32% of the population is Evangelical,
and yet the Evangelical representation in Brazil’s Chamber of Deputies is only

101 Kourliandsky: Democracia, evangelismo y reaccién conservadora (2019), 141.
102 Cosoy: Votos y devotos (2018), 109.
103 Tufion: Evangélicos y politica en Brasil (2019), 34.
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16%. And the list goes on. This same pattern of low levels of political partici-
pation among Evangelicals is seen in other Latin American nations.104

It should be pointed out that the only country that has succeeded in achiev-
ing parity in terms of the political representation of its Evangelical population
is Costa Rica. This nation is an exception to the rule, owing to the peculiar
circumstances of its 2018 elections, which represented a break with the previous
model of ordinary representation. Thus, although parity was achieved in the
2018 elections for Evangelicals in terms of elected deputies (who represent 25%
of the nation’s population), this result was very different from that which had
been obtained in previous years. In the immediately preceding elections (2014),
Evangelicals obtained only 7% representation. The numbers for 2010, 2006 and
2002 were 4%, 2%, and 2% respectively. The peculiar nature of the unexpected
results of the 2018 elections resides in the fact that Fabricio Alvarado’s National
Restoration Party, which had been in sixth place a few weeks prior to election
day, was able to win the first round of the elections, and thus win 14 of the 57
seats in Costa Rica’s Congtress. The majority of these new members of Congress
were persons whose identity was entirely religious, and who had no political
experience. Alvarado’s party was able to achieve such a result because of his
radical opposition to the consultative opinion of the Inter-American Court of
Human Rights, which was announced in the middle of the election campaign,
and which required Costa Rica to accept gay marriage. Yet it should also be
pointed out that, six months later — and true to the Evangelical tendency to
fragment its vote — this group of Evangelical members of Congress splintered
into two separate groups, each with seven members. We must await future elec-
tions to see if Costa Rica’s Evangelicals can maintain the parity of representa-
tion attained in 2018, or if they will return to their historic levels of underrepre-
sentation, like the other Latin American nations.

We of course do not believe that the percentage of representation in a leg-
islature constitutes the only way to measure the political impact of Evangelicals
in the region. Political alliances within legislative bodies are also important, even
if their actual parliamentary representation is rather small. Also important are
the new political strategies of “citizen collectives” and “cross-sectional agen-
das.” Brazil is a clear example of this, given that Brazilian Evangelicals — who
are more experienced than their co-religionists in other Latin American coun-
tries — have not limited themselves to securing seats in the Senate and Chamber
of Deputies, which only represent half of the nation’s Evangelical population,
but have also been able to utilize other means of political action, such as “pres-
sure groups,” lobbies, the “Evangelical group,” and the communications media.
All of these efforts have created a “political synergy” that has had a major social

104" Pérez Guadalupe: El hermano no vota al hermano (2020).
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impact. In addition, within a political context lacking an official or functional
two-party system, and with a highly fragmented Congress, as we have previously
indicated, the “Evangelical group” has negotiated with other small political
groupings in order to advance its own interests (i.e., “Bible, Beef, and Bullets”),
and to obtain better results without having to attain a parliamentary majority.

If we consider Brazil’s history, we can see that during most of the twentieth
century Evangelicals had a modest presence in party politics.'%5 Until the 1986
elections, the majority of Protestant candidates elected to Brazil’s Chamber of
Deputies came from mainstream churches. There were hardly any representa-
tives who were members of the Pentecostal churches. In 1982, only 12 Evan-
gelicals were elected to the Chamber of Deputies, seven of whom were Baptists
and one of whom was affiliated with the Assemblies of God. This scenario
changed radically in the elections for the Constituent Congress in 1986, when
32 Evangelical representatives were elected. In 1986, despite the presence of
ten Baptist deputies, as well as representatives of the other mainstream
churches, 13 of the parliamentarians elected were from the Assemblies of God,
in addition to two from the Church of the Four Square Gospel, and one from
the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God. Thus, it was only after the 1986
elections that the growth of the Evangelical population began to be reflected in
political representation. In fact, since 2000, the Evangelical vote in Brazil has
become important in presidential elections, given that, by that time, its sustained
growth had become indisputable. However, Evangelicals continue to be un-
derrepresented in the Chamber of Deputies, in spite of the fact that they have
progressed from having only one federal deputy in 1945 to having 82 in 2018.
That year Jair Bolsonaro won the presidency of the Republic with the support
of six out of ten evangelicals.!00

3.3 Models of political participation

Just as there are differences among the Latin American nations, there are also
sub-regional similarities that we can categorize geographically as three “ideal
types” — understood as theoretical constructs grouping the characteristics of
each region — of political participation in Latin America: the Central American,
South American, and Brazilian models, with the last of these being of special
importance. These three models, considered together with the three historic
forms previously proposed (i.e., Evangelical party, front, and faction) allow us
to avoid the facile and uninformed generalizations of some authors regarding

105 Lacerda/Brasiliense: Brasil (2019).
106 Balloussier: Metade dos evangélicos vota em Bolsonaro, diz Datafolha (2018).
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this Latin American phenomenon, and allow for a more complete and nuanced
analysis with regard to the widespread and diverse political expression of Evan-
gelicals in the region.!07

In the Central American model, in comparison to the other countries of the
continent, the Central Americans are closer to constituting an ad hoc electoral
unity around a particular proposal, candidacy, or party. In fact, it is the only
sub-region of Latin America that has actually had avowedly Evangelical presi-
dents (Guatemala, on three occasions: 1982, 1991, 2016) as well as a candidate
who won the first round, and very neatly won the second with a discourse that
was predominantly religious (Costa Rica, in 2018). However, this does not nec-
essarily imply the existence of a “confessional vote.”18 This phenomenological
distinctiveness of Central America is due in large part to the high percentage of
Evangelicals in the region, although this is not the only reason. In four countries
(Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala) Evangelicals constitute
more than 40% of the population. These are the highest percentages in all of
Latin America. In Costa Rica and Panama, Evangelicals constitute more than
20% of the population. For this reason, it would hardly be surprising for Evan-
gelicals in this sub-region to soon constitute a religious majority: in other words,
for Catholicism to go from having a religious monopoly over the course of five
centuries to becoming the primary religious minority.

On the other hand, it is interesting to note that itis not only the Evangelicals
in these countries who display greater levels of religious commitment, but also
the Catholics, many of whom are involved in the charismatic current of that
faith (a current that is very similar to Pentecostalism). This has facilitated a sit-
uation in these countries — more so than in other countries — in which Evangel-
icals and Catholics are able to join forces in advocating a political agenda re-
garding pro-life and pro-family moral issues. Yet the most visible leaders of
such efforts in the media are Evangelicals. This is because, thus far, the “polit-
ical Evangelicals” have been able to best channel —in terms of elections — these
preferences than Catholics. While it is true that it is not possible to foresee an
emergence of Evangelical candidates attaining power in all Central American
countries, there is a higher likelihood of such an event happening there than in
other sub-regions of Latin America because of — among other reasons — the
numbers of Evangelicals there.

