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INTRODUCTION

For over half a century now, a remarkable Pentecostal religious movement, known as the
Gypsy Evangelical Movement (GEM), has transformed the religious landscape of Roma
ethnic minorities. The GEM has grown substantially, albeit unevenly, in countries with a
Roma population, and it has a strong presence in certain European countries such as
France (Williams 1991; Laurent 2019), Spain (Canton Delgado 2001; 2003; Lagunas
1996; Montafiés Jiménez 2016), Portugal (Blanes 2008), or Romania (Ries 2007). Roma
Pentecostalism portrays Roma groups as one people, under the rule of one God, who must
follow the teaching of one sacred book, and who share a common glorious fate in both
Earth and Heaven. That many pastors and believers claim Roma people to be the Lost
Tribes of Israel compounds their sense of themselves as a people chosen by God and for

whom God has a special plan within the history of humankind.

Roma spiritual awakening and mass conversion to Evangelical Pentecostal
Christianity have proved sources of significant social change among Roma people in
Europe and beyond. Analysing this religious movement, therefore, furthers our
understanding of the sociocultural systems that shape the lives of Romany people and
communities. Romani Studies scholars have paid growing attention to the impact of
charismatic/Pentecostal movements in Romany populations across Europe and elsewhere
(Acton 1979; Thurjfell and Marsh 2014) on a range of issues such gender (Gay y Blasco
1999); economy (Cantén Delgado et al. 2004); unity and circulation (Williams 1991);
boundaries and schisms (Ries 2011; Montafiés 2016); diaspora and transnationalism (Gay
y Blasco 2000; Toyansk 2018); the awakening of Roma civil society, outreach and social
engagement (Canton Delgado 2010; Roman 2018; Voiculescu 2018); the

institutionalisation of charisma (Ripka 2015) and even music (Blanes 2008).
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My starting point is that Roma Pentecostalism, as represented by the Roma-led
GEM churches, has overpowered Catholicism as the predominant religion among the
Romani people in southern Europe and has shifted their Christian landscape here and
beyond. This is particularly true in Spain, where the movement has reshaped the face of
Christianity among Gitanos and gained rapid influence. Gitano pastors have been
bestowed, believers hold, with the divine mission of spreading the Gospel among Roma
communities across the world. Gitano evangelical churches flourish across the country,
and Gitano evangelical communities are vibrant and thriving social formations with no
sign of decline. By examining how Spanish Gitano communities engage with
Pentecostalism, | provide a lens through which to comprehend the intertwining of religion
and ethnicity (Bruce 1996) in contemporary Spain, as well as to enhance our
understanding of the influence of non-Catholic forms of Christianity among social

minorities in southern Europe.

In this dissertation, |1 aim to examine Gitano pastors’ worldviews and
interpretation of the Bible and Gitano culture, as well as how they spread narratives, ideas
and imaginaries among believers. | focus on the emergence of the leading Gitano
evangelical church in Spain—known as Iglesia Evangélica de Filadelfia (IEF)—whose
pastors and believers are appropriating Christianity in unique and fascinating ways. | ask
how and why a religious institution founded barely fifty years ago has become the leading
force behind a wide-ranging and far-reaching array of social, cultural and religious
changes among the Gitanos. Critically, | suggest that through conversion, Spanish Gitano
groups negotiate vital aspects of their cultural identity and reframe their sense of
distinction vis-a-vis nonbelieving Gitanos and non-Gitanos. Pentecostalism—as
represented by the IEF—enables Gitano evangelical communities to negotiate social

change on their own terms, which allows this religion to act as a vehicle of both cultural
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expression and transition. Here, | explore some classic sociological and anthropological
themes (religion, organisations, collective memory, gender and citizenship) as well as
political debates about the persistence of Roma exclusion in contemporary capitalist
societies.My dissertation contributes to several fields of social scientific inquiry,
especially the Sociology of Religion, the Anthropology of Christianity, and Romani
Studies. The basis of the dissertation is twenty months of ethnographic fieldwork carried

out among Gitano believers in the south of Madrid.

Gitanos and Catholicism

The word Gitano translates as Gypsy. Gitano people use this ethnonym to define
themselves, and, unlike the word Gypsy in English, Gitano is a term which does not carry
pejorative connotations, at least for Gitanos themselves. The category of Gitano opposes
that of payo, an ethnonym through which Gitanos categorise the dominant ethnic group
that surrounds—and oppresses—them. In recent years, the word ‘Gypsy’ has lost ground
to the name ‘Romani’ in the English language, which carries a more positive connotation
in popular speech and points to political and cultural recognition. The word Romani
includes heterogeneous groups such as Roms, Manouches, Gitanos, Ashkali, Sinti, and
Boyash. As such, it is often used as an all-encompassing term to describe a diaspora
population—which Gitanos are said to be part of—that supposedly shares a common
origin from the northern Indian subcontinent and an original language, Romani. In this
dissertation, I will use the word Gitano to refer to Spanish Roma and the word Roma or

Romani interchangeably to refer to that political and cultural representation.

Gitanos are one of the largest and most culturally influential Spanish ethnic
groups. Some European official sources estimate that the Gitano population reaches

750,000 members in Spain (Council of Europe 2012). The Gitano distant past was shaped
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by cultural traits such as nomadism and high mobility. However, the vast majority of
Gitanos live a sedentary lifestyle now. Following Spanish economic development in the
1960s, Gitano people migrated from rural to urban areas, and today they live scattered
among payo families in Spanish urban centres. Similarly to other Roma groups elsewhere
(Fotta 2018; Saeth 2020) many Gitanos families carry out their economic activities
outside capitalist relations of production and wage labour. Instead, they often survive in
the margins of the Spanish socioeconomic system, circulating goods among payos.
Typical urban Gitano occupations include door-to-door selling, street and flea market

vending and scavenging.

As a social group, Gitanos embody notions of marginality. Spanish people hold
deep-seated negative stereotypes and prejudices against Gitanos, who play a stellar role
in the popular Spanish imaginary of what uncivilised people look like. While Gitanos,
like any other social group, are internally diverse and inhabit a varied spectrum of
socioeconomic and cultural realities, a highly significant number of them suffer from
intense pressure to assimilate into the non-Gitano majority and face stigma and severe
discrimination. Gitano collective experience is, indeed, shaped by their ostracised
position in the ethnic and class hierarchies. The ethnographic records show that despite
that they are highly stigmatised and suffer from strong pressures to assimilate, Roma
groups consider their lives to be filled with extreme joy (Bloch 1997), and assert their
cultural superiority over non-Roma groups by considering themselves a people inhabiting
a high moral ground within a morally declining non-Roma society (Stewart 1997;
Williams 1984). These notions of adequacy and pride are the key to understanding—these
ethnographers assert—how Roma groups resist acculturative pressures and reproduce
their sense of singularity. My interlocutors’ self-image stands consonant with these

portrayals. While discussing what it is that makes Gitano life so worthy of being lived,
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Lucas, an eloquent 30-year-old Gitano believer that I met in the IEF, once told me: ‘No
offense, Antonio, but were | to have the opportunity to live a second life, I would only
ask God one thing, to be born Gitano again!’ My interlocutors think it is the word ‘payo’—
—and not ‘Gitano’—that carries negative connotations, and they sometimes use the word
as synonymous with lack of worth. On one occasion, early on in my fieldwork, a Gitano
kid tried to tease me by calling me using the term payo, to which an adult Gitano believer,
who happened to be passing near us, replied with a severe rebuke. Although I took no
offence, this Gitano believer took the tease very seriously and set the kid aside to ask him

not to use that word any more in my presence.

The massive conversion of Gitanos to Pentecostal Christianity is a significant
development in Spain, where Catholicism dominates the religious arena and is deeply
embedded in historical, political, and cultural identities. Catholicism has historically been
the only legitimately religious framework available in which Gitano people were able to
express their religious faith from their arrival in Spain throughout the fifteenth century.
The fact that Gitanos are embedded into a Christian culture, however, is key to
understanding how they have rapidly transitioned from Catholicism to evangelical
Christianity. Monotheism, the sacred book, the central divine figures and moral compass
of Pentecostalism are resonant with Spanish Christian culture. Yet, Gitano Pentecostal
churches have rekindled Gitanos’ faith in the Bible through an interpretation of Christian
doctrine that allows Gitano believers to assert their cultural sense of difference. The
relationship between the Catholic Church and Gitanos is a complex one. On the one hand,
the Catholic Church has supported Gitano people in historical times where they were
persecuted by the Spanish State or faced extreme poverty and hardship (Sanchez Ortega
1986; 1987; San Roméan 1997). On the other hand, the Catholic Church has accused

Gitanos of engaging in sinful sexual immorality and favouring marriage between people
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in close consanguinity, such as first cousins. Furthermore, Gitanos are stereotypically
accused of approaching the Catholic Church exclusively to exploit Catholic charity work

and obtain material aid.

Most importantly, Gitanos’ relationship with the Catholic Church mirrors their
marginalised position in Spanish society. Gitanos show an astonishing lack of
involvement in church structures, and very few Gitanos have ever held a position of
authority in the church hierarchy. As opposed to being involved in the Spanish Catholic
Church structures, Gitanos have gravitated towards folk Catholicism, especially in
regions such as Andalucia, where they show great devotion and zeal towards virgins and
saints. Also, many Gitano families regularly take part in practices such as procesiones
(processions), romerias (a type of yearly and short distance Roman Catholic pilgrimage)
and some even engage in international pilgrimages in southern France to worship Sarah
the Black, popularly known as the patron saint of the Romani people (Bordigoni 2005;

Glize 1988).

