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Prologue to the Spanish Edition (2004)

Writing a prologue is always a challenge. Generally, authors know more than the ones writing such a prologue with regard to what they are talking about, and this may put us in a difficult situation if our intention is to show our supposed knowledge. It is also a challenge because sometimes the author displays their reflections, their critical capacities, and their contribution to the field of knowledge in order to spark in us that familiar restlessness, that enveloping, firmly welded curiosity and intellectual interest. This is a difficult prologue to write because the text that follows is a splendid work: it is well constructed, rigorous and enjoyable; intuitive but well founded, deep but careful in that the depth is not lost in insufficient data, comprehensive in its subject matter but based on detailed observations and quality relationships with multiple informants. No concessions are made to statistical spectacle or microscopic filigree, neither rushed nor in some academic fashion. This work is committed to knowledge within its discipline and to repeated testing of ideas, and this is what you will find in this meticulous fieldwork. Actually, this prologue should only say that the reader will not be able to stop reading the pages that follow. But that would not be a prologue, and I have a commitment to meet this challenge to the extent that I can.

The author complains, rightly so, of the lack of precedents of studies for Gypsy Pentecostalism in Andalucía, and in any case, there are also very few general studies as well. The author says that this forced her to “perform slow and meticulous work.” However, this is a work that can also be appreciated in its coverage as well as the variety and quality of the information. The data is presented with a high level of reliability, allowing the analysis to be summarized in her own words:

We have entered and exited, respectfully, the lives of many Gypsies who have accepted the new religion, proving a way of being different. They have accepted us, fed us, and helped us each day of this long journey into the heart of one of the most extraordinary organizational experiences ever undertaken by Gypsies.

This is fortunate, because she could not in any way achieve these results without a slow pace, a pace which allows things to happen in time, in forms that challenge us to formulate ideas that then change before our eyes, bringing laughter at one’s own certainties or assumptions. The slow pace gives the gift that any relationship requires between human beings—the time that it takes to bear the fruit of trust and understanding. In the end, and even if it is just a little unorthodox to say it in quite this way, it is actually fortunate to have had the problem of a shortage of previous studies—if the result is now this type of field work.

The researchers who worked on this project have discovered, one by one, and by firsthand experience, an important number of congregations, with their leaders and acts of worship, their organizational characteristics, the outlines of the doctrine that is taught, processes of conversion (and abandonment) and the impact that both have in social life and in the depictions of the people. They have tried to understand certain miracles that are even greater than healing by laying of hands and prayer, greater miracles like the fraternal coexistence of non-Roma and Gypsies in many religious communities and, even more, the existence of a community of non-Roma people that integrates seamlessly into a faithful local Gypsy religious practice in which there is almost no Gypsies. They have explored how a socioreligious commitment that is combined with the practical fabric of Gypsy identity provides a strong interethnic solidarity. On the basis of Gypsy social organization itself, with its doctrinal orientation and new fields of social solidarity created by the new faith, new opportunities and requirements are faced (especially in new vocations, but in other areas as well) and new problems are faced (such as the formation of therapeutic communities that overcome drug addiction in many families and communities of worship). Contradictions and conflicts pose the potential for change in the context of what, for many Roma, is understood as “tradition.” Such changes may appear threatening, and in some cases, this threat has been used by some critics to disqualify of the power of Pentecostal social movements, because they are eyed with suspicion.

The researchers who write in this book worked from direct knowledge, observation, and their relationships have allowed them to critically evaluate ideas, sometimes topics, about Gypsy Pentecostalism, including ideas solicited from other Roma organizations from various sectors of society, and from academia itself. But even though a contribution has been made by showing us many interesting facts of Pentecostalism, I want to highlight even more another aspect of the ethnography that they have constructed.