El Salvador is a unique case given that, while a high percentage of its popu-
lation is Evangelical (neatly equal to that of Catholics), there has not yet been
evidence of this potential Evangelical electoral force. This is perhaps due to the
existence of a longstanding functional two-party system. Costa Rica, where

107 Pérez Guadalupe: Evangelicals and Political Power in Latin America (2019).
108 Dary: Guatemala (2019).
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Catholicism is the official religion, and which is a democratically stable country
with a low percentage of Evangelicals, surprised the world when it nominated
an Bvangelical for president in 2018. In Panama, the least Evangelical nation in
Central America, Evangelicals emerged on the scene in 2016 as new political
actors to oppose the Sex Education in Schools Act. It appears that there is a
greater likelihood of an Evangelical being elected in Central America within the
next few years — more than anything else, as an expression of rejection of the
so-called “gender ideology,” a rejection that has brought together Evangelicals
(of most denominations) and conservative Catholics.

In the South American model, it has not yet proven possible for religiously-
based parties to successfully emerge in South America. In fact, all such parties
have failed in their objective of attaining power. Indeed, many of them could
be said to have been stillborn, with no Evangelical candidate even coming close
to winning a presidential election. For this reason, given that South American
Evangelicals saw that they did not have a sufficient number of voters (as is the
case in Central America), and having realized that there is no “confessional
vote,” South American “political Evangelicals” preferred to participate in a
number of different strong political parties in order to be able to at least elect
several representatives to parliament — although they still long to have their own
“confessional party.” In fact, Evangelicals there who are elected to Congress
are not always elected solely by the Evangelical vote, but rather on the coattails
of the winning parties. We should remember that, under the modality of the
“Evangelical faction” model, there are Evangelical candidates in practically all
parties represented in elections. For this reason, the winning parties will neces-
sarily have Evangelicals within their ranks. And while these Evangelicals have
an added value in elections by virtue of being Evangelicals, this is not sufficient
for them to be elected to Congtress solely on the basis of Evangelical support.
One case in point is Colombia where, after the election law of 1991 that
changed the minimum number of votes needed to form a political party, a num-
ber of candidates from megachurches were elected to Parliament. But Evangel-
icals never came close to winning a presidential election in Colombia.

On the other hand, in the majority of South American countries, Evangelical
movements (often joining forces with Catholics) have formed “collectives” and
political “pressure groups” to defend Christian values, and to oppose what they
call “gender ideology.” Yet this defense and this opposition has not attained the
status of a major issue in election campaigns in South America. In other words,
in contrast to the Central American model, in South America itis less likely that
a religiously based value issue (e.g., the “moral agenda”) will emerge as a priority
among voters, and become a decisive factor in a presidential election. In Argen-
tina and Chile, where laws approving abortion under certain conditions have
been passed, we see that the issues of the “moral agenda” have a political impact
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different from that seen in Central America. It should be pointed out that Mex-
ico, while geographically a “North American” country that borders Central
America, more closely resembles the “South American model.” This is espe-
cially true following the support of a Mexican Evangelical party (the PES) for
Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador in 2018. This similarity is due to, among other
factors, Mexico’s longstanding official secularism and small Evangelical popu-
lation in comparison with its Central American neighbors.!0?

In the Brazilian model, as we have seen, the Evangelical churches actively
participate in Brazilian politics, have “official candidates” and political groups
along the lines of “confessional parties” (such as the Brazilian Republican Party,
which “belongs” to the IURD), and has popularized the slogan A brother votes
for a brother. However, we do not think that these Brazilian parties are truly “con-
fessional parties,” but rather “denominational parties,” given the fact that vot-
ing is more along denominational than religious lines. In other words, such par-
ties do not represent all Evangelicals, and do not even aspire to do so. Instead,
they represent the members of a specific denomination or megachurch, given
that they have enough votes to elect their “official candidates” to the two cham-
bers of the Brazilian Congtress.

In this regard, we can say that in Brazil, as in all Latin American nations,
there is a fragmentation of Evangelical denominations and “denominational
parties” that allows us to conclude that there is no “confessional vote” but in-
stead, at best, perhaps a vote limited to a single church or denomination — owing
to the persistent “fragmentary nature” of Evangelicals. In fact, if all Brazilian
Evangelicals were to join forces both religiously and politically, and if all Evan-
gelical members of the nation’s Congress were to do the same, Evangelicals
would constitute the primary political force in Congress. What exists instead is
the Evangelical Parliamentary Front (FPE).

In this regard, it is not possible to speak in any way of a unified vote or
strategic plan that permanently unifies all Evangelical members of the Brazilian
Congress. What this means is that the “Evangelical group” and the FPE are,
more than anything else, a pragmatic means of achieving immediate results and
reaching political agreements determined by its interests. This sometimes in-
cludes joining forces with Catholic members of Congress in order to expand its
sphere of action within that legislative body. Within the FPE, connections are
formed through pragmatic negotiations of theological principles and party alli-
ances, through the “resonance machine” strategy that we described earlier.

It is important to emphasize the importance here of the “moral agenda,” a
subject that, in the Brazilian Evangelical movement in general, constitutes a

109 De la Torre: Genealogia de los movimientos religiosos conservadores y la politica en México
(2020).
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focal point of religious and social thinking, political action, and cohesion. This
“moral agenda,” while not carrying the same weight as it does in Central Amer-
ica, does have a higher importance in Brazil than in most other South American
nations. In the case of the election of Bolsonaro as president, for example, there
is no question that the “moral agenda” played an important part in the decision
of Evangelicals in the second round of voting. Thus, while the main topics of
debate between the candidates during the campaign were the economic crisis,
citizen safety, and the fight against corruption, there is no doubt that two other
topics lurked in the background: the high degree of negative sentiment against
the Brazilian Workers Party (PT) and the “moral agenda.” In our opinion, these
latter two issues proved to be more decisive that the rational and public topics
of the political debate.!10

On the other hand, while Brazil is not the Latin American country where
Evangelicals have been seen the greatest “religious success” (this title would
belong to the Central American countries) it is the one where they have seen
the greatest “political success”. However, we need to be cautious in determining
the true scope of that “success.” As we have previously indicated, there is an
underrepresentation of Evangelicals throughout Latin America (despite the fact
that, if they were to unite, they would constitute a formidable force in any elec-
tion process). Things improved for Brazilian Evangelicals in the 2018 elections
as compared to 2014.1"" Even so, the percentages attained were not notably
high, taking into account the fact that Evangelicals constituted nearly one third
of the nation’s population. Thus, constituting 32% of the population in 2018,
Evangelicals were elected to “only” 82 seats of the Chamber of Deputies (rep-
resenting 16% of its members) and 9 seats in the Senate (out of 81). But, as we
have previously indicated, the percentage of representatives in legislative bodies
is not the only criterion by which to gauge the political impact of Evangelicals
in a country.!12

In fact, these figures reflect a good performance compared to previous cam-
paigns, but not necessarily a smashing success in line with Evangelicals’ own
expectations. In addition, the phenomenon of organizational fragmentation —
which becomes manifest when Evangelicals enter the political arena, and which
is typical of Latin American Evangelicals, is also seen in Brazil. Thus, the FPE

110 Tacerda: Jair Bolsonaro (2020).

11 It was in the 2014 elections that Evangelicals obtained their best results to date, winning 67
seats in the (federal) Brazilian Chamber of Deputies (out of 513 total; 13%) and 75 sets in
the (state) Legislative Assemblies (out of 1059; 7%). In addition, they had three senators (out
of 81 total; 4%) and zero governors in Brazil’s 27 states. In other words, in spite of consti-
tuting some 24% of the nation’s population in 2014, Evangelicals’ federal, state, and Senate
representation was 13%, 7%, and 4% respectively.