In the collective imaginary of Spanish people, Gitanos are heavily linked to
witchcraft and fortune telling (notice the connection between their positions on the
margins of society with the role in activities on the margins of the religious system). The
representation of Gitano women as using crystal balls, cards or hand palms to predict
information about a person’s life has captured the imagination of Spanish society and
frequently features in literature, films and other popular media productions. Turning these
imaginaries to their advantage, some non-Pentecostal Gitanos read palms and sell sprigs
of rosemary in urban settings, and this practice has become a means of economic survival

in the face of a job market that has shut them out.
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In line with these portrayals, Gitanos are said to be superstitious and to believe in
a world governed by forces that act of their own accord and over which they have very
little control (fatalism). San Roman’s account of Gitano life in the 1970s (San Roman
2010:212) revealed that some Gitano people believe in mengues (fairies) that ruin their
endeavours. According to Lagunas, some Catalan Gitanos firmly believe in the existence
of whimsical spiritual forces such as Baji—luck—which preordain the outcome of their
endeavours and explain their fate (Lagunas 2006:116; for an alternative account of the
meaning of luck among Roma groups see also Stewart 1999:73). In my fieldwork, I
witnessed conversations where some Gitano believers recognised the existence of these
entities as forces that shape people's lives too. Also, many of my informants reckon
witchery, tarot cards and palmistry to be powerful tools for forecasting the future. These
evidences show that Gitano Pentecostalism does not necessarily erase previous spiritual
belief systems. Instead of neglecting or dismissing the influence of ungodly spiritual
forces, pastors usually recognise their power and advise those attending church to stay
away from their influence. Believers classify ungodly spiritual forces as evil and integrate
them into a Christian worldview. Mengues, for instance, are sometimes translated into
Christian language as the spiritual host of Satan and described as part of a broader evil
army known as ‘the enemy’, whose mission is to get between God and human beings.
This pattern is by no means exclusive to Gitanos. Sociologist of religion Jose Casanova
has noted that global Pentecostalism is a religion that integrates previous conceptions of

magical forces and engages in spiritual warfare against them. In Casanova's words:

Pentecostals are, for instance, everywhere leading an unabashed and uncompromising onslaught
against their local cultures: against Afro-Brazilian spirit cults in Brazil; against Vodou in Haiti;
against witchcraft in Africa; against shamanism in Korea. In this, they are different from both,
from the traditional Catholic pattern of generous accommaodation and condescending toleration of

local folklore and popular magical beliefs and practices, so long as these assume their subordinate
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status within the Catholic hierarchic cosmos, and from the typical sober, matter-of-fact, rational,
and disenchanting monotheistic attitude of ascetic Protestantism against magical or supernatural
forces or beings, by denying their very existence. The Pentecostal attitude is neither compromise
nor denial but frontal hand-to-hand combat, what they call ‘spiritual warfare’. (Casanova

2000:437)

As well as engaging in spiritual warfare, Gitano believers also attack Catholic
beliefs. Despite this, like the Italian Pentecostals described by Saunders (Saunders
1995:326), many believers recognise having been lax or inconstant Catholics themselves
before their conversion. They also accuse Catholics of practising idolatry: the worship of
false Gods and objects instead of revering the true God. In my conversations with Gitano
believers, they continuously ridiculed the pantheon of Catholic saints and virgins,
maintaining that they are just humans with no power to intervene in an individual's life.
While talking to Catholic Gitanos about their faith, believers usually encourage them to

experience the power of the Holy Spirit directly by attending IEF ceremonies.

That Gitanos engage in spiritual warfare against previous beliefs, contest popular
Catholic beliefs, and lead evangelisation efforts among their people, is indicative of
religious agency. Gitano Pentecostal believers are redefining their position in the Spanish
religious and spiritual landscape and how they embody religious otherness. Gitano
believers recurrently depict the Catholic Church as a payo institution and the IEF as the
embodiment of Gitano-ness. While they inhabit a marginalised place to mainstream
Catholicism, Pentecostalism enables them to reframe their difference vis-a-vis other
Spaniards and to construct positive ways of thinking about themselves from the periphery.
In stark contrast to payo Catholic priests, who rarely hold any sway over Gitano
communities, Gitano pastors have become influential figures, impacting the everyday

lives of Christian Gitano believers.
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The Gypsy Evangelical Movement

Pentecostalism is a form of Christianity that emphasises the work of the Holy Spirit and
the direct experience of the presence of God by the believer. As noted above, central to
Pentecostal doctrine is the idea of ‘spiritual warfare’: combat that decides the
development of human history between God and the Devil, Christians and demons, and
church and the world, to which born-again Christians are recruited as warriors armed with
faith, prayer, and righteousness. Pentecostals believe that faith must be powerfully
experiential and biblically-oriented and stress the importance of radical personal
conversion. Morally conservative and rooted in millennial views, Pentecostalism also
upholds an ascetic ethic and encourages believers to refrain from engaging in practices,
such as drug-using or drinking, that pollute their bodies. The importance of the body
extends to rituals, where bodies are understood as vessels for receiving the blessing of the

Holy Spirit.

Pentecostal churches have become an influential worldwide religious and social
force. Due to its high impact at a global level, Pentecostalism's expansion has been
documented and studied in different geographical regions, constituting one of the most
studied phenomena in recent decades (Corten 1995; Engelke 2007; Freston 1995; Griera

2012; Robbins 2004; Williame 1999).

Pentecostals consider that God bestows upon believers ‘charismas’ or ‘gifts’ so
that they can spread the Gospel, persuade, and win over nonbelievers. Pentecostals trace
this religious impulse back to the Day of Pentecost described in Acts, wherein the Holy
Spirit was poured out on the original Apostles, bestowing them with spiritual and
supernatural gifts such as healings, deliverance or speaking in tongues. A firm belief that

complements their strong missionary efforts is that believers are saved only by grace and
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through faith. No previous requirements, such as good deeds and material success, or

ritual ceremonies, are indispensable for acquiring salvation.

The Gypsy Evangelical Movement (GEM) was born in France in the 1950s when
non-Romani evangelist Clément Le Cossec, a member of the French Assemblies of God,
claimed that miraculous healings infused with the Holy Spirit blessed the Manouche
people (French Romanies) in Britanny. The movement widened this initially limited and
local scope by including other Romani groups in France such as Catalan-speaking Gitanos
or the Roms. Eventually, the GEM transformed itself into an impressive transnational
religious mobilisation with the mission of spreading the Gospel to all the Romani peoples
of the world. The GEM has a self-imposed divine mission to evangelise the Romani
population around the globe; foster international networks and evangelical projects;
support missionaries; and promote and encourage a collective sense of diaspora (Gay y
Blasco 2000). Gitano believers think God leads the movement. Accordingly, Gitano
believers often refer to the religious endeavours carried out by the IEF as La Obra de
Dios (God’s work). At present, the IEF is the largest evangelical church in Spain
(Observatorio del Pluralismo Religioso 2019) and claims to have established over 1600
places of worship and more than 6000 ministries (Canton Delgado 2018:2). These
constitute a network of economically independent local churches/congregations that
follow similar doctrinal principles and are regulated and supervised by a national

Presbyterian religious body.

The GEM is not the first evangelical movement that has attempted to preach the
Gospel among Gitano people. In the nineteenth century, with the timid entry of
Protestantism into Spain, there were some notable pioneering attempts (represented by
the figure of famous international evangelist George Borrow) to convert Spanish Gitanos

to the evangelical faith. Unlike Borrow’s pioneering efforts, the GEM has been able to
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create ecclesiastical structures and to mobilise evangelists on a large scale. The process
of evangelising the Spanish Gitanos began in the late 1960s (Jiménez Ramirez 1981) and
was initiated by French Gypsy evangelists who quickly handed the baton over to the first
Spanish Gitano pastors and evangelists. The Spanish Gitano Pentecostal movement is
primarily promoted and led by Spanish Gitano ministries, its foundational mission is to
spread the Gospel among other Gitanos, and most of its believers belong to Gitano

families. As such, the IEF can be defined as an ethnic church® (Griera 2013).

Believers refer to the pastors that lead the IEF as apostles. The concept of
apostleship is a long and well-established one in Christianity. In Christianity, apostles are
usually founders of movements, and the concept is synonymous with outstanding spiritual
leadership and the founding of churches. The twelve original apostles are meant to have
been chosen by God himself to lead the church and spread the Gospel to all nations before
Christ's return. References to apostles in the Pentecostal world are also a critical
component of the Pentecostal primitivist motif (Dayton 1987:41) and are closely related
to their broader critique of what they think are corrupted, hegemonic institutions in
modern Christianity. Gitano pastors believe that God called their Gitano apostles to lead
them to Heaven. By affirming Gitano apostleship, the IEF creates ties to Christian
mythology and asserts a symbolic line of continuity between biblical times and their

present leadership.

The political context of the GEM's arrival in Spain was the demise of Francisco
Franco's political project that reinforced Catholicism as a critical element of Spanish

nationalism (Pérez-Agote 2008:121). In 1967, six years before Franco's death and the

1 'While the IEF embraces diversity and welcomes payo people to join the church, the ethnic character of
the IEF is backed up by substantial empirical evidence. Former president of the IEF Claudio Salazar, also
known as ‘el Palko’, for instance, defined the movement’s mission as focused on evangelising Gitano
people (Salzano 1981:222).
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transition to liberal democracy in Spain, restrictive and limited religious freedom laws
granting certain minority religions rights to register into official records? were passed.
The Pentecostal Gitano movement registered their first evangelical church, based in
Lerida (Catalonia), into the national registry of religious associations in 1969 and become
an independent and self-governing church. Spain’s mainstream Catholic culture, the
Franco state’s mistrust of religious difference, and prevalent political imaginaries of a
homogenous Spanish nation all played a critical role in shaping the movement's public
profile. According to the accounts of leaders of the movement, two official proposals for
registry into official records were rejected by officials because the names the movement
carried were deemed too damaging to the integrity of Spanish ethnicity (Jiménez Ramirez
1981). These names were, respectively, Movimiento Evangélico Gitano Esparfiol (Spanish
Gitano Evangelical Movement), and Mision Gitana (Gitano Mission) (Canton Delgado
2004:72). Eventually, Iglesia Evangélica de Filadelfia (IEF) was registered as the name

of the nascent Gitano church.

As one of the major seven Asian biblical churches mentioned in the New
Testament, Filadelfia (Philadelphia) is predicted to be among the first to be divinely
summoned as a prelude to the second coming of Christ (Apocalypse 1:4-11). The choice
of Philadelphia as the name of the church is consistent with the eschatological vision of
early Pentecostal Gitano leaders. In the Book of the Apocalypse, God sends, via the

apostle John, the following messages to Philadelphia:

To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of Him who is holy and true,
who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. |

know your deeds. See, | have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. | know that

2 Here | am referring to Ley 44/1967, de 28 de junio, regulando el ejercicio del derecho civil a la libertad
religiosa en materia religiosa (BOE de 1 de julio).
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you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. (Revelation

3:7-8)°

Critically, references to lack of strength also resonate with Gitano collective
experience, that of an intensely marginalised group in Spanish society's ethnic structure.
The movement's outcast self-image is also reflected in former IEF President Jiménez
Ramirez's memories of the movement’s religious events: ‘Anyone who saw us back then

would have laughed, but the Lord called us to that end’ (87).