It is perhaps unusual that the engagement between existing anthropological and sociological theory and this ethnographic project is noticeable. This engagement involves, on the one hand, a series of proposals on (1) the subject matter; (2) the varying situations that have been collected in the fieldwork; and (3) several previous ethnographic contributions on Gypsies. On the other hand, there are points where the theories themselves are challenged or nuanced subject to criticism, confirmed or modified. Anthropology can be reinvented (as with many of the social sciences) every time someone does research work or even every time an opinion is given, and thus Manuela Cantón and her team prefer to rethink the existing intellectual categories of anthropology and sociology of religion, which frankly, is a relief and gives considerable relevance to their work. Although this is evident throughout the text, it is taken up systematically in chapter 9, “Theoretical Digression: Contemporary Secularization and Emerging Religions.” There is little that I can add to what said there, but I’ll risk making two very brief comments, actually two suggestions. The first is about religion and redemption. The second is about the new paths that some pastors seem to be venturing. Both are about power.

Manuela Cantón, whom we know as an established expert in anthropology of religion, ends her digression on the sociological and anthropological theories of secularization of society, with a sentence that contains a great deal of her analysis, clearly stating: “Perhaps we should speak more about ‘deinstitutionalization’ than of secularization.” I dare say that deinstitutionalization could be seen as part of a cycle that repeats itself over and over again throughout history (anthropologists who have worked on millenarian and messianic cults, so similar to this in many ways, have reiterated and illustrated this from the European Middle ages to certain indigenous movements in colonial confrontations). Creating religious community is, I think, really closer to Burridge’s concept on religious movements as processes aimed at overcoming the constraints of inequality, rather than instituting a church. To create a church rather than a religious community, or to subsume it, seems rather a bid for institutional power against other institutional powers, overcoming and abandoning informal powers that draw strength from other informed sources (the associations, e.g., in this case of the Gypsies). Manuela Cantón, surely, is on to something when she argues for a continuum of historically changing religion, and that we deceive ourselves if we think that “deinstitutionalization” involves the disappearance of religion. For Gypsies, the growing (and quite possibly unstoppable) institutionalization of a thriving Pentecostal movement appears to exemplify this, even if it is still in its infancy. Surely, this is similar to Eastern religions, Eastern philosophies that are rooted in an interpretation of the world from the supernatural in human beings and in the cosmos. Far from instituting a church, I have been informed that they have organizations where the community of participants is the only center, without leaders or managers, and without specific polity.

And this is the second comment I will risk before I conclude. The exuberant “Hallelujahs” (similar to the demonstrative religiosity of the 1970s “Jesus Freaks”) cannot be wrong. Perhaps its success be due mainly to a positive exaltation of Gypsy identity that carries with it a model of the Gypsy person in coexistence: Gypsies and non-Gypsies. Here, Gypsies can be active in the immediate and wider context which is constantly shifting, a context that surrounds them. Here they can belong but also incorporate their changing differences. But if that situation is corrupted, if these goals, religious as well as secular, are subverted and defrauded, if their church goes from a focus on the divine which provides a human world of the redeemed Gypsy (a world to which the faithful aspire to create) in order to become representative of, or administrator of, material resources; if moral authority would turn only into a form of wielding power, from serving the moral community into something like a “mediating organization,” I dare say that a lot of Gypsies will go out the same door through which they entered, no differently than any other associative movement. At that point, some might even head back into the Catholic Church in a different way. They will leave, fed up with their lives and economy “being organized” in the name of freedom. A wise woman, who has changed religious affiliation after many years, once told me: “I have moved, and this church is better, and by the way it is very close [to me].” They better not make a mistake, there had better be no deceptions, because power is only truly followed by those who seek power.

It has been my pleasure to read and to preface this book. I only wish that the authors would now continue along the trail that this work has traveled and not abandon the ethnography of the Gypsy and that they follow their work as this has been done.

