Post-secular

In a Nutshell

The conversion of large segments of the Latin Ameri-
can population to various forms of Evangelicalism has
to be seen as one of the most significant demographic,
cultural, and socio-political transformations in the
region in recent decades.

Evangelical movements have succeeded in offering a
form of faith that resonates with the late modern age,
with Latin America having provided particularly fertile
ground for the growth of these movements.

Within neo-Pentecostal groups in Latin America, the
"prosperity gospel” has proved especially influential. It
interprets material wealth as a visible sign of divine

72

blessing, which often places believers in a tense
and ambivalent space that lies somewhere between
spiritual empowerment and economic exploitation.

While the growth of Evangelical churches has led to a
stronger political presence and to greater social visi-
bility, these communities have managed to mobilize
collectively around only a handful of specific issues.

The rise of Evangelicalism in Latin America stands as a
counter-narrative to the idea of modernity as an era of
secularization.
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The world’s most Catholic region - and spiritual

home to both the previous and current Pope - in

reality ceased to be exclusively Catholic quite

some time ago. Long overlooked and now widely
discussed, the mass conversion of large sections

of the population to various forms of Evangeli-
calism stands as one of the most significant
demographic, cultural, and attitudinal transfor-
mations in Latin America in recent decades. For
along time, Evangelical groups remained on the

fringes of political life, but today, they are firmly
embedded in the heart of political debate and

have become major political players. Depending

on the prevailing political and media climate, criti-
cal analyses and sensationalist headlines appear
atregular intervals. Too often, however, Evangeli-
cals are portrayed in oscillating terms - as exotic

curiosities with undertones of alarmism or in the

sense of “othering”*. The dominant narrative has

tended to frame Evangelicals as a new reactionary

force, often reducing them to their political signifi-
cance and interpreting them as an anachronism

in an increasingly secular modern age. However,
as the present article aims to show, Evangelical-
ism is not an outdated throwback; rather, it is a

product of Latin America’s distinct path to late

modernity? - a development shaped by specific

sociocultural and political conditions that have

proved particularly fertile in this context.

Even on closer inspection, the growth of Evangeli-
calism in Latin America remains striking. Once
only 4 per cent of the population in 1970, Evangeli-
cals now account for 24.6 per cent of the region’s
population. However, this picture is far from
uniform: Indeed, in countries such as Mexico
(4.4 per cent), Uruguay (4.6 per cent), and Argen-
tina (6.3 per cent), Evangelicals remain a minority.
Nevertheless, in Brazil (25.5 per cent), Venezuela
(31.4 per cent), and especially Central America
and the Caribbean - specifically, in Costa Rica
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(56.0 per cent), Panama (55.0 per cent), and the
Dominican Republic (50.3 per cent) - they account
for a significant share of the total population. That
said, growth has slowed noticeably in recent years.>

Evangelicalism as a product
of late modernity

The term “Evangelical” remains heavily loaded
with stereotypes, particularly in Germany. Evan-
gelicals are variously described as a sect or as a
threat to democracy and tend to be associated
with figures like Trump and Bolsonaro. More-
over, what it actually means to be an Evangelical
is often poorly understood, which is due in no
small part to the sheer heterogeneity of currents,
denominations, organizations, and missions.
The confusion is compounded by the fact that
the term has different religious connotations in
Latin America as compared with Europe or the
United States. It thus only makes sense to speak
of Evangelicals in the plural.# In countries such as
Venezuela or Brazil, there are many thousands of
independent churches, thereby making the term
imprecise, fluid, and subject to constant negotia-
tion as to who self-identifies as an Evangelical and
who is identified as such by others. The term is
thus only useful for drawing very broad outlines.