The Gitano evangelical movement has achieved an outstanding religious feat. The
Iglesia Evangélica de Filadelfia (IEF) has established itself as the leading religious
institution among Spanish Gitanos. The Gitano evangelical movement is self-funded, as
it solely relies on the resources provided by believers and pastors. Given the large extent
of Gitano marginalisation and the poverty of many Gitano families, this accomplishment

is undoubtedly a religious achievement.

Fieldwork Site(s) and Methods

The spatial focus of the dissertation is the south of Madrid. | conducted my fieldwork
(over 18 months) in a deprived neighbourhood located within the district of Villaverde, a
disadvantaged quarter with a bad reputation amongst the inhabitants of the city. In the
1950s, Villaverde was an independent town on the southern outskirts of Madrid.
However, following Madrid’s industrial and economic development in the 1960s, the
capital city absorbed Villaverde, which became an industrial hub of the capital.
Villaverde’s growth is substantially due to a massive influx of Spanish migrants from

rural settings. Alongside payo people with a rural background, many Gitano families

3 Here | am using Good News Bible online by the American Bible Society.
https://www.biblestudytools.com/gnt/.
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settled in the area throughout the last decades of the twentieth century. Now a decaying

postindustrial area, Villaverde remains one of the most excluded urban settings in Madrid.

Villaverde has been the spatial focus of previous milestones in Romani studies,
such as the work of Gay y Blasco (1999). | chose this area because it is densely populated
with Gitano people. My decision to conduct fieldwork in this place was also influenced
by my background: I was born and raised in Villaverde, and few of my childhood friends
are Gitanos. Since | was a kid, | had been aware that evangelicalism has an enormous
influence over Gitano people in my neighbourhood, and | undertook my PhD as an

opportunity to learn more about my Gitano neighbours.

The recent arrivals of foreign migrants from regions such as Latin America,
Morocco and Romania have added new layers of complexity to Villaverde's ethnic
structure, yet, to this day, Gitanos remain the most rejected group in the area. This stigma
is not just confined to Villaverde but is mirrored transversely in Madrid and Spain, with

similar dynamics of marginalisation and exclusion reproduced across different spaces.

Qualitative studies conducted in Spain have shed light on the content of
stereotypes and prejudices about Gitano people. Calvo Buezas’s pioneering study in the
early 1990s showed ethnic prejudices and stereotypes are ingrained into the social fabric
of Spanish society. Using a qualitative approach based on spontaneous and open
compositions about Gitano people’s social image, Calvo Buezas revealed that Spanish
school pupils held strong negative opinions against Gitano people and linked them with
poverty, spatial segregation, shanty towns, dirtiness, idleness, stealing, malice, drug
dealing, and backwardness, among other attributes (Calvo Buezas 1990:31-32; 275-306).
Gamella and collaborators (1996) replicated the result through interviews with payo

adults in Andalusia, proving also that a set of elements such as self-exclusion, free riding
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and violence are interwoven with social representations of Gitano people (Gamella et al.
1996:317-23). These negative conceptions are among the main motifs payos have used
to mobilise against the presence of this ethnic group in their neighbourhoods in the past

(Gamella 2002).

Qualitative findings about Gitano stigma are supported by quantitative data. The
leading Spanish public research institute Center for Sociological Research (known in
Spanish as CIS) has included questions about Spanish people’s perceptions of Gitanos in
some of its social surveys during recent years. In a survey conducted by CIS, a third of
the participants stated that ‘they would mind being a neighbour to Gitano people’, while
half of the overall population would mind Gitano children sharing the classroom with
their children at school (CIS 2005: Q16-17). In a social survey on discrimination in
Spanish society, Gitano people topped the list of unwanted neighbours (CIS 2013: Q2)
and belonging to this social group was the attribute that would ‘most likely spoil the
chances of being hired for a job’ (CIS 2013: Q7b) or given ‘any position of responsibility’
(C1S 2013: Q8b). In the last social survey available regarding Gitano people to date, CIS
data shows that as little as circa a third of the participants would not ‘take issue on sharing
neighbourhood and vicinity with Gitano people’, or ‘rent out a flat to people who belong
to this social minority’ (CIS 2017: Q25). Remarkably, sixty percent of the participants

would take an issue if ‘their son or daughter got married to a Gitano partner’ (CIS 2017:

Q25).

While it must be acknowledged that payo neighbours in Villaverde and other
Spanish regions diverge in their opinions and views about Gitano people and cannot be
treated as a single entity, stereotypes, and prejudices against them are, as shown by the

data above, widely extended and deeply rooted in Spanish society.
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Evangelicalism reached Gitano people in Villaverde in the 1970s and 1980s
through the efforts of Gitano evangelists from the Gypsy Evangelical Movement (GEM).
Villaverde is home now to dozens of IEF churches which have become a significant social
force among Gitanos and a central component of Gitano social fabric in the area. The case
of Villaverde illustrates how the concentration of Gitano population in urban areas has
facilitated Gitano believers' evangelisation efforts. Urban modes of life have led to new
structures of identification for Gitanos, prominent among which stand evangelical
religious churches. In Villaverde, churches gather thousands of Gitano people daily,
showing a capacity for mobilisation that vastly outstrips that of any other Gitano

institution or organisation.

While | stuck to Villaverde as the primary spatial focus of my dissertation, I
regularly visited other IEF churches in Madrid. Temporary interchurch mobility within
the IEF churches is not strange to the experience of Gitano believers. Gitano believers
usually know short-term visiting practices by the term visitas (visits). Visitas are
widespread practices among Gitano people, since Gitano families frequently get involved
in economic activities (animal trading, grape harvesting etc.) that require temporary
cross-country travelling, and serve the purpose for believers of staying in touch with God,
while one is away from home. My regular visits to other IEF churches enabled me to
broaden my experience and further my first-hand knowledge about how Gitano churches
organise themselves. I also briefly extended my fieldwork to Barcelona, where | had the
opportunity to interview members of the upper management of the IEF (see chapter one.
Finally, I complemented my research on Gitano Pentecostalism by conducting additional
fieldwork at a Madrid-based Gitano church that split off from the IEF and joined a
transnational Christian movement linked to the Prosperity Gospel (PG). In conducting

my research thus, | aim to show that the Gitano evangelical movement is subject to
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processes of reinvention that relate to the emergence of new Gitano identities and ways

of interacting with the non-Gitano population.

| have made use of a set of ethnographical data-gathering methods that include
participant observation, formal and informal interviewing, and analysis of documentary
sources. Juxtaposing long-term ethnographical observation, interviews with leaders, and
critical text analysis, my dissertation opens new questions and furthers academic
knowledge regarding the ethnographic study of Roma groups by revealing the intricacies
of ethnographic encounters shaped by unequal power relations, negotiations, and
interests. Additionally, the reader will gain an insight into the potentials—and limits—of

ethnographical methodologies applied to the study of conversion-based religions.

| rely on ethnographic methods to generate and craft evidence and use fieldwork
experience as the primary tool to access and organise the production of knowledge. My
materials, thus, are profoundly shaped by my experience. This approach has some
shortcomings. My positionality in the fieldwork (male, young, non-Gitano) precluded my
access to female informants and the female's world. In that sense, my experience in
fieldwork resonates with other male ethnographers' fieldwork experience with Roma

(Stewart 1997:12) and Gitano people (Jiménez Royo 2018:9; Lagunas 2005:16).

| am aware that in this dissertation, | portray evangelical Gitanos in a positive
light. One reason for this is that 1 am friends with many of my informants. Most
importantly, my empirical material was produced in my formal and informal interactions
with believers. In our interactions, they strove to show me the virtues of their religion and
the benefits of conversion. Separating evangelistic narratives and facts is undoubtedly a
daunting task here, not least because for evangelicals they usually come together. To

counterbalance this positively-biased perspective, it is essential not to lose sight of some
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facts, such as that Pentecostalism is a highly conservative religion that is antagonistic to
progressive political views on gender issues and discourages believers from exploring
dissident LGBT+ sexual identities. Also, Gitano Pentecostalism obscures the ethnic and
class structures that shape the lives of Gitanos by focusing on sinful individual behaviour

inspired by the Devil, which might lead to political demobilisation.

The Rise to Prominence of Gitano Pastors

Gitanos have historically countered extreme structural marginalisation with strong ethnic
closure. One characteristic that defines Gitanos is resilience: they resist the pressure from
society to assimilate and lose their distinctive culture and values. Before the arrival of
Pentecostalism to Spain, the social ties between Gitanos were not based on a collective
image involving a high level of cohesion, or on representing themselves as being from a
common descent as a people, but rather on the sharing of a series of codes and a particular
form of conduct and behaviour. That is, in the performativity of a set of shared cultural
features (Gay y Blasco 1999). Their sense of identity and cohesion stems from their
shared value system, expressed among the Gitanos as the Ley Gitana (Gitano Law). The
Gitano Law, an orally transmitted honour code on how to conduct oneself, is a clear
example of the prominence of a will to act and behave according to cultural norms and
preserve a sense of distinctiveness. Critical to the Gitano Law is the prominent role given
to respected, male, older ethnic figures such as Tios in tackling internal conflicts. Tios,
also known as patriarcas, have an enormous influence over their extended families
(Gamella 1996; Lagunas 2006:149-249, San Roman 1997:92-160). Beyond kinship
structures, ‘men of respect’—influential Tios who lead strong kin communities—stand
as leaders that occasionally transcend kinship differentiation. They are called in to act as
ethnic mediators and to settle conflicts among nonrelated Gitano patrigroups if recognised

as respectable elders by the parties involved.
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Despite that Tios and men of respect epitomise ethnic prestige and authority, some
other individuals have become influential figures among Gitano communities. The
production of plans and development schemes, in the backdrop of extensive rural-urban
mass migration in the second half of the twentieth century, led to the emergence of a new
milieu whereby new figures gained dominance. As Teresa San Roman has documented
(1997), chief among these Gitano figures in the early stages of urbanisation stood the
caciques (despots), who, mistakenly acknowledged by local government officials as valid
interlocutors for local Gitano families, utilised their connection to the payo world (local
politicians, social workers etc.) to monopolise decisions about distribution of housing and

other services in growing chaotic urban settings.