Teresa San Román

Barcelona, July 2004


Author’s Introductory Prologue to the Spanish Edition

In mid-1994, after recently concluding an investigation into the political impacts of the Protestant movement in Central America, the coordinator of the research reported in these pages first came into contact with a Gypsy Pentecostal church. It happened in a Granada neighborhood, and because of the wonder and interest that emerged in that meeting, the idea emerged to deepen the knowledge of ethnic and religious movements that embody the Gypsy evangelical churches in Andalucía. By 1997, this project began to take shape, and in 1998, the research team was formed that has been developing it since.1 Six years have passed during which we have witnessed and participated in dozens of evangelical services, we have assisted with reencuentras (a meeting of several churches), shared time with Roma converts in street markets, attended charismatic manifestations and healings, celebrated with them at baptisms by immersion, and evangelical weddings (which continue to be Gypsy celebrations that stretch to dawn between songs, sugared almonds, and alboreás).

With deep respect, we have come and gone from the lives of many Gypsies who have accepted the new religion, thus establishing a different way of being different. They have welcomed, fed, and helped us, each day of this long journey to the heart of one of the most extraordinary organizational experiences undertaken by Gypsies. The Pentecostalism of Gypsy Churches, which in Spain have gathered under the name Philadelphia, is the most important ethnically based socioreligious movement that the Gypsies have ever led.2 Without it, the changes they are experiencing can barely be understood in an increasing sector of Gypsies in Andalucía, Spain, and the rest of Europe for more than five decades now; without it, we would hardly understand how they are reinventing their traditions, strengthening their sense of belonging to a distinct group by singular paths, and transforming their political strategies, their ways of relating, celebrating, and thinking.

The main purpose of this essay is to interpret using the tools of social anthropology, a relatively recent phenomenon that is having an undeniable impact on an increasing sector of Andalusian Roma: the emergence and multiplication of Christian Pentecostal churches that are organized, composed, funded, and led by Gypsies. These are congregations of Protestant affiliation, related with those that arose from that particular evolution of reformed (originally Protestant) Christianity that emerged during the last century in the United States. Pentecostal Protestantism, from its North American root, has registered a spectacular success in all of Latin America; it has reached new heights of acceptance in many European ethnic and social contexts; and it has been adapted by many different Roma groups throughout Europe and in Latin America. Among these Gypsies are those who populate the ancient axis of Lower Andalucía, located between the provinces of Seville and Cadiz, in whose churches we have worked for six years.

From the very beginning of our research, we were confronted with a problem that we preferred to treat as a challenge: an almost total lack of studies on Gypsy Pentecostalism in Andalucía. This situation forced us to begin “from scratch” and to perform slow and meticulous fieldwork with few reference points, using the (as a dim backdrop) numerous works that explore the historical and cultural development of the Roma people. With few exceptions, these exciting studies have hardly dealt more than superficially with the impact that conversions to Pentecostal evangelism are having in various contexts of Andalusian Gypsies.3 The lacuna is strange, since no one completely overlooks the fact that social associationism, including Gypsy Pentecostalism, is the most interesting and innovative of organizational forms, with great creative potential and capacity to generate new forms of internal power, as well as to politically mobilize ethnicity, and recreate intra- and interethnic relations. Associations help to demolish old borders and raise new ones, give new meaning to tradition, and bring light, in short, to hybridization processes and cultural reinvention. Awareness of these processes is the best antidote against essentialist visions and simplification of Roma culture.

The mobilization processes of the social and ethnic neighborhood identities that are driven from these new ritual spaces, and that have been implemented in concrete populations of Andalusian Gypsies, seem to lead to a reinvention of self-attributed cultural heritage, and not to its dissolution or its rejection. Hence, we do not agree with some views, which are in our view extremely hasty overgeneralizations, according to which Gypsy Pentecostalism generates fragmentation (or the other side of the argument, only thrives in unstructured groups), destroys traditions (set by whom?) and impoverishes the ethnic dimension of the sense of belonging. These views are generally visions born of a critical judgment with a priori assumptions about change originating in religion that invariably leads to a devalued and reifying vision of the nature and dynamics of ethnic identities. This is to say: essences versus strategies, the old but unfinished debate. Those who hold these ideas often ignore that Gypsy evangelicalism becomes strong e specially among those groups where family and primary bonds remain the cornerstone of social relationships, and where local kinship networks still make up the social organization and articulate intragroup solidarity. Gypsies who convert to Pentecostal movements, according to our observations, are often those have assumed greater social integration, such as (for example) those involved in regulated street markets. In those markets preaching is performed, partnerships are generated, and the networks of solidarity and mutual aid formed by converts are strengthened. In short, although it seems clear that Gypsy culture has been, in general, impacted by well-known processes of disintegration (Ardévol, 1991a; San Román, 1997), it is not a lack of social relations or a weakening of the kinship links (the hallmark of the life of Gypsies), that we have discovered throughout our research in the churches. In contrast, there are many cases where it is precisely the powerful performance of traditional group structures (not their disorganization) that facilitates the advance of new conversion movements.