In Latin America, it is particularly Pentecostal
and neo-Pentecostal groups - such as the Assem-
bleia de Deus and the Igreja Universal do Reino
de Deus (IURD) - that have gained influence,
whereas practitioners of historical Protestant tra-
ditions - that is, members of the so-called immi-
grant churches, including Lutherans, Methodists,
and Calvinists - are referred to as protestantes
and are not usually labelled as Evangelicals. For
this reason, the focus in the present article is pri-
marily on (neo-)Pentecostal groups. Pentecostal-
ism and neo-Pentecostalism are characterized
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Megachurch in Sdo Paulo: Inaugurated in 2014, the
Templo de Salomao offers space for 10,000 worshippers.

by a strong emphasis on the workings of the
Holy Spirit, which in practice finds expression
in exorcisms and prophecy as well as in healing
through prayer.® If common ground is sought
within this dynamic, heterogeneous, complex
spectrum, these groups are united above all by
a pronounced devotion to Jesus and the Cross as
well as by a strong focus on the Bible. Evangeli-
cals are also Christians by personal choice, with
their religious identity being consciously and
individually chosen. Finally, Evangelicals are
deeply religious, activist, socially engaged, and
mission-driven groups. In short, Evangelicals
are people with a mission.® These four defining
characteristics are arguably key to the success
and continued growth of Evangelical groups in
Latin America. The idea of Christianity based
on individual conversion enables these groups to
become culturally embedded within modernity
and late modernity, in which the religious self is
always subject to the optionality of belief.” Being
Christian by personal commitment aligns well
with late modernity’s dominant values, such as
authenticity and autonomy.® As a result, Evan-
gelical identity tends to play a far more central
role in shaping an individual’s worldview, ethi-
cal beliefs, and political convictions. At the same
time, Evangelical churches have become highly
effective at staging worship as an event. In this
way, faith becomes a consumable, emotional,
and experience-driven offering.

In many marginalized urban
neighbourhoods, Pentecostal
churches are institutions with
a constant presence.

Faith in motion: Urbanization as
a driver of Pentecostalism

In addition to this cultural embedding within late
modernity, Pentecostal groups have managed to
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offer a refuge for those uprooted by urbaniza-
tion - that is, for the rural poor pushed into the
cities and left socially adrift. The rapid spread
of Pentecostal groups from the 1960s onwards
correlates strikingly with the sweeping urbani-
zation that took place across Latin America over
the same period. Between 1950 and 2010, the
urban population increased from around 30 to
approximately 85 per cent - a demographic shift
of historic proportions.® It was during this period
that today’s megacities such as Sdo Paulo and
Mexico City became global urban centres. As a
result, the traditional Catholic ties - hierarchical,
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corporatist, and personalized - that had pre-
viously shaped rural society began to dissolve.
For many impoverished migrants who had left
their communities behind and now had to find
their way in sprawling, fragmented metropo-
lises such as Rio de Janeiro, (neo-)Pentecostal
churches provided a valuable resource in the
face of social dislocation - and they continue to
do so. The close-knit personal networks of the
congregation, the emphasis on a personal rela-
tionship with Jesus, and - in typical Pentecostal
fashion - highly charged emotional and spiritual
experiences all offer individuals new forms of
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support in the urban context.'® Moreover, in
many marginalized urban neighbourhoods, Pen-
tecostal churches are the only institutions with
a constant presence. They step into the vacuum
left by absent state structures, taking on roles of
care, community-building, and moral guidance.
In this type of environment, the seemingly clear-
cut biblical worldview offered by these churches
provides a coherent interpretive framework. In
contexts marked by extreme poverty, violence,
and social marginalization, people need a faith
that offers clear boundaries and rules - a faith
that equips individuals to resist the ever-present
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lure of self-destruction.!? Faith may not move
mountains here, but it does change lived realities.

Faith becomes an experience
that is customizable and
functionally differentiated
within a religious marketplace.

Faith under market conditions

The evolution of the early Pentecostal garage
churches on the urban periphery into the
neo-Pentecostal glass palaces found in major
city centres from the 1980s onwards can also
be read as a story of social and economic as-
cent.'® Whereas Pentecostal churches originally
focused on the marginalized, neo-Pentecos-
tal congregations increasingly draw from the

urban, upwardly mobile middle classes, often
from the second generation of Pentecostal fam-
ilies.** Neo-Pentecostal groups have developed
a form of religion that aligns - organizationally,
theologically, and socially - with the values of
a status-conscious and consumption-oriented
middle class. Faith becomes an experience that
is customizable and that is functionally differ-
entiated within a religious marketplace that is
shaped by flexibility and by a logic of perfor-
mance - that is, a faith under market condi-
tions.'® In Montevideo, Bogota, and Curitiba,
for example, worshippers at the Igreja Univer-
sal - the largest neo-Pentecostal Church in Latin
America - can find a service tailored to nearly
every life situation and question: On Mondays,
services for success; on Tuesdays, services for
healing; on Wednesdays, Bible study; on Thurs-
days, services for love; and on Fridays, services
for exorcisms - several times a day across the
entire region. This business model has earned