112 Damé: Em crescimento, bancada evangélica tera 91 parlamentares no Congresso (2018).
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comprises members of Congress representing 26 different Evangelical denom-
inations belonging to 22 different political parties. This represents an extremely
high degree of denominational and political fragmentation. It should be noted
that the four denominations with the highest levels of representation are the
Assemblies of God, the Baptist Church, the IURD, and the Presbyterian
Church.

We can thus conclude that in Brazil, the nation with the most Roman Cath-
olics in the world, and with the most Evangelicals in all of Latin America; a
nation where the slogan A4 brother votes for a brother is heard everywhere; where
there are “confessional parties” (or, rather, “denominational parties”); where
there supposedly is a “confessional vote”; a nation where Evangelicals have
obtained the highest degree of “political success” in Latin America; the actual
results achieved do not yet reflect the tremendous social and political potential
of Evangelicals, much less any religious unity or the existence of a voting bloc.

In analyzing the three models we have proposed, we can definitely see that,
while they all reflect the same Latin American religious-political phenomenon,
we can discern certain distinctive sub-regional characteristics. We can also find
distinct features within sub-regions. The Central American model is characterized
by its high percentage of Evangelical population, which will surpass the Catho-
lic population within a few years. In Central America, we see higher levels of
religious observance and commitment on the part of both Evangelicals and
Catholics. It is for this reason that we believe that the “moral agenda” may
constitute a trigger of the “values vote” which tilts the balance in elections — as
in the first round of the Costa Rican presidential elections in 2019. The South
American model includes more plural countries, with only half the percentage of
Evangelical population of Central American nations, and where the religious
discourse, while an important element of presidential elections, has not proven
to be a decisive element. The Bragilian model is the most complex of the three.
The percentage of Evangelicals in Brazil’s population falls midway between that
of Central America and South America, although it has a degree of political
influence not seen elsewhere in Latin America. The critical difference in Brazil
is the explicit participation of Evangelical churches in politics, with official or
unofficial parties and candidates that represent those churches in electoral con-
tests.

There is no doubt that Brazil is the nation with the greatest religious impact
on party politics, whether it be via votes, number of representatives, the effec-
tiveness of the “Evangelical group”, or as a result of its ability to prevent the
passage of laws or determine public policy concerning education, health, and
the family. In fact, Brazil is the country where Evangelicals have the highest
levels of political participation and political experience, with results that have
proven more consistent over the long term than those of other countries in the
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region. It is for this reason that we believe that the new “Brazilian model” —
which has reached an initial stage of consolidation with the election of Bolso-
naro — may come to have an influence on the other countries of Latin America.
It is thus necessary to observe the degree of that potential impact. Of course,
the political influence of Evangelicals did not begin with Bolsonaro, and it will
certainly not end with him. Yet his election does represent a significant mile-
stone in this planned progress that is being very closely observed by the other
nations in region.

3.4 From the “vote of Evangelicals” to the “Evangelical vote”

We would like to conclude this third part of our study by addressing a current
subject of debate: the reliability of the vote of Evangelical worshipers.!!3 There
has been a great deal of speculation in this regard, and some authors have gone
so far as to propose a unifying category encompassing a supposed “Evangelical
vote.” But such an assertion would have to presuppose the existence of a “con-
fessional vote” for which the empirical results attained thus far provide no evi-
dence.

In this connection, we need to ask if there is actually an audience of believers
willing to vote for Evangelical candidates or parties just because these latter are
Evangelicals. In other words: Can it be said that the confessional Evangelical
parties (or Evangelical candidates) have a “captive audience” that will vote for
them unconditionally for religious reasons? In our opinion, an Evangelical
“confessional vote” does not currently exist in Latin America — not even in
Brazil, where what we see above all is a “denominational vote.” In other words,
not even in Brazil does “a brother vote for a brother” (which would be a “con-
fessional vote”). Instead, in that country, “a Pentecostal votes for a Pentecos-
tal”; “a ‘Universal’ [i.e. a member of the UCKG] votes for a ‘Universal’; and “a
Baptist votes for a Baptist” (a “denominational vote”). We thus agree with Na-
talio Cosoy that “the idea that Evangelicals vote as a bloc, and that all Evangel-
ical leaders work together, is false. On the contrary, they fight over political
spaces and over forming alliances with candidates of the established parties.”114
Thus, “it is impossible to contend that there is a confessional vote in the case
of Evangelicals.”15 This could be seen in the local elections in Colombia in late
2019:

113 Pérez Guadalupe: El hermano no vota al hermano (2020).
114 Cosoy: Votos y devotos (2018), 131.
115 Seman: ¢Quiénes son? ¢Por qué crecen? ¢En qué creen? (2019), 42.
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The electoral rivalry among Evangelical churches (most of which are of neo-Pen-
tecostal orientation); the difference in strategies when it comes to granting endorse-
ments; the disparity in the way they choose their political allies; and the limited ef-
fectiveness of Evangelical parties in elections all lead to the conclusion that there is
no Christian electoral force in Colombia. In other words, there is no captive elec-
torate that votes solely on the basis of being a part of a particular faith community,
or because the minister of its congregation informs it of its preferred candidate.!1¢

Similarly, we can also say that there is no “negative confessional vote” against
non-Evangelical candidates, given the fact that empirical studies demonstrate
that the vote of Latin American Evangelicals has not been all that different
from the vote of the other citizens of each individual country. A particularly
striking example of the non-existence — until now — of a “negative confessional
vote” in Latin America is El Salvador. As we have previously indicated, 40% of
El Salvador’s population are Evangelical Christians, and there is a similar per-
centage of practicing and highly involved Catholics. Despite this, Salvadorans
had no problem in electing a president of Muslim descent, Nayib Bukele, in
2019.

As regards the possible existence of a “confessional vote” in Latin America,
Taylor Boas has provided an excellent analysis of the diverse electoral represen-
tation of Evangelicals, emphasizing three issues that are in play: motivation,
windows of opportunity, and the ability to secure electoral support.!’” These
three factors take the following concrete forms: a.) politicization: this refers to
the factors that explain the motivation of Evangelicals for entering politics and
politicizing their Evangelical identity, such as a new theology, the influence of
foreign believers, the fight for religious freedom, value-based issues, etc.; b.)
electoral and party systems: this refers to the role of election rules and their changes
as constituting a great opportunity for emerging groups such as Evangelicals to
attain some kind of representation and access to power; and c.) vofer bebavior:
this refers to the influence that an Evangelical candidate can exercise on the
voting of Evangelical worshippers, and that candidate’s ability to secure their
votes in the end.