Various Gitano associations’ leaders and activists are other secular Gitano figures
with a certain social weight. Interestingly enough, most Gitano-led and pro-Gitano NGOs
and associations were born approximately at the same time as the IEF. Pioneer
organisations such Asociacion Secretariado General Gitano (current Fundacién
Secretariado Gitano) or Unién Romani, were founded as the outcome of social
mobilisation of individuals close to progressive Catholic individuals sensitive to social
justice, Gitano needs and poor living conditions (San Roman 1999:38). Despite activists
and organisations mobilising against payo oppression and racism, as well as demands for
more political participation and sensitive policies for Gitano people, Gitanos rarely confer
on them cultural recognition. Gitano political and NGO organisations are organised under
non-Gitano parameters and premised on institutional supports of non-Gitano origin. In
essence, associations are outward-looking structures, seeking to cement representative
roles and to gain influence and resources in the payo world. Key to Gitano NGO and
others’ sociopolitical structures is that they covet participation in non-Roma political

bodies; the creation of practical and imaginative (secular) links with Roma elsewhere; to
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transcend barriers of ethnic affiliation, language, and lifestyle; the production of written
material in the dominant language of law and politics; and access to educational,
economic and technological resources (Gay y Blasco 2000:180). Such political, payo-like
forms of organisation of Gitano associations prompt recognition gaps for Gitanos (Fresno

1991).

The rise to prominence of Pentecostal and charismatic male pastors has saliently
impacted Gitano political organisation, and how Gitano prestige and hierarchies are
constructed. In sharp contrast to Gitano caciques and associations/NGO representatives,
Gitano church leaders are informed and inspired by traditional forms of cultural prestige
and authority ideals. Drawing from his work in Latin American, sociologist of religion
David Martin points out that the exercise of pastoral oversight among Pentecostal
communities is bound to echo the forms of authority to which believers were used before
conversion because the religious transformation is simultaneously a social transition
(Martin 2002:13). Lalive Dépinay's classic study of Chilean Pentecostalism and what he
calls ‘the hacendado model’ proves to be a telling example of this pattern. Traditional
Chilean society was defined by the prominence of colonial figures, such as El Patron, or
the landowner. With industrialisation and economic development, patrons lost their
influence and became fading figures within the Chilean social structure. According to
Lalive Dépinay, evangelical pastors in the 1960s built upon elements associated with this
figure in order to gain fidelity and respect from Chilean believers. In other words,
Pentecostalism has provided a new, vigorous legitimation for the persistence of this image
in South American societies. The pastor, back in the 1960s a new personality in Chilean
society, fulfilled a function which social change did not eliminate but left vacant
(1969:83). Not unlike the Chilean Pentecostalism studied by Lalive d'Epinay in the 1970s,

Spanish Gitano people’s migration to cities coincided with the historical arrival of
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Pentecostalism in Spain and the springing up of new sources of authority based in
religion. Similarly, Gitano people have moulded new religiously-based authority onto

previous secular systems of distribution of power.

Gay y Blasco (1999; 2000) and, more recently, Canton Delgado (2017) have noted
the prominence of a transfer of authority, from male Tios to pastors, and from older to
younger male Gitanos, among Gitano people. The principles of new religious hierarchies
do not emerge in opposition to, but rather following, secular sources of masculine prestige
among Gitano people. Gay y Blasco has proposed that knowledge’ and ‘respect’ are the
predominant sources of male prestige for elderly Tios (Gay y Blasco 1999:159). Gitano
elders acquire importance by displaying an ability to distinguish between proper and
improper behaviour and to exert control over their anger in the face of conflict with
unrelated men—what they call knowledge—as well as by being truthful and polite to
other Gitano people, having a conscience around sexual shame, and controlling ‘their’
women—what they call respect. Similarly, the IEF pastors strive to demonstrate moral
integrity, sexual shame, and a composed mood; they always stay calm in any situation

and display great self-control in the face of any sort of potential conflict.

The IEF is male dominant both in ideology and organisation. Becoming a pastor
and being involved in relevant decision making in the church is an exclusively male
privilege. Male pastors acquire prestige by showcasing proper behaviour. A pastor must
demonstrate his worth via good moral conduct—what believers call proof of testimony—
—or else lose the loyalty and admiration to which he is entitled through his position. Gay
y Blasco (2000) draws attention to the fact that the IEF pastors, no matter their age, are
the recipients of deference in much the same way as older men are: they are given the
best places to sit and the best food to eat and are the first to be served by women (Gay y

Blasco 2000:13). Despite the youth of many pastors, they have the authority to decide on
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appropriate punishment for wrongdoers and manage the church's money. Additionally,
converts call on them to mediate conflicts—sometimes together with elders, sometimes
on their own—marital problems, quarrels over selling locations, fights, or feuds (Gay y
Blasco 2000:12). In that respect, the IEF pastors' role is similar to that of ‘'men of respect'.
The principles of knowledge and respect continue to work as bases for the ascription of
prestige and authority for pastors yet converted young Gitano cohorts also embrace them.
Young pastors strive to shift away from sexual promiscuity, drinking and recklessness,
and incarnate ideals associated with their elders. Thus, they dissociate knowledge and
respect from their age context and emphasise their achieved rather than their ascribed
aspect, which enables them to present themselves as the elite of the Gitano community

(Gay y Blasco 2000:14).

Despite the similarities, the emergence of religious leaders indexes a shift of
internal group hierarchies among Gitano people. Gitano evangelical structures of
authority not only reflect but also challenge traditional Gitano hierarchies. The
popularisation of Christian identities that cut across lines of kinship indexes the
emergence of an encompassing system of authority among Gitano believers. For Gay y

Blasco:

[the IEF] have set in place the beginning of a new hierarchy of power and status, which is based
on the position of authority of the Church and which transcends kinship differentiation, allowing
some men—the best-known pastors, famed for their preaching or their ability to cure or cast-off

demons—to have sway over hundreds or even thousands of converts. (2001:644)

Although the roles and spheres of influence of the secular ethnic figures of
prestige and pastors are similar, one crucial aspect that distinguishes one from the other
is that pastors gain much of their reputation in ritual contexts. Rituals become political

spaces in which male Gitano pastors create distinctive sources of prestige and status.
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Gitano pastors are said to be God-chosen leaders with unique qualities that legitimate
their leading role in the church. Gitano believers often prefer Gitano pastors to payo ones.
The reason is that Gitano pastors preach and lead congregations from a culturally
informed position that enables them to generate messages resonant with Gitanos’ cultural
background. Crucially, ethnicity shapes the communicative ritual space too. According
to widespread narratives in the IEF, God has bestowed unique abilities upon Gitano
pastors to spread the Gospel. Gitano believers claim that ‘Gitano pastors are the best
preachers in the world’, thus superior to their payo counterparts. Believers also place
ethnic trust at the centre of pastors' legitimacy. While one of the most deep-seated payo
stereotypes about Gitano people is that they are incorrigible con artists, who are prone to
scam and lie,* Gitano believers—conversely—deem Gitano people to be the embodiment
of honesty, at least when they are dealing with other Gitanos. For them, palabra de Gitano
(a Gitano's word of honour) is inherently trustworthy. Therefore, many Gitano believers
trust pastors not just because they have been chosen by God to lead them but also because

they are one of their very own and expect them to honour Gitano values.
Beyond Kinship: the Emergence of Gitano Evangelical Communities

Kinship is a social phenomenon extensively studied among Gitano people. Academic
studies in the 1980s, 1990s and early 2000s unanimously refer to Gitano kinship as the
most significant social formation in Gitano identity (Ardevol 1986; Gamella 1996; Gay
y Blasco 1999:139-153; Lagunas 20005:149-249; San Roméan 1997:92-160). In contrast

to the Hungarian Roms described by Stewart, who stick together in the ghetto through the

4 Stereotypical negative references to Gitanos as being of an untrustworthy nature are ubiquitous in Spanish
culture. Literature and other art forms consistently portray them as the embodiment of pilleria espafiola
(Spanish cunningness). The most influential institutional authority over the Spanish language in Spain, El
Real Diccionario de la Academia Espafiola’ (Dictionary of the Spanish Royal Academy), still considers to
this day the term trapacero (‘those who cunningly cheat, fake and lie over particular issues’) as a synonym
for Gitano people.
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ethics of communal life (Stewart 1997:39; 43-44), Spanish Gitanos have been described
by most Spanish ethnographic scholars as a social group with a resilient common identity
vis-a-vis payos but fragmented in structural terms. Gitanos have been portrayed as an
ethnic group that disparages any organisational form other than kinship (San Roméan
1984:39), interacting predominantly with their relatives, even to the extent of restricting
their contact with unrelated Gitanos (Gay y Blasco 1999). For Gitano people, their kin
are a lifelong vital anchor and shelter in a social world dominated by payo people. Like
other Roma groups, intergenerational mixing, and the traditional approach to learning
through family and socialisation (Liegeois 1987; Okely 1983; Vanderbeck 2005) is a
prominent feature of Gitano social life. The dynamics of social exclusion and endogamy,
in tandem with the rejection of non-kin interactions, have encouraged what Gay y Blasco
has called ethnosociability: ‘the highly intense experience of spending daily life within a
dense web of interactions with close bilateral kin, which make kin relations
extraordinarily deep’ (Gay y Blasco 2005:167). The experiential force nurtured by the
prominence of kin gives shape to endogamous collective identities. Similar to the
Romanian Cortorar described by Tesar (2012:131), Gitanos often place the idiom of
shared blood at the core of their conception of relatedness and believe that the wider the
blood distance, the more likely it is that a relationship would be infused with feelings of

insecurity, suspicion and distrust (see also Gay y Blasco 2005).

The IEF churches embrace the importance of kin to Gitano social life. Local kin
communities are usually the backbone of evangelical Gitano congregations, and church
ceremonies function as prominent meeting spaces for relatives. In my fieldwork, I hardly
ever encountered a Gitano person coming to church on their own, without close relatives
present in the ceremony. Gitanos’ broad and robust kin networks operate as powerful

channels for evangelisation. Unremitting evangelisation efforts from Gitanos towards
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their kin, predicated on a deep fear of their relatives missing out on God's blessings and

facing eternal condemnation, are common currency among believers in the IEF.