More complex than one might think: Brazil's former president Jair Bolsonaro could and can count on the
support of Evangelical groups. However, it would be simplistic to label them as staunch supporters of one

particular political tendency.
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the Igreja Universal the mocking nickname
supermercado de fe - that is, the “supermarket
of faith”.1¢

Growth as an indicator of success

At the heart of this context is a functional shift
towards a “growth ethos”: The numerical expan-
sion of congregations is not only seen as a sign of
divine blessing, but also becomes a measure of
legitimacy and success in itself. Moreover, mis-
sion in this context becomes an end in itself. This

situation is institutionally reflected in so-called

megachurches - that is, in places of worship that
regularly attract several thousand attendees

and that visibly project a new form of self-confi-
dence.'” Examples include Fraternidad Cristiana

in Guatemala City (15,000 weekly attendees),
Rey de Reyes in Buenos Aires (30,000), and Cen-
tro Familiar de Adoracién in Asuncion (4,000).18
This new self-image is most dramatically em-
bodied in the Templo de Salomao, which was

inaugurated in Sao Paulo in 2014 and was built
by the IURD. Modelled on the biblical Temple of
Solomon - though greatly exceeding the latter’s

original dimensions - it can accommodate up to

10,000 worshippers. In its monumental architec-
ture and theatrical staging, the temple serves as a

symbol of late modern sacrality - one that fuses

religious belonging with economic success and

cultural capital.*®

If believers remain poor,
this is interpreted as sign
of their lack of faith.

Prosperity over asceticism

The development of the so-called prosperity gos-
pel (“prosperity of health and wealth”) - which
lies at the heart of the neo-Pentecostal message -
reflects the expectation of symbolic and material
advancement among its followers. Theologically,
this development also marks a shift in focus away
from guilt, asceticism, and the Cross - which have
traditionally been central to both Evangelical
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and Pentecostal belief - and towards salvation
and blessing.2° These typically neo-Pentecostal
notions of poverty and wealth have become par-
ticularly influential in Latin America over recent
decades. While in his analysis The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism?', Max Weber
identified diligence, discipline, and asceticism as
central drivers of capitalist development in the
Protestant societies of the 19t century, with work
being understood as a divinely ordained calling,
the prosperity gospel reverses this logic, with
wealth becoming a visible sign of divine favour
and a direct consequence of faith - an indicator
of spiritual strength and blessing. Unlike libera-
tion theology, in which poverty has at times been
romanticized, neo-Pentecostal groups promise
to overcome poverty. To put it more pointedly:
While the Catholic Church opted for the poor, the
poor opted for the neo-Pentecostals. The first to
achieve financial success is often the pastor - a
fact that is seen not as a contradiction, but rather
as confirmation of divine blessing and as a model
to aspire to. Wealth is thus regarded as proof of
a living faith. The individual believer is by no
means just a passive object of religious manipu-
lation; rather, the act of giving - that is, of making
donations - creates a moment of agency. Those
who give, act deliberately in so doing, in a sense
investing in their own (financial) blessing. Belief
in wealth as a divine promise often becomes a
kind of self-fulfilling prophecy, with hope and
action reinforcing each other. At the same time,
many believers who have for years given what
little they had to the Church remain poor - a sit-
uation often interpreted as a sign of their lack of
faith - while their pastors become millionaires.
The tension between spiritual empowerment
and economic exploitation is an inescapable part
of the neo-Pentecostal movement’s ambivalent
nature.

Achieving the Kingdom of God on earth

While classical Pentecostal congregations in the
1970s were largely socially marginalized, prac-
tised their faith in isolated parallel worlds, and
tended to be apolitical, neo-Pentecostal groups
have actively called for political representation,
even going on to reshape the political landscape
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of their region. This transformation is best under-
stood as a response to a mutually reinforcing set
of social, theological, and political changes.

The world beyond the Church
was no longer to be shunned,
but to be redeemed and
liberated.