We feel that it is important to take these three factors into account. In a
given country, certain factors will be more important than others. But, irrespec-
tive of the factors that triggered the entry of Evangelicals into party politics in
recent years, and irrespective of the election rules of each country (which, in the
end, are the same for all for all of the candidates and parties), it is our opinion
that the third factor is the most important and decisive. Thus, without the

116 Velasco/Pedraza/Rojas: Del culto a las urnas (2020), 342.
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support that Evangelical candidates receive from their co-religionists, we would
not be able to speak of a “confessional vote.” The other two factors could to a
lesser or greater degree affect the importance of the vote, but if there is no voter
adhesion based on religious reasons, we cannot speak of an “Evangelical vote.”
It is obvious that every individual has many different group identities and po-
litical inclinations that can influence their electoral preferences. However, in
order to speak of a “confessional vote,” it is necessary to define those circum-
stances in which religious affiliation does not merely snfluence (which is obvious)
but determines a voter’s behavior, over and above the other “influential” factors.
In this regard, it is highly likely — though by no means guaranteed — that an
Evangelical candidate will succeed in attaining a higher percentage of the vote
among Evangelical voters.

Another important datum regarding the supposed “confessional vote”: it is
one thing to vote for the president of the republic, and another to vote for
legislators, whether state or federal, and for mayors or local authorities. In Latin
America, Evangelicals take into account a variety of criteria and factors — be-
yond those of religion — in casting their vote for president. As regards the elec-
tion of deputies or members of congress, we can find certain local preferences
regarding particular Evangelical candidates who are known, or some Evangeli-
cal communities that might venture to officially or unofficially support a candi-
date, without this constituting a “confessional vote” (but rather a “denomina-
tional vote.” It is thus clear, in our opinion, that two criteria need to be fulfilled
in order to be able to speak of the existence of a “confessional vote™: a.) the
decisive factor that determines the vote of Evangelicals is the religious factor
(over and above other factors or identities); in other words, the vote cast is a
“captive vote” for religious reasons; and b.) Evangelicals vote for an Evangelical
candidate merely because the candidate is Evangelical, meaning that they do not
personally know the candidate or belong to the same congregation as the can-
didate.

In this respect Brazil and, to a lesser extent, Colombia, constitute good ex-
amples. In Colombia, we find “denominational political parties” (usually estab-
lished by the owners of megachurches, such as the Moreno Piraquive, Castella-
nos, and Chamorro families, among others). But these parties do not have a
decisive political impact on the national level. In Brazil, we see official and ac-
tive support on the part of certain (neo-)Pentecostal churches for candidates
who belong to their faith communities. In contrast to the rest of Latin America,
the large churches in Brazil have formally participated in party politics since
1986. They have “official candidates,” political parties that we can classify as
“confessional” (e.g., PRB, PSC) and even parliamentary groups. Brazilian Evan-
gelicals constitute an important segment of the electorate, given that more than
30% of Brazilians are Evangelicals.
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In addition, we can see that, on special occasions, it is possible to attain a
certain consensus among Evangelicals regarding a presidential candidate. This
happened with Bolsonaro in 2018 when he secured the vote of Evangelicals in
the second round of the elections to a much greater degree than the votes of
non-Evangelical Brazilians. It is interesting to note that a very well-known
Evangelical candidate from the ranks of Pentecostalism also took part in the
2018 presidential elections in Brazil. This was Marina Silva, who obtained only
1% of the vote. But it was Bolsonaro who succeeded in attracting the votes of
Evangelicals. Bolsonaro was able to achieve something that no Evangelical can-
didate had ever done in Brazil: unite the vote of Evangelicals in order to be
elected president. Bolsonaro cultivated a constructive religious ambiguity. He
was baptized in the Jordan River in Israel, and became Evangelical without re-
nouncing his Catholicism. This was one of the reasons why his campaign first
attracted the votes of large numbers of Christians, and then later the support of
the leaders of the large Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal churches. His ambigu-
ous, authoritarian, and conservative discourse heightened the religious expecta-
tions of the large majority of Evangelicals, as well as those of a good number
of Catholics.!'8 At the same time, it should also be pointed out that a constella-
tion of factors were in play in the 2018 Brazilian presidential elections; if not,
one could mistakenly conclude that being rebaptized in the Jordan River, being
vague about one’s religious affiliation, and invoking the “moral agenda” would
suffice to win a presidential election in Brazil or elsewhere in Latin America.

Another interesting case that merits analysis is that of Guatemala, given that
it is not only the one country in Latin America where an Evangelical has been
democratically elected president, but also because it has had three Evangelical
presidents: the dictator Rios Montt in 1982, Serrano Elfas in 1991, and Jimmy
Morales in 2016 (all three faced serious accusations of corruption or violation
of human rights and the rupture of constitutional order). Yet, even in Guate-
mala, which many might point to as evidence of the existence of a confessional
vote in Latin America, it is by no means certain that the three men were really
elected president just because they were Evangelicals, or instead simply as an
expression of the preference of the nation’s population as a whole, without
having enjoyed any special preference among Evangelical and non-Evangelical
voters. In this regard, Claudia Dary writes that “|Guatemalan| Evangelicals fol-
low the national political trends: They do not support specific candidates or
vote differently from the rest of the population, whether Catholic or the adher-
ents of other religions.”!!? Furthermore, there is no evidence in the Guatemalan
parliament of an “Evangelical group,” and there is no desire among

118 Oualalou: Los evanggélicos y el hermano Bolsonaro (2019).
119 Dary: Guatemala (2019), 317.
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Evangelicals to risk their religious prestige by embarking on political adventures
— not after the disastrous experiences that they had with previous “Evangelical
presidents.” We thus concur with Dary: “There is no confessional vote in Gua-
temala [...], the voting patterns of Evangelicals mirror national voting patterns.
We can go further still and say that, until now, the “Evangelical vote” in Gua-
temala is a myth.”120

Another example commonly cited to demonstrate the existence of a confes-
sional vote is that of Peru, with the election of Alberto Fujimori in 1990. But in
a previous paper, we have shown that the political party Cambio 90, under whose
banner Fujimori won the presidency, did not win the general elections wizh the
Evangelical vote, much less as a result of the Evangelical vote.12! In an interesting
article that breaks down the Evangelical vote in the Peruvian presidential elec-
tions of 1990, Dario Lépez shows that the Evangelicals who voted for Fujimori
constituted less than one-fifth of the potential vote of the Peruvian Evangelical
movement. He further shows that, of the votes obtained by Cambio 90 candi-
dates, only 8.3% were for Evangelical senators and 12.2% for Evangelical dep-
uties.'22 While it is true that the participation of some Evangelical leaders was
crucially important at the outset of Fujimori’s campaign, we cannot say that he
won the elections as a result of this support, or because of the Evangelical vote.