The research upon which this essay is based started, from the beginning, with two major goals. First, we planned an orderly collection of information to find out the origin, evolution, and main characteristics of the Gypsy evangelical movement in the diverse populations of Seville and Cadiz provinces. This was to be the basis for also considering a general socioreligious context for the locations where we found the presence of Roma evangelical congregations. This meant gathering information, first, on the exact number of existing religious congregations; their origin and the origin of the pioneer families; their number and ethnic composition; the socioeconomic profile of the members and their leaders; age groups and gender variables; the degree of mobility among church members; and the scope of conversions in relation to intra and interethnic dynamics of populations in which religious congregations are located. Second, we dealt with the internal operation of the churches, including their worship characteristics, doctrinal foundation, organization, and leadership, including the resocialization “processes” that are put into action in the Gypsy services, experiences, and conversion triggers, the financing channels available to the churches and the organization of proselytizing activities (evangelization).

After this first phase, collecting basic information on the various religious congregations (their history, their contexts, and their operation), we dedicated ourselves to examine the role of Gypsy Pentecostalism on the processes of re-envisioning Roma identities (mainly through the analysis of the social, political, economic, symbolic, and therapeutic use of Gypsy conversions to Pentecostal evangelism churches). In this process of analysis, we have given priority to three main aspects:

First, the processes of change that affect intraethnic relations. This involves an analysis of how conversions are affecting the networks own redefinition of sociofamilial and neighborhood contexts. We could not overlook the impact of conversions on the Roma family structures, examining the ways in which those may be functioning as a factor of innovation and resetting of traditional Gypsy family structure or, alternatively, as a strengthening and restructuring factor. Perhaps the most significant data in this regard is the established fact that the family is the principal vector of expansion of conversions, since the majority of the congregations seem to have originated, in the first instance, from the conversion of entire families of Gypsies. Further, the sense in which the authority systems are being reinterpreted, because authority in religious groups is established by an established model, and that is parallel (and generally complementary) to traditional gerontocracy. Finally, and specifically, we have considered it necessary to explore the effects of some particular teachings and specific practices of global Pentecostalism on Roma cultural strategies in the contexts we explored. We refer, for example, to the rejection of the use of violence and family vengeance preached by the new religious groups. We also refer to the intense fight against the sale and consumption among the Gypsies of any drugs, especially heroin and cocaine addictions that has created a long string of criminal, diseases, stigma, and family consequences. We also discuss reaction against the marginalization and exclusion of Gypsy peoples through vigorous activism that sometimes lead them to engage in neighborhood movements demanding the improvement of living conditions in certain highly degraded neighborhoods, or that lead them to promote Gypsy youth and female literacy, sometimes in line with the activity of some Gypsy associations. This latter aspect is certainly of special interest because it illustrates a possible and gradual transformation of sociocultural practices that seemed particularly intractable in these communities.

Second, we examined the processes of change that affect interethnic relations. In this sense, we wanted to clarify some specific issues. For example, we have considered it necessary to analyze the new models of interaction established between the evangelical Gypsies and, (on the one hand) the majority of society, and (on the other hand) between Gypsies and non-Gypsies who share the same socioeconomic, neighborhood, and even confessional circuits. Something that initially caught our attention in the field, since the Church of Philadelphia is commonly regarded as purely Gypsy, has been the existence of numerous ethnically mixed congregations, composed of Gypsies, and non-Gypsies in the Cadiz province. Therefore, it is interesting to analyze not only the incidence of this religious movement in redefining ethnic identities of their Gypsy members (the majority) but also in those non-Gypsy (called payos, Spaniards or gachés) incorporated into these congregations for reasons that should be analyzed case by case.