Firstly, as outlined above, neo-Pentecostal groups
have undergone a process of upward social
mobility. This new sense of confidence has
translated into a political will to shape society.
Secondly, the import of both a new interpreta-
tion of the “Kingdom of God”?2 and a revised
eschatology (i.e. the doctrine of “last things”)
provided the theological framework for a rad-
ical redefinition of the relationship between
Church and world. For generations, Evangeli-
calsin Latin America had expected the imminent
Second Coming of Christ and the end of days,
effectively placing them in a kind of waiting
room of history.?* Following Jesus’ words “My
kingdom is not of this world”2+, this pessimis-
tic eschatology led to a withdrawal from polit-
ical life. Indeed, why change the world if it is
about to end? However, this expectation of an
imminent end was gradually abandoned in the
1990s, when neo-Pentecostal groups instead
began to view the coming of the Kingdom of
God as a historical and political process - one
that required active participation and influence
(a shift from pre-millennialism to post-millenni-
alism?°). This more positive view of the future
elevated political engagement in elections and
civic involvement to the status of a geo-spiritual
mission - that is, of a “cosmic struggle” to con-
quer and claim spiritual territory.2¢ The world
beyond the Church was no longer to be shunned,
but to be redeemed and liberated.?” A prime
example of this new vision can be found in the
book Plano de Poder (“Plan of Power”) by Edir
Macedo, founder and bishop of the IURD. In it,
Macedo sets out the political ambitions of his
Church, drawing selectively on the Old Testa-
ment and formulating the gradual conquest of
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the (Brazilian) presidential palace as a strategic
goal. “Pastors became politicians - and believ-
ers became citizens.”?® Thirdly, these social
and theological shifts of the 1980s coincided in
many Latin American countries with a period of
political opening after decades of military dicta-
torships - a process that made the political par-
ticipation of new actors such as neo-Pentecostal
groups possible in the first place. In Guatemala,
for example, the final years of the dictatorship
bore witness to the rise of Evangelical figures to
national leadership, including the military ruler
General Efrain Rios Montt and later the demo-
cratically elected Jorge Serrano Elias.?®

Latin America’s winding paths to modernity

Secularization - the universal master narrative of
religion’s declining social role in the process of
modernization®° - appears unconvincing in the
Latin American context. Rather than confirming
this pattern, the (neo-) Pentecostal growth trajec-
tory should be understood as part of the region’s
own distinct path to modernity. In fact, develop-
ments on two of the three levels of secularization
identified by Charles Taylor run counter to this
theory.3?

A moral agenda at the centre

Firstly, at the subjective-individual level - as
already outlined - the shift from Catholicism to
Evangelical, Pentecostal, and neo-Pentecostal
groups has led to a heightened sense of religious
identity. Once taken for granted, faith has now
been redefined as a conscious personal decision.
Nominal Catholics often become highly devout
Evangelicals whose religious identity shapes
a person’s everyday life, partner choices, and
worldview. As Evangelicals see themselves as
the “light and salt of the Earth” and belief can
no longer be assumed to be self-evident, the key
marker of distinction from surrounding culture is
often found in matters of religious ethics. Topics
grouped under the term “moral agenda” - such
as abortion, homosexuality, sex education, and
so-called gender ideology - have gained politi-
cal significance and have become key issues in
terms of how individuals vote. The result is that
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Evangelicals often take on the role of culture
warriors.

Evangelical groups in Latin
America have repeatedly
failed to establish themselves
as a cohesive political bloc.

Religion in the public sphere

Secondly, at the societal level - where seculari-
zation is understood to be the erosion of reli-
gious content in different areas of society and its
retreat into the private sphere - Latin America
has in fact seen a marked resurgence of religion
in both politics and society. The growth of (neo-)
Pentecostalism and its increasing engagement
with the world since the 1990s has translated
into a powerful public presence. Whether in the
form of garage churches in poor neighbourhoods,
sleek glass buildings, or the replica of Solomon’s
Temple in Sdo Paulo, Evangelical churches are a
visible part of the urban landscape in countries
such as Brazil. However, the expansion of these
churches is not only numerical: As explicitly Evan-
gelical actors, they have also gained considerable
social relevance.3? With powerful radio and tele-
vision networks, mass events, universities, and
cultural productions such as TV series and films
alongside highly visible public worship, these
actors permeate every aspect of public life. The
convergence of religion, economics, and politics
is best embodied by Edir Macedo: One of Brazil’s
wealthiest men and owner of Record TV, the coun-
try’s second-largest broadcaster, Macedo acts as
areligious entrepreneur with significant political
influence. While he initially supported Luiz Inacio
Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseff, RecordTV
became a key amplifier of Bolsonaro’s presiden-
tial campaign in 2018. However, Macedo had no
qualms about later moving back into the Lula
camp. By the same token, politicians deliberately
seek proximity to Evangelical groups and stage
public religious practices to align themselves with
Evangelical discourse. Brazil once again offers
particularly striking examples: In May 2016, the