This robust entanglement between kinship and church distinguishes the IEF’s
congregations from other Pentecostal formations elsewhere and shows the adaptability
and flexibility of Pentecostal forms of organisation. Situated at the frontier between the
individual and the collective, the act of conversion might generate a blurring of family
referents (Tank-Storper 2013). In this regard, Joseph Tonda (2005) speaks of ‘de-
parentalisation’ to underline the weakening of clan or lineal kinship ties in favour of new
forms of sociability and relationships that are emerging within the ‘community of
believers’. Other authors refer to a ‘realignment’ of social relations (Engelke 2011) or a
‘restructuring’ of family ties (van Dijk 2002). Scholars working in varying regions of
Africa have suggested that being born-again is perceived as a radical rupture not only
from one's sinful past but also from the wider family and village of origin (Engelke 2004;
Laurent 2001; Meyer 1999; Marshall-Fratani 1998; van Dijk 1998). As Birgit Meyer
(2004) puts it, religious conversion and deliverance of spirits are understood as ‘cutting
blood ties’ (thus preventing jealous family members and demanding spirits to intrude
upon a person), so for many believers, the Pentecostal-charismatic practice ultimately
affirms the impossibility for born-again Christians to escape from forces grounded in and
emanating from the local (2004:457). In stark contrast, the IEF Church relies and builds
itself upon local secular kin structures. Kinship groups and churches are not conflicting
structures. Instead, the exact opposite is true: kinship provides the foundation for the
Church, and many pastors build their authority over kinship networks and, due to this,

they have consistent and powerful grass-roots social support (Canton Delgado 2017:83).

However, and this is key for my argument, the church prompts opportunities for

Gitano people to explore encompassing modes of sociability that not only incorporate but
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also transcend kinship allegiances. As | will further explore in this dissertation (see
chapter 5), this attending to the values of Christian fraternity holds special critical
significance against the backdrop of Gitano life where feuds between Gitano families
have negative consequences for those involved. The importance of pastors’ efforts to
forge community bonds ties into deep-seated fears linked to the relevance of kin in Gitano
social life. In their sermons, evangelical pastors go a long way towards rejecting violence:
feuds, they argue, must cease and give way to a more harmonious and cohesive realisation
of Gitano-ness. The evangelical Gitano movement challenges the historical Gitano ethnic
structural fragmentation by emphasising the idea of Gitano fraternity which is
experienced in church structures with a singular and common goal: bringing together
Gitano people to pray to God. Regularly, some travel to join other Gitano converts in
massive religious assemblies called convenciones® where they get to meet Gitanos from
other parts of Spain. Importantly, convenciones bring together believers regardless of the
levels of their economic success, a factor which weighs heavily on Gitanos' imaginative
configurations of themselves. One development that signals how Pentecostalism is
creating unifying imaginaries is that some Biblical names, particularly Old Testament
ones linked to Israel such as Joshua, Abraham, Moses, Sara, Deborah or Abigail, have

become extremely popular among Gitano people.

At a local level, Gitano congregations use Christian idioms such as ‘God’s
Children’ to describe congregation member relationships. During ceremonies, believers
address other members of the congregation—even if they happen to be relatives—by

heavily laden community terms such as hermano (brother) or hermana (sister). If

> Congregations are the structural point of reference for believers, and central to their experience.
Convenciones counteract this inertia and enable believers to experience their religiosity in new settings and
to explore religiously-driven modes of sociability in the IEF institutional framework.
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approaching someone, pastors usually add these terms before their names (e.g., brother
Alvaro, sister Cristina). In religious ceremonies, pastors often ask believers to hug the
person sitting next to them, encouraging them to say aloud loving phrases such as te
quiero hermano/a (I love you, brother/sister). Church activities include picnics and
barbecues and leisure activities such as watching football games or going to amusement
parks. Key to this new mode of sociability is that all Gitanos must unite and converts must
socialise with non-kin, preach to unrelated Gitanos (very rarely to unrelated payos), and
come together at services and campaigns aimed at spreading the word of God to other
Gitanos. Churches thus engender new social structures shaped by processes of
accommodation between local kin and congregations, which extend the sphere of contact

and significant relationships among Gitanos.
The Order of the Chapters

In the preliminary chapter, ‘An Ethnography Among Gitano Evangelical Communities:
Believing, Becoming, and Belonging’, I provide an account of my fieldwork experience
and how my positionality in the field shaped my knowledge production practices. This
chapter focuses on how I built up a rapport with Gitano believers in church and gathered

the information on which the rest of the dissertation is based.

Chapter one, ‘Negotiating Authority: The Politics of the IEF's Organisational
Form’, analyses how Gitano pastors have put in place a Presbyterian system of
organisation centred around values, imagery, and ideals that replicate fundamental
dimensions of Gitano kin-based political structures in several vital respects. Here, | lay
out the mechanisms through which Gitano pastors incorporate Gitano ways into the local
churches and national leading structures and draw forth the tensions and complexities that

give shape to these processes of adaptation. By examining the IEF’s structure, | seek to
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contribute to the study of ethnic-based religious institutions and to illustrate the variety

of organisational forms inherent to evangelical movements.

Chapter two, ‘Christianity, Ritual and Charismatic Pastors’, examines the rise of
Gitano pastors as community leaders and sheds light on the shift of internal group
hierarchies. It highlights how the IEF’s structure of authority not only reflects but also
challenges traditional group hierarchies. | begin by arguing that the IEF church leaders
rely on varying mechanisms to obtain authority. I then engage with scholarly work on
rituals and political and religious legitimacy to conceptualise charisma as the specific
source of authority characteristic of pastors. The content of the chapter also contributes

to debates on subjectivity and the body as critical aspects of scholarly enquiry.

While chapters one and two engage with organisational aspects of the movement,
the rest of the dissertation revolves around the dimensions of social life reshaped by the
spread of Pentecostalism among Gitanos: memory and identity, gender, and the

relationships of believers with payos and nonbelieving Gitanos.

Chapter three “Christianity and Memory: Remembering the Past’, is concerned
with the emergence of an evangelical Gitano historical consciousness. This chapter
engages with scholarly work in Romani Studies and collective memory by tracing ideas
and narratives that generate a shared understanding of a Gitano past. The chapter looks at
how tales about the past intertwine with IEF structures of authority to produce new
frameworks in which Gitano believers redefine their identity by reimagining their role

and telos in the Christian cosmology.

Chapter four, ‘Masculinity, Marriage, and Kinship’, delves into how churches
reshape Gitano masculinity. Engaging with the literature on gender and Pentecostalism,

this chapter illustrates how evangelical Gitano churches remake men’s authority within
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families and gender roles, ultimately transforming the notion of Gitano masculinity itself.
By shedding light on how Gitano believers engage with religiously-based forms of
masculinity, this chapter also contributes to the advancement of anthropological work on

kinship and marriage among Gitanos in Spain.

Chapter five is entitled ‘Becoming a Good Neighbour: Gitanos, Christianity and
Virtuous Citizenship’. The chapter illustrates how Gitano believers engage with
evangelical Christianity to challenge ethnic stigma and reshape some critical aspects of
inter and intracommunity relationships. Moreover, | engage with political debates about
the persistence of Roma/Gitano exclusion in contemporary capitalist societies and discuss
Christianity's role in shaping Gitano identity and sense of belonging. Through religion, |
argue, believers refashion their ethnic pride and reframe their marginal position in

contemporary urban spaces in Spain.

The final part of the dissertation opens a window to the study of alternative and

emerging ways of engaging with Pentecostalism for Gitano people.

Chapter six, ‘Prosperity Gospel Comes to Town: The Rise of the Rebellious
Gitano Pastor’, engages with the literature on the formation of new denominations, as
well as broader debates about the dynamics leading to schisms in Protestant organisations
(Bruce 1990). In this chapter, | explore the Gitano Pentecostal movement beyond the
boundaries of the IEF, looking at how some IEF-trained Gitano pastors challenge the
authority of, and the ethnoreligious institutional identity upheld by, the elite of the Gitano
church. My focal point is the life story, doctrinal vision and religious teachings of Pastor
Susi, a Gitano pastor whose multicultural church in Madrid split off from the IEF and
joined a transnational Christian movement linked to the Prosperity Gospel (PG). | show

how PG works as a locally embedded religious doctrine predicated on notions of self-
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improvement and upward mobility. Within the context of Gitano evangelism, PG
represents a fundamental innovation, an essential departure from previous ways of

conceptualising Christianity and experiencing religiosity by Gitanos in Spain.
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AN ETHNOGRAPHY AMONG GITANO EVANGELICAL COMMUNITIES:

BELIEVING, BECOMING, AND BELONGING

Spickard et al. noted (2000; see also Griera 2015) that the social scientific study of
religion is shifting away from previous research agendas based on the quantitative
methodologies and approaches that once dominated the field. Social scientists interested
in religion need not only understand patterns but also meaning, which is leading many to
embrace the ethnographic way. Ethnography’s second-class status in the study of religion

seems fated to end (Spickard et al. 2000:3).

The statement above is one | believe profoundly accurate. Ethnography
illuminates intimate and everyday critical aspects of social life otherwise inaccessible by
other methodologies. Through observations, storytelling, conversations and reflection on
fieldwork materials, ethnographers weave a complex picture of life for communities and
individuals. Ethnographic approaches, however, come with difficulties and challenges.
To illustrate some of these difficulties and challenges in the context of Gitano churches,
and in how | immerse myself in a Pentecostal and ethnic Christian environment alien to

my own belief system and values, | dedicate this chapter.

In the introduction, | noted that some of my attributes (payo, male) limited my
access to the gendered dimension of the Gitano social world, such as women's
worldviews. The fact that | primarily focus on the institutional aspects of the IEF churches
is also a by-product of my experience in the field: the public male-dominated world of
the church was a more welcoming environment than some other private social spaces.
This chapter further looks at how positionality, as well as interactions and behaviour in
the field, shape knowledge production practices. In it, | examine some key attitudes and

ways of approaching church activities that enabled me to build up a rapport with Gitano
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believers in church and eventually granted me the opportunity to gather the knowledge
on which the rest of the dissertation is based. Despite the fact that my fieldwork was
multi-sited and that | visited other Spanish regions, such as Barcelona, this chapter
primarily focuses on my experience in Madrid, since it was here that I lived through most
of my fieldwork experience. As part of this reflective exercise, the chapter shows how
my presence in the field shaped social dynamics in Villaverde Gitano churches. Gitano
believers, like other protestant Christians, engage in the politics of representation and
interpret what ethnographers do in accordance with their own agendas (Coleman
2000:77). The influence of payo cultural domination, as expressed through my presence
in the fieldwork, and the creative response to it by Gitano pastors—which was based on
the use of my attributes to reinforce their own worldviews before congregations—is

intrinsically part of this chapter.