It is also useful to examine the reasons that led to the failure of religiously-
based political initiatives in other Latin American countries.!?? Thus, Argentine
Evangelicals had plans to establish a confessional political party led by (neo-
)Pentecostals, which led to the creation of the Independent Christian Move-
ment in 1991. This project was a notorious failure. Thus, Evangelicals aban-
doned the messianic idea of establishing a confessional party in favor of the
more viable and realistic alternative of diversified individual candidacies within
the various existing political parties, under the model that we have called the
“Evangelical faction.” As Joaquin Algranti rightly points out, “When it came to
voting, being a peronista counted for a lot more than being Evangelical and the
lower socioeconomic classes, while identifying as Christians, voted for candi-
dates of the justucialismo movement founded by Perén. [...] The formula of a
Christian political party was an unmitigated failure.”12¢ Hilario Wynarczyk con-
tends that Evangelicals betray a sociological naivety in their belief that their
votes constitute epiphenomena of their religion.!?s Garcia Bossio concludes
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that “there is no direct relationship between religious belonging and political
preference. The dynamics of Argentine democracy does not appear to establish
a direct link between beliefs on the moral-spiritual-religious plane and voting
preferences.”126

Similar initiatives in Chile aimed at winning the presidency via confessional
parties or candidacies suffered the same fate. Thus, in 2017, there were attempts
to establish three different confessional parties: Christian Citizens Party, United
in Faith Party, and New Time Party. All of these efforts failed. Guillermo Sand-
oval provides an excellent explanation for the failure: “Chilean Evangelicals for
the most part vote for non-Evangelicals. [...] In this scenario, it is not possible
to speak of a confessional Evangelical vote — or at least it is not important.”127
In Panama, the analyst Claire Nevache asserted that “the non-existence of an
Evangelical vote is confirmed. In the last elections, they voted in a way that was
very similar to the rest of the population.”'28 In reference to Mexico, Cecilia
Delgado-Molina wrote that “it is not particularly plausible to think that the rep-
resentation claimed by Evangelical religious leaders translates into the existence
of an “Evangelical vote.”'?? Taking into account all of these failed initiatives,
Cosoy concludes: “It is difficult to speak of a kind of Evangelical electorate
when the reality is precisely one of a highly fragmented social space in which
there is a ‘rivalry among leaders regarding religious and political matters’ be-
cause they not only fight over members, but also over the translating the masses
of these members into votes.””130

Evangelical attempts to win the presidencies of their countries, the failure
of confessional Evangelical parties, and the realization that not all Evangelicals
necessatily vote for Evangelical candidates are phenomena that have occurred
in the majority of Latin American countries since the 1980s. Among the many
examples are the following: Godofredo Marin in Venezuela (1987); Iris Ma-
chado in the primaries of Brazil’s Democratic Movement Party (1989); Claudia
Castellanos in Colombia (1990); and failed efforts in Ecuador and Nicaragua in
1996.131 Afterward, there was an avalanche of Evangelical parties and candidates
in all of the Latin American countries that achieved varying results. What they
have in common is that none of them have achieved the results they aspired to
— neither as political groups nor as presidential candidates. What they clearly
have achieved — apart from the election of several members of congress or dep-
uties in subsequent electoral processes — sometimes as members of confessional
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parties and sometimes not — is an awareness of participation in elections, and
the casting aside of the longstanding apolitical behavior of the Latin American
Evangelical community.

The biggest mistake of the “confessional candidacies” was undoubtedly be-
lieving in the existence of an “Evangelical vote”, and also believing that the
complacent attitude of Evangelical worshippers in church would translate to
the political arena. This led to the formation of political movements and even
political parties with the idea of assuring the vote of their congregants — just as
they could be assured of their tithes. In this regard, William Beltran states mat-
ters very clearly: “There is no simple correlation between the loyalty of Pente-
costals to a charismatic religious leader and the support for that leader at the
polls [...]. For this reason, one cannot look upon Evangelicals as ‘useful idiots’
who passively follow the political guidance of their leaders.”132

In addition, we can see that the “vote of Evangelicals” does not reflect a
consensus, much less political unity, as is often believed. Instead, just as in the
case of Evangelical churches, what we see is a high degree of division and frag-
mentation. But this political fragmentation, within the model of “Evangelical
faction,” is not peculiar to Brazil. In the 2017 elections in Chile, for example,
Evangelicals participated in 16 different political parties. In Colombia, 15 move-
ments or parties have participated in elections in recent years. In the 2006 Pe-
ruvian elections, despite the fact that there was an Evangelical candidate for
president (the minister Humberto Lay), Evangelicals participated in 13 different
political groups. This high degree of diversity of Evangelical candidacies (for
presidencies and for congressional seats) soars to yet greater heights when it
comes to local elections, even leading to party struggles over religious unity, as
can be seen in the most recent local elections in Colombia, which is a clear
example of what occurs in the majority of Latin American countries:

The fact of belonging to an Evangelical church does not mean that there will be
unified and massive support for one specific candidacy. In reality, the general rule
was that there was more competition and rivalry among the Pentecostal and neo-
Pentecostal megachurches than acts of electoral cooperation and convergence. |...]

In spite of belonging to Christian communities of faith, the Evangelical churches
did not act in a coordinated and unified manner in the selection and support of
candidates for provincial governments, mayor, provincial councils, and local assem-
blies. In fact, what was most prevalent was electoral rivalry and competition of a
corporate character among Evangelical parties and fronts. In other words, they
acted more like adversaries than like brothers.!33

132 Beltran: Del monopolio catdlico a la explosion pentecostal (2013), 367.
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Thus, if Evangelicals cannot even agree on their interpretation of the Bible,
one can hardly expect anything different when it comes to interpreting the signs
of the times or with reference to civic affairs — areas in which they do not have
much experience. Beltran puts it well: “The Pentecostal movement reproduces
in the political arena its chronic fragmentation, which keeps it from constituting
a unified political front.”134 Thus since, as we have seen, there is no “Evangelical
confessional vote,” it does not make sense to form an Evangelical confessional
party. The voting preference of Evangelicals is the product of a number of
different social factors, including the religious factor (as is the case with Catho-
lics). In addition, those citizens who are more involved with their churches
(whether Evangelical or Catholic) will accord greater weight to matters related
to values or religion, while those who prioritize ideological matters will give
preference to party concerns. However, a caveat is in order. There is currently
one subject that does indeed have the potential to unite the “values vote” of
the majority of Evangelicals for a particular electoral choice: the so called pro-
life and pro-family “moral agenda. This is what happened in 2018 in both Costa
Rica and Brazil. But this factor will not prove sufficient to resolve the voting
preferences of Evangelicals, given that only “to the extent that claims arise that
transcend the Evangelical movement will there be a greater capacity of mobili-
zation and politicizing of their electoral preferences.”135 In this regard, what is
happening in Brazil (and in several other countries) makes sense as a first step:
a number of Evangelical candidates are running for office now under the ge-
neric term “Christian” (no longer as “Evangelicals”) in order to attract voters
who identify as Christians (including Catholicism and all of the Protestant,
Evangelical, and Pentecostal branches). This is what Bolsonaro did in 2018. The
idea here is to reinforce the image of a “Christian nation” (under the command
of Evangelicals, of course) as a majority religious bloc in Latin America. This
strategy would focus first and foremost on conservative Catholics and on Evan-
gelicals.!30

134 Beltran: Del monopolio catdlico a la explosion pentecostal (2013), 26.
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Conclusions

We began our study by asking if Latin American politics had become more
religious, or if Latin American religion had become more political. There is no
question that those who took the first step in this rapprochement were Evan-
gelical leaders, and not political leaders. This is because it was the Evangelical
leaders who reinterpreted the Holy Bible and God’s promises, especially the Old
Testament promise to the Children of Israel: And the Lord shall make thee
plenteous in goods. ... The Lord shall open unto thee his good treasure.... And
the Lord shall make thee the head, and not the tail” (Deuteronomy 28: 11-13).