Third, and finally, we were interested in examining the processes of change in the ideological representations of work and economic activities. We believe that the new religious system of meaning, with certain ascetic tendencies, promotes the implementation of what Weber called a new “work ethic.” From this interest, we explore what effects this rather puritanical ethical ideal might have on the economic practices and on the Gypsy occupational system, traditionally characterized by the development of “alternative practices” (by their own admission!). The new ethical terms promoted by Gypsy Pentecostalism defend honesty at work, avoidance of overspending, the express prohibition of theft and deception, spending on alcohol, tobacco, games (like gambling), and other “worldly vices.” All this can end up having an impact on the family economies to the extent that a more rational investment is encouraged (from the model of capitalist rationality that Max Weber referred, the modest family budget). Also explicitly rejected are attitudes and actions toward the non-Gypsy dominant society that histories of persecution and confrontation, marginalization and exclusion that suffering Gypsies have legitimized and justified as unique survival strategies (deception, theft, small criminal acts, explicit violence and, in a way, the same drug sales are rejected). It is therefore necessary to examine how this new ethics program is reinterpreted in each case and how it adapts to the needs raised by what has been the main economic activity of the Gypsies: peddling and forms of self-employment. But there is another aspect that can be decisive in promoting a redefinition of interethnic relations: the new economic practices expressly reject—even prohibit—those activities considered criminal from the state legal, non-Roma, system. And we cannot forget that these transgressions have historically nurtured the collective imagination (without much true knowledge) against the Gypsy world, producing very harmful stereotypes that identify the Gypsy way of life with abuse of non-Gypsy guidelines for coexistence.

These have been, in general, the questions and problems that have helped us build our focus of research and that receive (in part) some answers among the following chapters. They constitute what we call our analysis units. With respect to our observation units, we have focused on an area comprising different populations of Lower Andalucía, specifically twenty municipalities in the provinces of Seville and Cadiz. The region of Lower Andalucía, where the first “flamenco” phenomenon appeared, forms a narrow strip extending westward of the lower part of Guadalquivir, and includes a number of strategic locations (major cities, ports, road junctions, and famous fairs) such as Sevilla, Jerez, Cadiz, Sanlúcar de Barrameda, El Puerto de Santa María, San Fernando, Puerto Real, and Morón de la Frontera. This is a region that has historically been associated with a significant number of settled Gypsy families.4

From an organizational point of view, the Philadelphia Church, Andalucía is currently5 divided into three “zones,” each of which has an “area manager” who is responsible for the systematic monitoring of local congregations.6 Seville and Cadiz provinces belong to the area of Western Andalucía (also known among the Roma as “Andalusia the Old”), also comprising Huelva and Málaga. For our ethnographic research, we have selected only those towns in which we find the existence of Roma Pentecostal churches belonging to the Philadelphia denomination. These are municipalities that, in most cases, have a significant presence of Roma families. Moreover, most of them have a long tradition of settlement of Roma populations, and traditions of interaction with the non-Roma population or payos.7

The towns in which the fieldwork has been carried out, and the number of Roma religious congregations present in each, are detailed as follows:

 Province of Seville: Seville city (six churches: Southern Polygon, Northern Polygon, Torreblanca, Pajaritos, Palmete, and El Vacie); San Juan de Aznalfarache (one); Brenes (one); Lora del Río (one); Marchena (one); Dos Hermanas (one); Utrera (one).

 Total congregations in the province—twelve

 Province of Cádiz: Jerez de la Frontera (two churches); Sanlúcar de Barrameda (one); Chipiona (one); Rota (one); El Puerto de Santa María (one); Puerto Real (one); San Fernando (one); Chiclana de la Frontera (one); Paterna de Rivera (one); Barbate (one); La Línea de la Concepción (two); Algeciras (two); San Roque (one); Guadiaro (one). There is also a congregation in Gibraltar that we have also studied.