Even though I lack a Gitano cultural and evangelical background, believers were
rapidly open to accepting me as a member of the church and responded to most of my
questions. The reason why, | was often told, is because they felt God had called me to
convert, and they wanted to be part of my spiritual awakening. Despite the fact that | am
not a Christian, and often felt a sense of uneasiness when | had to participate in long
religious services where people engage with dancing and speaking in tongues
enthusiastically, 1 blended in and performed mimetic acts (Coleman 2000:81; see also
Coleman 2015). That | was continually enquiring about their beliefs, experiences and
opinions, as well as participating in ceremonies—where | made an effort to learn how to
pray and sing the way Gitano people do—was interpreted as a sign that | was going down

the right path to convert.
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The First Encounter: Finding a Place for my Fieldwork

The IEF Villaverde church® is a precarious barrack-like shanty infrastructure granted by
Madrid City Council to the Iglesia Evangélica de Filadelfia (IEF) some decades ago. The
place is difficult to spot, as it is located on a roadside behind a woodland area, facing a
public cemetery on one side, and a muddy plain on the other. The church is home to the

first Gitano evangelical congregation established in Villaverde.

The church is well known among Gitanos in the area, including nonbelievers. In
fact, it was a nonbeliever Gitano friend of mine who recommended me to get in touch
with this church to understand the role of the IEF churches in Villaverde. When | arrived
at the church, I introduced myself to some believers that happened to be chatting outside
and asked them if they would oblige me by calling the head pastor of the church to meet
me. One elderly man came out instead, and informed me they did not have a head pastor
leading the church at that moment, and invited me inside to listen to la palabra de Dios

(the word of God).

Over the following days, | came to learn that the Obreros-—resting pastors that
temporarily fulfil the roles of head pastors when the latter are absent—were struggling to
find a suitable head pastor experienced enough to lead the congregation. The Obreros
allowed me to visit the congregation daily for the first few days, yet they deferred the
final decision about my request to conduct long-term fieldwork in the congregation until
the time they had secured the appointment of a new head pastor. For me to join the

congregation as a researcher, | was told, the new head pastor needed to agree. Several

® Public information initiative Observatorio del Pluralismo Religioso has made a substantial effort to map
out and pinpoint evangelical religious centres across Spain. As much praise as they deserved for the effort,
I usually found that Gitano churches were wrongly allocated, and many were not even gathered on their
list. Adding to the problem is that Gitano churches’ locations often move following low land prices, and
many are kept unregistered.
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weeks elapsed before a group of Obreros came back to me and brought to my attention
the existence of a nearby Gitano church named La Pequefia Villa, led by a Gitano pastor
with family ties to members of the IEF Villaverde. They suggested | should conduct my
fieldwork there instead as, after having talked to the pastor of La Pequefia Villa about my
doctoral project, he had agreed to meet with me. The day after this conversation, |
followed the suggestions of Villaverde Church’s Obreros and headed out to my soon-to-

be main fieldwork site.

Introducing Pastor Vaca and La Pequefia Villa

La Pequefa Villa stands in the innermost part of a dilapidated Villaverde industrial
warehouse, hidden far from sight among car repair shops. Although I was born and raised
in Villaverde, and the church is located quite close to my parents’ home, | had never
realised a Gitano church stood there. This low-cost venue is the only place the La Pequefia
Villa congregation can afford to lease. Overly warm in summer and excessively cold in
winter, churchgoers complain continually and wish they could afford to rent other
premises. As in the Congolese Kimbanguist Church in London described by Garbin, La
Pequefia Villa's spatial experience is synonymous with invisibility and precarious
territoriality (Garbin 2013:682). Gitano believers' spatial marginality mirrors the social
marginality suffered by the members of the congregation in their everyday lives in
Villaverde. In the interior, La Pequefia Villa is an unassuming and stripped-down place,
made up of some run-down backrest-less wooden benches organised in rows, which are
divided in the middle by a central aisle leading to a focal overhead platform. Sticking out
of the platform is a carved pulpit with the symbol of the seven golden candlesticks
described in the Book of the Apocalypse, representing the Seven Churches—including

the Church of Philadelphia—first called up by Jesus before the Last Judgment.
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La Pequefia Villa is one of the most recently established IEF churches in
Villaverde. Its official name is Iglesia Evangélica de la Pequefa Villa, though members
refer to it as La Pequefia Villa. La Pequefia Villa's regular attendance ranges from one
hundred to one hundred and fifty, reaching peaks of two hundred on some weekends. La
Pequefa Villa is led by Villaverde born-and-raised Pastor Vaca, a Gitano man in his late

thirties and father of two little girls.

Pastor Vaca is the nephew of one of the chief Obreros of Villaverde. Following a
period as an apprentice (a role known by Gitano believers as Candidato—candidate) in
Villaverde congregation, Pastor Vaca decided on opening a new church. In Spanish,
Villaverde translates to ‘(green) village’ and pequefia villa translates to ‘small village’,
so the chosen name for the church is evidence of the existence of close ties to the locality
and the main Villaverde church.” Every so often, the two congregations become virtually
one as some members hold a sort of dual membership and attend both, primarily
depending on the quality of guest preachers or music chorus for that day. Some Obreros
demonstrate their support for the La Pequeiia Villa congregation by preaching there

during the weekends.

While every member of the congregation is meant to be a believer, not every
believer shows the same degree of commitment to the church. The most critical divide
that splits the congregation is the experience of water baptism. Water baptism is an adult
experience, which marks and expresses a lifelong commitment to the church publicly and
consists of a symbolic ritual that usually takes place at riversides and beaches, in which

believers, following Jesus’s example, come into the water to cleanse their sins. Securing

7 Despite La Pequefia Villa’s name being resonant with Pastor Vaca’s religious project and agenda, most
congregation’s names solely reflect the locality where they are situated. Furthermore, | frequently found
that pastors and believers were not clear as to the official names of a particular congregation, and on
occasion, they even gave me different ones, since some names were created ad hoc to meet the requirements
of payo bureaucracy.

43




Antonio Montafiés Jiménez

a high number of baptised members of the congregation has been a critical step forward
for La Pequeiia Villa's survival. The baptised members are expected to engage and
commit significantly to the church in different ways, including regularly attending,
following pastors' teachings at face value, actively participating in events, supporting the
work of the church through regular tithing, and even sharing the expenses for any extra

costs (improvement work, shortage of tithes) that may arise.

Pastor Vaca puts in place mechanisms to prevent dropouts and secure La Pequefia
Villa's survival. Often, he preaches to La Pequefia Villa believers that idleness and sloth
towards attending church are by-products of the Devil's evil actions and strategy. One of
the primary missions of the Devil, he preaches, is that of preventing Christians from being
on the right spiritual track by keeping them away from church. The impact of Pastor
Vaca's words has mixed results. Dropouts, paired with comebacks, are a typical pattern

for many members of the congregations.

During my fieldwork at La Pequefia Villa’s church, | came to know pastor Vaca's
life story and testimony. As it is often the case with Gitanos in Villaverde, everyone knew
him by his given name, and no one seemed to call him by his real name (Rafael). Vaca's
nickname was given to him when he was an overweight child, and it is a direct reference
to the animal cow. In Spanish, vaca translates as cow. In Spain, when someone is
overweight, and someone else intends to mock that person, it is common to say estas
gordo como una vaca (you are as fat as a cow). Pastor Vaca has kept his nickname to this
day, even though he is no longer overweight. Pastor VVaca converted when he was fifteen
years old, in a past life that he characterises as being riddled with Satan's temptations to
commit crimes of theft and use drugs. In his account, just when Vaca resigned himself to
follow that path in the world, God called him to amend his ways and become a leader of

the IEF (see chapter 5). Vaca made a name for himself as a street evangelist in Villaverde
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throughout his period of trial as a pastor. Following a typical Pentecostal trope, Pastor
Vaca shared with me that he was selected by God to become a pastor. Opening a church
was not his decision, but God's calling put the mission into his heart. Pastor Vaca formed
La Pequefia Villa after organising private ceremonies at his home and securing some
believers’ attendance. Subsequently, he found the premises, borrowed some money from

his family, and rented the place that currently serves as the venue for La Pequefa Villa.

Pastor Vaca’s relatives—who make up a significant portion of the congregation—
and other Gitano families in the neighbourhood comprise La Pequefia Villa’s
congregation. This reality remained obscure to me for a long time since Pastor Vaca and
the congregation never disclosed to me which members are relatives or what degree of
relatedness weaves together the members of the church. As noted in the introduction,
believers instead use religious idioms invoking spiritual kinship, such as ‘brothers and
sisters’ or ‘God's children’ to describe congregation members’ relationships. My non-
Gitano background and lack of relatedness to Gitano families placed me in a position
where | could hardly make out, or make sense of, the underlying kin relationship that
manifestly shaped congregation membership and leadership. Family ties are an implicit
form of knowledge of which I hardly scratched the surface and which Gitanos seemingly
wanted to keep to themselves. Gitanos never talked to me spontaneously about their
relation to the other members of the church, and it was only when approaching the end of
my fieldwork that | came to learn with a certain degree of consistency who was related to

who in the congregation. Even to this day, my knowledge remains sketchy.

Nevertheless, La Pequefia Villa’s story illustrates the transition of authority
structures among Gitano believers and the role of kinship in the formation of Gitano
churches. Although many members of La Pequefia Villa are Gitano elders, Pastor Vaca

is the most important believer in the church. Similar to what respected elders do outside
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of church, Pastor Vaca mediates conflicts between Gitanos and commands strong
authority. The existence of a previous kin relationship between Pastor Vaca and some of
the members of the congregation indicates the transference of sway between secular and
religious spaces has taken on particular significance in La Pequefia Villa. However, Pastor
Vaca has established himself as a prestigious leader who transcends Kkinship

differentiation, exerting his influence over large numbers of Gitano believers.

Cultos and the IEF in Villaverde

The first thing | learned about the IEF churches is that Gitanos rarely use the generic word
‘church’ when mentioning the IEF religious services. Instead, believers know churches
as cultos. The use of the term culto is not a simple matter of name preference. For my
interlocutors, the term culto has become synonymous with a specific Gitano religious
structure. As a concept, the word culto is used to define three distinctive but related areas
of meaning: organised religious ritual actions; the physical space where believers gather;
and the organisational unit—the congregation. Cultos are, thus, ritualistic and
congregationally-based modes of invoking and organising access to the sacred in a

community space within the religious authority and power structures of the IEF.

Cultos are prominent spaces for Gitano religious communities. Unlike their
Catholic counterparts in Spain, Gitano evangelicals hold hardly any sway over Christian
private schools, and only a few public schools offer evangelical courses in their
curriculum. Therefore, cultos become the prime sites where evangelical Gitanos

experience and learn about their faith.