For several decades, Latin American Evangelicals had stayed out of politics,
and had rejected any possibility of involvement in politics, even going so far as
to see it as something dirty. For this reason, a “saved Christian” or “renewed
Catholic” could not afford to become contaminated by that arena. For their
part, the political parties had never viewed these apolitical Christian groups
(some of which had certain “cult-like” characteristics) as groups of potential
electoral interest. So what happened? These small Evangelical groups simply
began to grow rapidly (beginning in 1970) and began to see politics as a viable
way of (supposedly) advancing God’s Plan for all of humanity (beginning in
1980).

Everything would seem to indicate that both new and renewed Evangelicals
— now with a clear neo-Pentecostal spirit and with airs of the “theology of pros-
perity” (or “ideology of prosperity”); the theology of spiritual warfare; recon-
structionist aspirations; and increasingly moving into the middle and upper clas-
ses, have become new social and political actors in Latin America. It seemed
that the initial liberal political visions of the nineteenth century, as well as the
deeply rooted apolitical attitude and anti-Catholicism of the mid-twentieth cen-
tury had all been left behind. It also seemed that they had forsaken their stere-
otypical “garage churches” and “havens for the masses” in order to increasingly
grow in power in huge temples filled with prosperous worshippers — but with-
out losing their strong base of support among the working class. It is evident
that Evangelicals are here to stay, that they have grown, and that through their
growth they have sought to conquer. But this conquest is not limited to the
religious sphere. It has extended to the social and political sphere as well.

As we have seen throughout the course of this study, the classification of
the Pentecostal Evangelical phenomenon among organic (“emic”) academics
and intellectuals is in accordance with identity-based, demographic, and theo-
logical criteria. This phenomenon has geopolitical implications, as well as im-
plications for social control (i.e., due to the imposition of moral agendas). This
phenomenon also has implications for the construction of media empires, and
for political representation within political parties. In this regard, we can say
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that, in historical terms, in Latin America, the corpus protestante has not only un-
dergone radical changes in its internal composition (i.e., from mission-based
Christianity to native/locally based Christianity) but has also experienced theo-
logical transformations (i.e., from pre-millenarianism to post-millenarianism)
which gave rise to new ways of viewing the world and of participating in the
wotld. We have thus been able to see how (neo-)Pentecostal sectors have
adopted political positions that have gone from an apolitical attitude to the con-
quest of power, and which have included a strong US-style evangelical element.

In this religious phenomenon, we also have seen the emergence of a number
of terms that have become part of the rich nomenclature of Latin America. We
stress the fact that, for us, the terms used to classify these religious actors reflect
a complex socio-political and theological dynamic that also involves strategies
for political involvement. It is for this reason that we embarked upon this his-
torical and ideological journey, beginning with the category of “Protestant” in
reference to the segment of the original mainstream churches stemming from
the Reform, and which assumed political positions (liberal and conservative)
that were more discreet and less public in Latin America. Afterward, we de-
scribed the internal turning point experienced by those churches with the emer-
gence of the Evangelical movement, which refers to a radical theological vision,
given that some of its variants advocate reconstructionism (or dominion theol-
ogy), and promote positions aimed at attaining political power. And in some
places, such as Brazil, the term “Evangelical” was co-opted strategically by Pen-
tecostals and neo-Pentecostals in the 1980s in order to project a certain element
of traditional Protestantism, and also in order to establish firm roots in the
larger Evangelical world.

On the other hand, Evangelicals for a long time constituted one of the “so-
cial minorities” for a variety of different reasons: demographic (although they
have grown exponentially in recent decades, they are still a minority compared
to Catholics); sociological (because they were associated with poor and margin-
alized classes, with Blacks, with the indigenous); anthropological (because of a
stigmatized religious identity due to their isolation and their rejection of the
world). This explains their identity as a “religious minority. But their political
activism and their minoritization allowed them to emerge from their apoliticism
(fuga mundi) isolationism and to engage in the pursuit of power. For all of the
theological reasons that we have discussed in this study, Evangelicals’ partici-
pation in the public sphere has allowed a political refinement of their identity-
based transformation. This is because, by virtue of engaging in political action,
Evangelicals now have a higher public profile, claiming, along with other mi-
norities, the right to participate in a secular State. This change must be inter-
preted as having historic importance, because the conditions resulting from the
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democratic opening of Latin America favor Evangelicals’ legal and legitimate
participation, and because their political activism will prove successful.

Internally, this led to not only a change in positions taken by religious lead-
ers, but also these leaders being viewed with a new sense of legitimacy by their
congregations, and a renewed social visibility, as a new political force on the
rise. Most recently, we have seen how Latin American (neo-)Pentecostal leaders
(especially those in Brazil) have tended to apply to themselves the label of
“Christians” in order to be seen as more ecumenical, and to attract conservative
Catholic sectors.

In considering these strategic efforts, we need to take into account the fact
that Evangelicals have become increasingly aware that the numbers of their
worshippers is not sufficient to determine the outcome of elections (especially
when they know that not all Evangelicals are going to vote for their “represent-
atives,” even if they are supported by their church leaders). For this reason, they
are now looking to reach persons who are not necessarily affiliated with a reli-
gion via the “values vote.” In other words, over and beyond religious affiliation,
they are looking for common grounds that could be attractive to voters. At the
same time, they strategically sound out certain candidates that could be attrac-
tive to both Evangelical and non-Evangelical voters. In this regard, we can say
that these new initiatives, which are being spurred for the most part by neo-
Pentecostals, have in practice been trans-denominational in nature. In other
wortds, these religious-political approaches are highly attractive and succeed in
drawing many Evangelical voters, irrespective of the denomination to which
they belong.