Other Topics

Catholic Jair Bolsonaro was publicly baptized in

the River Jordan by Everaldo Pereira.3® Neverthe-
less, due to their internal diversity, Evangelical

groups in Latin America have repeatedly failed to

establish themselves as a cohesive political bloc,
with confessionally aligned party projects having

regularly collapsed. Instead, Evangelical groups

tend to mobilize around specific issues that serve

as identity markers,3# as can be seen in Colom-
bia, where religiously charged criticism of gender
identity provisions played a significant role in the

failure of the referendum on the peace agreement

between the government and the FARC (Fuer-
zas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia).33
Although Evangelical groups tend to mobilize

primarily around socio-political issues and gen-
erally lean towards more conservative positions,
centre-left actors have also succeeded in attract-
ing significant Evangelical constituencies. For
instance, in 2018, the Mexican Evangelical party
Partido Encuentro Social formed an electoral alli-
ance with the left-wing MORENA (Movimiento

Regeneracion Nacional), thereby allowing “Evan-
gelical votes” to benefit leftist candidate Andrés

Manuel Lopez Obrador.3¢ Evangelical groups and

actors are therefore politically flexible and do not
cast confessional votes. If anything, Evangelical

voting behaviour is better described as being val-
ues-driven.

Religion in the plural

Thirdly, secularization is not understood simply
as a decline in the significance of religion, but
rather as an “expansion of options” - a phenome-
non that can indeed be observed in Latin America.
In this sense, the Catholic Church - with its uni-
form devotional practices, unequivocal doctrines,
and socially dominant worldview - is gradually
losing its monopoly.3” This is by no means a rup-
ture with a previously homogeneous religious
order: Indeed, the region has always been shaped
by ongoing syncretism, blending Catholic tradi-
tions with Indigenous and African influences. In
this new religious landscape, (neo-)Pentecostal
groups have proved especially adaptable. Thanks
to their decentralized structures, their proximity
to everyday realities, and their organizational
focus on charismatic individuals, these groups
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are able to offer individualized, context-sensitive
forms of religious engagement. In Latin Ameri-
ca’s increasingly socially segmented societies,
(neo-)Pentecostal groups have thus succeeded in
providing tailored spiritual and social responses
to different milieux.

Modernity in Latin America appears to be defined
not by religion’s retreat, but rather by a constant
dovetailing of the sacred and the secular both by
religious differentiation and by the adaptation of
faith to the conditions of late modern capitalist
life. The Evangelical growth story thus stands as a
counterpoint to the Eurocentric master narrative
of secularization in modernity. If, however, moder-
nity is understood in the plural, Latin America
may be seen as an example of a parallel moder-
nity in which religion has retained its relevance.
The (neo-)Pentecostal groups described here in
particular have created functional and adapt-
able expressions of faith for many people in the
21st century, and these expressions have also taken
visible political form. Indeed, the emergence of
Evangelical actors in the political arenas of the con-
tinent reflects a social reality that has already taken
shape and that signals the need for the democratic
integration of these groups. Contrary to some por-
trayals, these groups cannot be clearly placed on
a single point of the political spectrum, for they
have demonstrated a flexible and diverse political
presence. That said, the merging of political and
religious discourse and practice also harbours the
risk of a new kind of intransigence. The separa-
tion of religion and politics is undoubtedly a key
achievement of modernity that has helped to fos-
ter social peace. As the present article has shown,
the infusion of religion into political debate has
often rendered Evangelical groups vulnerable to
polarizing actors, thereby drawing them into divi-
sive culture wars. Even so, the alarmist tone that
is sometimes adopted by commentators warning
of the “Evangelicals” is exaggerated. Indeed, pre-
cisely because of their internal diversity, the direct
political impact of these groups remains limited.

- translated from German -
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