The IEF cultos follow a typically Methodist type of congregational organisation.
While it is true that there is a church in practically every area where Gitano people live

(Gay y Blasco 1999:54), the goal of the IEF is not opening one church in every locality
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in an orderly manner, but rather to establish as many churches as possible in each area.?
As a result of this way of organising and expanding, finding various churches in the same

locality is not unusual in Madrid.

Some significant implications stemming from these patterns of urban territorial
expansion are that despite the formidable overall size of its membership, and unlike other
large Pentecostal congregations elsewhere (Chaves 2006; Chin 2007; Elisha 2011,
Ellingson 2010), the IEF is notorious for its lack of megachurch structures. In fact, the
opposite is true: the IEF’s cultos frequently spread and divide. Indeed, according to my
experience, the vast majority of Gitano cultos are, in turn, by-products of the split of other
previously founded congregations. The first culto put in place in a locality is known as
the Mother Church (Iglesia Madre). If subsequent congregations are born from the Mother
Church, the new congregations will for some time bear the name of Daughter Church
(lglesia Hija). For instance, La Pequefia Villa Church is Villaverde Church’s daughter.
Parentage relationship is not followed here by a hierarchical or status structure, though.
The relationship between mother and daughter cultos is one of aid, as the former usually
assist the latter in various ways, generally providing resources or pastors until the latter
can stand on their own feet. When the daughter church is fully functional, it gains full
independence, and that parentage relationship loses its significance. | often found that
young pastors and believers in Madrid ignored the previous existence of a mentoring
relationship between their churches and mother churches. However, mother churches

usually hold social prominence in the area where they were established, and Gitano

8 Despite Villaverde being home to many Gitano churches, | found that some Gitano believers resident in
the area attended an IEF located in a wealthy Gitano enclave in the centre of Madrid dominated by their
extended kin (razas). By posing that economic or kin relationships shape attendance in some localities, |
do not deny those divisions might be occasionally subsumed into church structures. Instead, my point is
that the IEF’s highly decentralised forms of organisation prove to be an effective and flexible way to deal
with, and accommodate, social divides in a broader and single religious organisation when those divides
matter for believers.
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believers show deference and acknowledge them as reference points in the evangelical

Gitano landscape.

My Role as a Payo and Nonbeliever Ethnographer

Cultural identities in cultos—and this pattern can be extended to every culto | visited in
the south of Madrid—are usually Gitano. La Pequefia Villa’s members never devoted any
significant amount of time evangelising among unrelated payo people. Other than me, a
few other payo people regularly attended the religious service. However, payo people
who attend La Pequefia Villa periodically are either married to or have some degree of
relatedness to Gitano people. In that sense, the Gitano cultural identity of most members
of the congregation acts as a centrifugal force for Gitano people and centripetal force for

unrelated payo people.

Having explained my PhD project to him, Pastor Vaca permitted me to conduct
my research in la Pequefia Villa. This approval was somehow a risky move on his end.
At the time of my fieldwork, his culto was unlicensed, lacking the required licence from
the Spanish Ministry of Justice to carry out religious activities. The fact of being a local
and neighbour worked in my favour and was crucial to Pastor Vaca's acceptance.
However, my presence also played out a role in Pastor Vaca's agenda. Cooperation
between scholars and religious leaders is necessary and useful, but their interests in the
cooperation are often radically different (Geertz 2000:235). | soon realised that, just as |
utilised my ethnographical experience to gain a PhD degree and advance my academic
career, Pastor Vaca used my presence to his own ends. Pastor VVaca seized any opportunity
to capitalise on my attributes (payo, white, university graduate). From the time | become
a regular attendee at church, | was catapulted to the centre of the community in public

religious ceremonies. On the day | was introduced to the congregation, Pastor Vaca,
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situated at the pulpit, asserted that my university’s interest in the congregation was
evidence of how well the IEF in general, and La Pequefia Villa in particular, were doing
things. Throughout my stay in el culto de La Pequefia Villa, Pastor VVaca often looked for
my public approval on historical facts he would bring up in his preaching, so | would act
as an external source that validated the integrity of his statements. Some other pastors
tried to capitalise on my presence in cultos too. Several times various guest preachers
pointed at me during the peak of the ritual ceremony to advise me ‘they had a bespoken
message from God’ calling on me to repent and join the church. The fact that the message
was always delivered during a public ritual performance led me to conclude preachers
saw in my noteworthy and somehow anomalous presence an excellent opportunity to

demonstrate the power of God to congregations.

Although I made clear from the beginning that I do not hold Christian beliefs,
Gitano believers never found my presence and the theme of my dissertation a threat to
their faith, but rather saw it as a validation of their belief system. Pastor Vaca and La
Pequefa Villa’s believers rationalised and integrated my nonbeliever status into their
scheme of Pentecostal thinking. Indeed, none were in doubt that, sooner or later, | would
convert. However, even though he constantly checked on my spiritual growth, Pastor
Vaca never pushed me to accept God, as he firmly believes in the notion of human free
will. In this regard, | often heard Pastor Vaca stating el Sefior es un caballero, Ilama a la
puerta, pero no entra sin ser aceptado (God is a proper gentleman, who never enters your
heart without a permit). Pastor Vaca often kept me back to review my spiritual progress
and enquire with me about what | had done when not in the church, as well as to make
sure | had prayed to God daily. Key to Pastor VVaca’s pastoral care towards me was trying
to talk me into opening my heart to God. While explaining to me what he meant by this,

Pastor Vaca would use a repertoire of biblical imagery. As far as Pastor Vaca was
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concerned, my heart was not yet in the proper place, as | suffered from corazdn
endurecido (hardness of heart), mainly because an array of evil spirits tricked me into

ignoring God.

Gitano believers interpreted my interest in their church as a manifestation of God's
plan for my life. As time went by, more members of the congregation joined Pastor Vaca
in the pursuit of persuading me to be more spiritually open minded. My position as a
university student played a critical role in congregation members’ strategies toward my
conversion. According to the general interpretation of the congregation, God, in his
infinite wisdom, had used my academic inclination and interest in gaining a PhD degree
as a decoy to lure me into what was his real plan all along, taking me to church, so that |
would convert. In fact, Pastor Vaca took notice of how much of a stir my university
credentials had caused in the congregation and coined for me a suitable nickname: El

Universitario (the University boy).

On one occasion, Pedro, a member of the congregation, struck up a conversation
with me outside the church before the culto got started. Pedro tried to convince me my
life choices were going in the wrong direction—the time | had spent studying for my
degree could have been put to better use had | spent it gaining knowledge about the most
valuable topic of them all: God. On a different occasion, David, another member of the
congregation, discouraged me from the effort of trying to rationally understand cultos’
occurrences and foretold that the outcome of my research would be my recognition of my
human incapacity to understand God’s supernatural action. Therefore, my message to the
university where | was pursuing my PhD should be that conversion and surrender to
God’s plan is the only way forward. In the same vein, Pedro’s brother Pepe mentioned to
me that he had had a spiritual vision one night, in which God himself revealed to him that

I would become a renowned university evangelist in the future. The coexistence of
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varying religious interpretations, each attempting to make sense of my presence, shows
that Pentecostal imagination is inconsistent and fragmented. However, instead of being a
weakness, | consider these divergences as evidence of the great flexibility and adaptability
of Pentecostal spiritual worldviews. Such flexibility, however, departs from the same
place. Gitano believers’ interpretations differ in some points but agree upon the essential:

one should devote one’s life to following and pleasing God.
Learning how to be(come) a member of the congregation

Gitanos believers are driven by a strong desire to know God, and such knowing includes
spiritual encounters: hearing God, receiving visions and dreams, feeling the tingle of the
Holy Spirit. Similar to other charismatic churches (see Ng 2020:95-96), they tend to see
religious meaning in everything and anything, finding divine significance® in every aspect

of their lives.

Integrating into La Pequefia Villa required that | learn new ways of
communicating. La Pequena Villa’s pastor and believers alike, to give an example, open
and close regular conversations with other members of the church using distinctive
religious terminology such as bendiciones (God bless you). If anything goes wrong for
any believers, members of the congregation react by framing the problem in spiritual
warfare language, asking God to sort it out. One typical way of responding to bad news
is by declaring jDios lo reprenda! (May God reprehend it!). Equally, any good news is

received by thanking God, for instance, by saying jgloria a Dios! (glory be to God!).

°® Emily Ng (2020) describes how some Chinese believers in charismatic churches engage in discussion as
to what extent humans might mistake their own desire and rationale for divine Will and the relevance of a
long-standing conversation at the church surrounding ‘caution’ (jinshen) towards the interpretation of
potential spiritual encounters (2020:96). This sort of discussion is also prevalent in La Pequefia Villa, yet
Gitano believers often settle their doubts by seeking help from Pastor Vaca in the debate. Church systems
of authority, as embodied by Pastor VVaca, thus emerge as institutional structures that validate—and control-
—individual spiritual experience.
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When someone agrees on a statement, one typical response is to assert ‘amen’. The list
of examples goes on and on, yet the critical point is that La Pequefia Villa’s members
interpret the world using an all-encompassing religious perspective, and form a particular
social group that shares values, codes and language which set them apart from
nonreligious people. Consequently, the existence of religious language is critical not only
to assert common worldviews but also to the conformation of the religious community

itself.

Throughout my ethnographic work at La Pequefia Villa, I gradually learnt ‘to
speak Pentecostal’ and make use of biblical imagery and terminology to communicate
with the members of the congregation. On one occasion, | teased Pepe and Pedro when
they performed a popular Christian hymn poorly before the culto started, by mimicking
Pastor Vaca’s Pentecostal spiritual warfare way of talking. As part of the joke, I cast
demons out of them so that they could live up to what we expected from their singing.
Everyone present understood that | implied that demons were to blame for such bad
singing and laughed out loud. My impersonation pleased Pastor VVaca, who took my joke
as an index of my growing capacity to understand core content of the Pentecostal message
(demons always attempt to get in the way when one is trying to establish contact with

God) and evidence of my integration in the church.