For this same reason, while neo-Pentecostal communities do not constitute
the majority in terms of numbers, in many Latin American nations, they have
succeeded ideologically and electorally in reaching a much larger number of
their congregants. In addition, in transcending their own particular churches,
they have succeeded in attracting many Catholics who have no interest in at-
tending Evangelical services, but who are inclined to vote for candidates who
share their moral convictions within the political arena. We have seen this hap-
pen in some places. In this regard, we can ask if, instead of speaking of a “con-
fessional vote” or a “denominational vote,” it might make more sense to speak
of a “values vote” that transcends denominations, churches, and particular re-
ligious beliefs. If such were the case, we would be moving from “confessional
parties” to ‘“values-based movements” that are committed to the “moral
agenda” as a common guideline, not only for Evangelicals and Catholics, but
also for conservative sectors of society, whether or not they are religious.

Thus, the most important novelty in recent years with respect to Latin
American Evangelicals’ political participation would be that the classic tri-par-
tite phenomenology (Evangelical party, front, and faction) which focuses on
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electoral processes, formal parties, and official candidates, now shares space
with new forms of organization, such as “pressure groups,” which focuses on
cross-sectional issues that are transformed into “political agendas.” In other
words, irrespective of whether their leaders are Evangelicals or Catholics, the
new center of the ideological-religious union would be the moral, pro-life, and
pro-family agenda (e.g., the movements that supported Trump or Bolsonaro).
But for many with a Christian moral bias, such an approach leads to a failure to
attract either all Evangelicals or all Catholics.

In fact, at present, the pro-life and pro-family moral agenda that is predom-
inant in Latin America is the primary Evangelical political agenda capable of
temporally and electorally bringing together the majority of Latin American
Evangelicals and Catholics. It has been said that this agenda is a carbon copy of
the pro-life and pro-family movements in the United States that have been ac-
tive in recent decades. This would in part explain the diminished presence of
“anti-Catholicism” within Pentecostal communities.

Thus, the moral agenda has become the primary proposal of these new neo-
Pentecostal-driven movements. This moral agenda is intended to serve as an
ideological platform, and to justify the participation of Evangelicals in politics.
The main objective is to influence public policy in individual countries in at least
three different ways: a.) through legislative proposals that penalize or classify as
crimes improper moral conduct that offends Christian sensibilities; b.) by re-
pealing regulations and blocking legislative proposals the Evangelical sectors
consider offensive to Christian morality through the implementation of a policy
restricting the so-called “expansion of rights”; c.) by steering the course of pub-
lic policies on the basis of “Christian values,” especially within the areas of ed-
ucation, health, and human rights, based upon the argument that Christians
(both Evangelicals and Catholics) constitute the vast majority of the citizens of
each country, and that they thus have the right to assert their “moral majority”
and form the new Christian right, which has made its presence felt in the anti-
gender campaigns throughout Latin America.

As we indicated at the outset of this paper, the political activities of today’s
Evangelicals are occurring within a climate of change in Latin America’s dem-
ocratic governments, which have been subject to the constant onslaught of a
“neoliberal agenda” which exerts pressure on the assertion of workers’ rights,
social security, and accessing public health care, among other rights that had
previously been attained. By means of its alignment with the Christian right in
the United States and their political activism, Latin American Evangelicals are
able to adapt to the current neo-conservative dynamics.

In this sense, the prefix “neo-" might serve as a bridge between the demo-
cratic processes that are currently underway and the possibility of identifying
how the various political alliances give expression a patriarchal social order and
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a neoliberal economics. We consider these to be neoconservative narratives that
emphasize the morality of the real and everyday insecurities experienced by or-
dinary people. These constitute the connection between the neoliberal agenda
and the social and political activism of the religious actors of the (neo-)Pente-
costal churches. They condense the reactive expression of an otherness that is
fundamentally negative (“anti-”) in nature, and through their activities contrib-
ute to the erosion of democracy in Latin America.

While the political movement of the Christian Right in the United States was
reactionary in the face of the cultural changes of the 1960s and 1970s, the cur-
rent values agenda has shifted from being culturally reactive to an opposition
to the democratic advances achieved as regards equal rights for a number of
social minorities, including sexual, racial, and ethnic minorities. We thus see that
Evangelicals (both Pentecostals and neo-Pentecostals) have formed part of the
first wave of cultural reaction as well as the current second wave, in which they
are confronting democratic advances — while at the same time clearly benefiting
from those selfsame advances.

It is this self-affirmation of religious identity that constitutes one of the fun-
damental elements that allows Evangelicals to construct their political self-rep-
resentation, forming the basis of their confessional participation in politics.
However, in spite of this religious identity, which allows “political Evangelicals”
to have access to power, it is other political affinities (and not religious identi-
ties) that are what pragmatically allow for the formation of coalitions among
parties, election processes, and strategic alliances along the lines of a “resonance
machine” (a metaphor suggested by Connolly). In this way, on the basis of their
religious identity, and through political action, Evangelicals constitute them-
selves as political subjects in the aggregate and representative sense.

This subjectivity is probably constructed by Evangelicals on three different
levels. The first of these levels consists of interaction between the churches and
the State, collaborating with the latter in social actions and/or becoming in-
volved in its structure through electoral means. The second level constitutes the
battleground where the clash is played out between Evangelicals and their op-
ponents in the secular minority who are opposed to Evangelical morality. The
third level consists of the religious narratives that explicitly set forth the society
that Evangelicals aspire to — namely, a “Christian nation.” We think it fitting to
mention that it is on the basis of these three levels that we can understand how
the political subject that is called “Evangelical” (which looks to be slowly met-
amorphosing into “Christian”) was constituted. It is on the basis of this subjec-
tive foundation that the new Evangelical political subject will have the where-
withal to construct a project of political and religious power. This is a project
which, in the Brazilian context, and according to analysts, began to take shape
with the 2018 elections.
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In this project, the idea of a “Christian nation” erupted into the public space,
with its representatives of particular Christian representatives. This occurred
despite the fact that, as we have repeatedly stressed, Evangelicals are not inter-
nally united because of a heterogeneous character which makes it impossible
for them to forge such a unified identity. Similarly, their proposal is to present
themselves as the “Evangelical people” fit to lead the way to instituting a
“Christian nation,” and that is imbued with a certain religious power that is
activated when Evangelicals seek to inspire the people, through values and cus-
toms, in order to transform them into “Christian nations.”

It is precisely this idea of “Christian nation,” which was formulated by the
pastoral and parliamentary elite of Evangelicals, that appears to stand at the
center of the Evangelical project of seeking political and religious power. The
reference is not necessarily to political power along the lines of a theocratic
regime, as is often believed, but rather to the expression of a religious suprem-
acy that relegates other forms of expression to inferior status. Thus, in the name
of a supposed religious majority, a government relationship is established, in
Foucault’s sense, that judicially and legitimately defines, controls, and punishes
all citizens, irrespective of their religious affiliation or whether or not they are
religious believers. In other words, they intend to go from being a “discrimi-
nated minority” in history, to a “discriminating majority” at present by means
of concepts such as “moral majority” or “Christian nation” (which seek to stra-
tegically include Catholics, who constitute a demographic majority); therefore,
to achieve this, they seek to reach political power.