 Total congregations in the province—eighteen

To these thirty congregations, it is necessary to add two drug rehabilitation centers by the Philadelphia Church, one located in the Línea de la Concepción (Alatim) and the other more recently opened in Sanlúcar de Barrameda. Moreover, the congregations range from 15 to 20 members of smaller churches, to nearly 300 in the largest. It is needed to keep in mind that some congregations are closed in the course of a few months while new ones are opened,8 so that the number of churches (and their respective locations) corresponds to the situation of the field in the final months of 2003. In regards the active evangelical congregations in the rest of the Andalusian provinces, we can provide figures for the field situation in 1999: six churches in the case of Huelva, thirteen in Málaga (fourteen if we count Melilla), seventeen in Jaén, fourteen in Granada, nine in Almería, and seven in Córdoba. To this must be added the “fields of evangelization” or “white spots,” difficult to quantify given the continuing work of evangelization developed by churches, but that have allowed or are allowing the opening of very recent churches in Puebla de Cazalla, Alcalá del Río, Morón de la Frontera, Puebla del Río, Camas, or in the Seville neighborhood of San Jerónimo.

Finally, let us give a brief reference to the nine chapters of the book that the reader is holding. The first chapter reviews the historical circumstances that have made possible the secular presence of a large population of Roma people in Lower Andalucía. The second chapter reconstructs the history of Protestant Gypsies from its origins in the evangelizing activities initiated by Clement Le Cossec, in Brittany, in the middle of the twentieth century. The third chapter breaks down and explains the general characteristics of Protestant Christianity in its Pentecostal-Gypsy aspects: formal aspects of worship, representations, doctrines, and practices. The four chapters that follow discuss topics that are explored in the context of some specific evangelical congregations: from the impact of Gypsy evangelism in the context of street markets and new work ethic promoted by churches such as San Juan de Aznalfarache (Seville) to the memory of the origins of Gypsy evangelism in Andalucía, recreated from crossed stories of those who lived the early years of intense preaching in Sevilla (in the sixties of the twentieth century), through the attention paid to the health, disease, and healing processes related to drug addiction within the Campo de Gibraltar churches, but also the analysis of the religious field in a population such as Jerez de la Frontera, characterized by the presence of evangelical congregations where Gypsies and non-Gypsies mix with no apparent conflict. The eighth chapter stops in the methodological process and the ethnography circumstances, techniques, and classification tools, as well as references to the observation area and some tables showing, for example, the percentage of converts in ratio to the total population of the municipalities in which we have worked. With the ninth and final chapter, a theoretical digression that we wanted to add at the end, we try to help the reader to contextualize the phenomenon of Roma evangelical churches on the general background of the socio-anthropological studies analyzing contemporary secularization crisis of emotion and emerging religions. The conclusions, which are always provisional and concern only the work we have done, try to fit the variables that are the backbone of the study—the ethnicity (Gypsy) and religion (Pentecostal)—although perhaps we have failed to make clear chapter to chapter, the order of the main contributions and how they connect. To close the text, the postscript is written by a dear Gypsy pastor, Melchor Pisa, to whom we have also dedicated the book itself, and a bibliography that will be very useful to those wishing to learn more about topics that appear throughout the length and width these pages.

Finally, some clarifications. Perhaps the reader will be surprised to see the percentage of evangelicals (or already born converts in churches) in relation to the total Roma population in the area of study. Some might think that such a minority phenomenon hardly deserves a study that has taken years. This situation calls for a brief reflection, because the low statistical relevance tells us little about the social significance of the Gypsy evangelical movement, indisputably represented by the Church of Philadelphia. Baptized believers are indeed a numerical minority. But the power and influence of the Philadelphia Church are evident when we see that, after four decades of steady expansion, it has become a sign of identity, prestige, and authority among an important sector of the Andalusian Gypsies. On the other hand, congregations have ended up becoming protagonists and privileged mediators, little or nothing questioned and discussed by those who congregate in churches or sympathize with the work
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