There are of course numerous obstacles that stand in the way of achieving
this aspiration of several of the Evangelical factions (particularly neo-Pentecos-
tals). One such obstacle is the existence of secular States with legal regulations
that place limits on the Church-State relationship. Another is secular democratic
forces that do not share the aspiration of placing a Christian stamp on a plural
and multi-religious environment (that also includes non-Christian religions).
Yet another obstacle is the plural character of the Evangelical camp itself, which
resists hegemonic dictates. And there are still other obstacles. The resistance
exerted by groups and movements of civil society in the face of the progress of
this agenda can in some ways be seen in churches themselves. There are even a
fair number of initiatives that promote a Christian activism that is ecumenical,
and that promotes interfaith harmony.

There is no question that confessional political representation, promoted by
political-religious activism, and which has become strengthened with each elec-
toral process, has reinforced the church structures that nominated their candi-
dates and “representatives.” However, this representation is complicated, be-
cause within the churches and denominations themselves, it is not possible to
speak in the name of “the Evangelicals” as if they were a monolith. This brings
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us back to the following question: Who can represent the Evangelical people
and speak in their name? The aspirations of the pastoral and parliamentary elites
to hegemonize political representation within the Evangelical camp clearly do
not enjoy widespread support. Moreover, the internal struggle for power among
these elites may end up undermining the very structures responsible for their
current status. We believe that, in the long term, this fragility may have an im-
pact on the supposed “official representation” of Evangelicals in the struggles
for political power.

Finally, given the reality of a democratic and plural society that includes pro-
gressive sectors as well as Evangelical churches and the Catholic church, there
remain a number of questions regarding the real political-religious power of
Evangelicals. What are the democratic mechanisms capable of resisting the dif-
ferent offensives of a Christian right that, in the very name of democracy and
religious freedom, seeks to impose a religious majority on the decisions of sit-
ting governments? What relationships will political Evangelicals and political
Catholics establish in order to lead the battle for religious supremacy? What
form of Catholic theology will be activated to make such a proposal viable?
What mechanisms will be activated within Christian churches in order to rein-
force religious pluralism as a desirable principle that promotes peaceful coex-
istence among citizens, whether or not they are religious believers? What are
the paths forward for engaging in an ecumenical and interfaith dialogue capable
of recovering the theological and spiritual roots of politics as a service and ex-
ercise in pursuit of the common good? What are the common features of a
political theology that inspires dialogue, respect, and inclusion of all — and es-
pecially of the poorest and most marginalized? How can the principles of the
encyclical letter Fratelli Tutti that Pope Francis bequeathed on humanity in 2020
be implemented in economic policy? Such questions obviously are beyond the
scope of the present study, but they constitute food for future thought regard-
ing political theology.
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Engaged Pentecostalism in Asia:

Civic Welfare, Public Morality, and Political Participation

Jayeel Cornelio

Introduction

This chapter presents the scholarly landscape of the social and political
engagements of Pentecostal churches in Asia. Drawing on the extensive
literature on Pentecostalism in its various regions, the aim of this essay is to
characterize these engagements. Three forms of social and political
engagements are salient. The first is civic welfare, referring to the delivery of
development and humanitarian assistance by Pentecostal churches to address
the needs of local communities. These needs include educational assistance,
healthcare, and basic nutrition. The second concerns public morality. In different
countries, Pentecostal churches have resisted policies that they consider inimical
to social progress for violating divine principles. These issues tend to revolve
around same-sex marriage and gender equality. In this way, Pentecostals are
defending what they consider to be God’s mandate for the nations by resisting
what they believe are godless policies. The third form is direct engagement in
politics. Scholars have documented the growing presence of Pentecostal
churches in electoral politics. In some cases they have even formed political
parties to endorse or field their own candidates.

After explaining these salient characteristics, the essay then turns to
conceptualizing the social and political work of Pentecostalism in Asia.
Nuancing earlier writings about the rise of progressive Pentecostalism in the
Global South, a more appropriate way of referring to the Asian experience is
“engaged Pentecostalism”.! The concept refers to the movement within
Pentecostal and Charismatic groups, driven by a desire to be relevant and to
correct what they consider social and political evils, to be involved in the affairs
of the present. It recognizes the diverse expressions of Pentecostal
involvements in society and the religious and political worldviews that underpin
them. In effect, “engaged Pentecostalism” not only contests the

1 Millet: Progtessive Pentecostalism (2009); Miller/Yamamori: Global Pentecostalism (2007).
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misconceptions about Pentecostals being preoccupied with conversion or the
eschatology. It also recognizes the implications of Pentecostal work on politics
and society, inspired by an array of convictions including social justice, moral
conservatism, and religious nationalism.

A note is called for on terminology. In this essay, Pentecostal Christianity is
deployed to refer broadly to both Pentecostalism, the Charismatic renewal, and
the Signs and Wonders Movement that emerged in the course of the 20™
century, whose influence remains evident around the world.2 While many
churches are clearly part of older Pentecostal denominations, many are
decidedly independent and might even consider themselves evangelical, full
gospel, or born again Christians to differentiate themselves from Catholics or
members of other denominations. The ethnographic work of Maltese and Ef3el
on Pentecostalism in the Philippines is instructive in this regard.? In spite of
their strong Charismatic or Pentecostal practices, local congregations in the
community did not want to be referred to as Pentecostals. To them it was al-
most a derogatory term associated with non-Trinitarian groups. Their intriguing
ethnographic observation though is that even the latter — often called “One-
ness” churches — distance themselves from the term as well (possibly because
of its cult-like connotations). And although “charismatic” was reserved for Fil-
ipino Catholics influenced by the religious movement, the term also carried a
negative connotation. Indeed, in Philippine media, the authors observe that
“charismatics” are characterized as “as a crowd of insecure people who lack
proper self-consciousness and do everything their money-grubbing dema-
gogues command them”.* Bauman makes similar observations based on his ex-
tensive research in India.> There are Evangelicals, for example, who speak in
tongues, but do not consider themselves Pentecostal. Referring to these groups
as Pentecostal or Charismatic is thus a call made by scholars and observers. But
doing so demands reflexivity on the part of observers, if only “to signal that
global Pentecostalism’s very defiance of definitions may be among the very few
things that consistently define it”.6 The important lesson here is that local
groups’ attempts to disassociate from the Pentecostal or Charismatic identity
must be an othering mechanism brought about not only by theological differ-
ences but also contexts of violence and discrimination.

Moreover, while some independent congregations are small, many have
gone on to become megachurches associated with the emerging middle class in

2 Kay/Dyer: Pentecostal and Chatismatic Studies (2004); Cornelio: The Philippines (2020).
3 Maltese/EiBel: The Demise of Pentecostalism in the Philippines (2015).

4 Ibid., 257.

5 Bauman: Pentecostals and Interreligious Conflict in India (2017).

6 Ibid, 11.
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Asia.7 To these should be added to lay Charismatic groups found in Roman
Catholic and Anglican communities and other Protestant denominations.
Cleatly, Pentecostalism or Charismatic Christianity is an internally diverse
religious movement. This is why in the literature, what ought to be considered
Pentecostal or Charismatic is debated. Variations and nuances are discernible
in such are