One of the most critical elements of becoming a member of the congregation is
the display of learned behaviour in ritual contexts. Charismatic evangelical believers seek
a personal relationship with an interactive God. They imagine God not only as
supernaturally powerful but also as intimate (Luhrmann 2020). In other words, God talks
back (Luhrmann 2012). Knowing God in this way is not so much a matter of belief as a
matter of skill—something that someone learns to do—and the main vehicle for that

learning is prayer (Luhrmann 2020:15). Praying is believed to establish a two-way
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dialogue that is performed in public rituals. Belonging to the church thus requires mastery
of this dialogical way of communicating, and it is an activity learned within the
congregation and enacted by experience. Gitano believers in La Pequefia Villa
continuously encouraged me to try to reach out to God, and only when | attempted to
perform these dialogical conversations were they happy with my engagement in the
service. While this religious behaviour might be seen—mistakenly—as delusional or
irrational outside the church in Madrid, it fulfils a critical role in the ritual lives of
believers. Furthermore, for many Gitano believers, talking in public to God is a rite of

passage that confirms your commitment and identity as a Christian.

However, praying is not only a matter of speaking; it also involves the mastery of
postures and actions. Learning how to pray correctly correlates with what Marcel Mauss
(1936) has called ‘the techniques of the body’: learned bodily actions that embed certain
aspects of culture and express themselves into aspects such as physical motion and skills.
Critical to the Gitano Pentecostal way of praying in La Pequefia Villa is body awareness.
While praying, Gitano believers must adopt a body position—arms extended, chin up—
that symbolises openness to receiving the blessing of the Holy Spirit. Simultaneously,
praying—especially when you are asking something from God— involves looking down
at the floor as a sign of submission. Gitanos learn this Pentecostal grammar of the body
by what Bourdieu (1977) calls mimesis, a powerful experience of socialisation that
includes doing and watching others doing it. The mastery of positioning your body and
speaking correctly is a marker of religious belonging and it was only when I had learned

these that | felt like an (almost) fully-fledged member of the congregation.
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Conclusion

It is out of the set of relationships forged in the field that ethnographers access the
information and evidence that shape the ethnographic work. Since ethnographers are
usually outsiders to the community they interact with, building up such relationships
requires a significant amount of time and effort. Ethnographers typically describe
experiencing a sense of disjuncture and displacement, which is slowly replaced by
understanding and a feeling of belonging (Gay y Blasco and Wardle 2007:145). It is
precisely in this light that ethnographers talk about their early fieldwork experiences as a
‘state of becoming’, marked by socialisation and acculturation into the host group, which
takes place in stages (Gay y Blasco and Wardle 2007:146). My experience with Gitano
believers, as described above, aligns with these typical experiences that ethnographers
face in the field. My process of becoming during fieldwork, though, was felt as
anticlimactic by many of my interlocutors. Hopes of conversion were placed upon me by
Gitano believers, ones that | never came to realise. | did not convert, and | am still a
nonbeliever, and this fact saddened many of my Gitano interlocutors. However, Gitano
believers never gave up, and some found an answer for my lack of Christian faith: it was
not the right timing. David, one of my closest friends in La Pequefia Villa, told me this
when | left the field: Dios ha plantado su semilla en ti, algun dia te convertiras, ya lo
veras! (God has planted his seed in you, and you will convert one day, you will see!).
Whether this prognosis will turn out to be true in the future is unbeknownst to me. For
now, | shall confine myself to examining the ethnographic material I gathered in my
fieldwork about the captivating Gitano evangelical world through the analytical lenses

and tools of Sociology and Anthropology.
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CHAPTER 1. NEGOTIATING AUTHORITY: THE IEF ORGANISATION AND

STRUCTURE

Scholarly approaches to Pentecostal movements emphasise the significance of personal
authority in the emergence and organisational structures of large Christian churches. In
his influential study of the history and growth of Chilean Pentecostalism, sociologist
Lalive D Epinay (1969) posed that Pentecostal churches are premised on authoritarian
and personal systems. According to Lalive D Epinay, Chilean Pentecostal churches
organise around the figure of a founding or prominent pastor with a charismatic halo,
whose individual authority is perceived by church members as originating from God and
is seldom questioned (Lalive D Epinay 1969:67-68, see also Bastian 1984:278).
Likewise, in his study of the Assemblies of God in Brazil, Andrew Chesnut (1997)
remarked that church decision-making concentrates in the hands of the pastor-president,

who embodies the ‘centralisation of ecclesiastical power’ (Chesnut 1997:132-133).

The hyperbolic accumulation of individual power and influence by some pastors
has also attracted media interest. In the UK, the BBC has extensively turned its attention
to the flashy and lavish lifestyles of self-made millionaire pastors in the USA (BBC
2019); in African countries such as Nigeria (BBC 2011), South Africa (BBC 2014) or
Ghana (BBC 2011); as well as in Africa at large (BBC 2006; 2019). In line with these
popular media depictions, some scholarly analysis portrays the act of becoming a pastor
as a mechanism through which certain Christian leaders climb the social ladder via social
and media influence, tithing and donations. The view that some Pentecostal churches are
profit oriented, and that this branch of Christianity is embedded within the modern
Western capitalist system and material values, is especially relevant for some scholarly
approaches, particularly regarding the Prosperity Gospel (PG). PG pastors preach that

riches are an index for blessing: thus, pastors rely heavily on conspicuous consumption—
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—such as luxury cars or designer suits—to demonstrate their strong connection to God
(Hayness 2012; Marshall-Fratani 1998; Maxwell 1998; Meyer 2004:259). In the PG,
megachurches pastors build up huge venues to accommodate thousands of believers and
often become mass media celebrities (Meyer 2004). They also make extensive use of
technology to organise mass sermons and appearances on TV, internet and radio

(Coleman 2000).

However, all these elements (a profit-oriented ethos, mass media celebrity culture,
material values, and personal leadership as the foundation on which to base ecclesiastic

structures) are saliently absent in the IEF.

As noted in the introduction, despite the formidable size of its overall membership,
and in stark contrast to the worldwide rise of Pentecostal megachurches across the
Christian world, the IEF cultos are usually small. The vast majority of Gitano
congregations are, in turn, by-products of the splitting of previously founded
congregations. Unlike other sizeable Pentecostal organisations that use the system of
division to reproduce, such as Brazil’s Assemblies of God, the IEF's mother churches do
not hold weekly services where different congregations integrate into a single church run
by a president-pastor (Chesnut 1997:133); thus, they do not have individual authoritative

figures of reference with the power to dictate doctrine.°

The economics of the church do not aim at generating profits for the organisation
or for individuals. Conversely, the IEF does not own lofty buildings or invest a large
amount of money on trips or mass media. As a matter of fact, most Gitano cultos | am

familiar with struggle to cover the expenses of renting their place of worship. Head

10 However, collaborative joint events are part of IEF institutional activities. The IEF periodically runs
cross-culto events known as reencuentras that translate roughly into English as encounters. Reencuentras
are religious services run jointly by various head pastors who lead cultos located in the same neighbourhood
or region.
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pastors sometimes receive a monthly wage from the congregation, yet this hardly ever
exceeds the minimum wage in Spain. As Manuela Canton Delgado points out, leading a
church often strains pastors as they usually need to have accumulated some capital before
they are entrusted with one, frequently expect economic bankruptcy at the end of their
mission, and face a constant suspicion of ‘sponging off others’ (Canton Delgado
2017:82). Thus, while male Gitano pastors rank among the most prestigious ethnic leaders
among Gitano people, rarely do they attain any significant financial gain stemming from
their role or position in the IEF that distinguishes them from the rest of the congregation
or from other pastors. Hence, Gitano pastors do not climb the social ladder because of

their pastoral role.

Similarly to other large Pentecostal churches, the IEF is organised vertically, and
is structured through a top-down system led by a national council composed of prominent
Gitano leaders that supervise local churches. As Gitano pastors frequently acknowledge,
the IEF’s structure mirrors that of the Gypsy Evangelical Movement (GEM) in France.
In the early 1970s, the GEM’s non-Roma founder Pastor Le Cossec assembled a central
committee composed of French Romanies and divided France into geographical areas of
evangelisation led by local pastors (Le Cossec 2003:102). Likewise, the Spanish IEF’s
current governing body consists of a pastor-president assisted by a national council that
is also divided into several regional areas governed by regional assemblies, which in turn
supervise local cultos in each geographical area. However, unlike other large Pentecostal
churches, the IEF’s structure is not predicated on individual leadership. Instead, the IEF
has a defined authority structure based on competitive egalitarianism (Gay y Blasco 2011)
among pastors, that resembles the prevalent secular political structure in the Gitano

communities in Spain and among Roma people at large. The IEF thus has a radically
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distinctive configuration that sets it apart from other Pentecostal churches elsewhere, and

replicates in vital ways the fundamental dimensions of wider Gitano political structures.

While the IEF is organised via an un-Gitano-like vertical system of supervision,
its structures rely and build themselves upon values, imagery and ideals from a political
system based on commonality vis-a-vis the non-Gitano world that is specifically Gitano
and Roma. Living scattered amongst non-Gitano people and following the lines of kinship
as they do, Gitanos’ particular sense of community relies on commonality (Gay y Blasco
1999), that is, a strong cultural demand that they uphold Gitano behaviour everywhere
they go. Gitanos’ sense of difference and distinction vis-a-vis non-Gitano people relies
on an objectified and gendered set of moral standards that they conceptualise as the Ley
Gitana or Gitano Law. The demand that they behave gitanalmente (in the Gitano way) is
constant and firmly pressing and is grounded on processes of identification that aim at the
assertion of an unambiguously Gitano praxis and identity (Gay y Blasco 2011:446). The
corollary of this distinctive way of perceiving themselves as a group is the absence of a
stable and enduring hierarchical system among Gitano people, which many scholarly
works note as one crucial dimension of Gitano structures (Ardevol 1986:106; Gay y
Blasco 1999; San Roméan 1997). Consequently, Gitanos are a social group historically
defined by its strong centrifugal tendency towards structural fragmentation and rejection
of non-kinship-based forms of organisation. Similarly, pastors’ self-representation feeds
on and stands in consonance with Gitanos’ distinctive sense of commonality, and Gitano
male pastors consider themselves God-chosen leaders who stand on equal footing with

other Gitano pastors.

In this context, some key questions arise. How did Gitano pastors appropriate the

Gypsy Evangelical Movement’s system of organisation and work around Gitano Kin-
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based centrifugal sociality? Moreover, why and how do the IEF’s pastors stick together

to this day?

In this chapter, | unpack the complex organisational forms of the IEF and explore
the distinct sense of belonging that links Gitano pastors to this Christian church. My
chapter builds upon and complements previous Spanish anthropologists’ works on the
IEF’s structure, particularly that of Canton Delgado (Canton Delgado 2017), who focuses
on the circulation of ministers as a distinctive aspect of the IEF that prevents schism and
rifts (Cantén Delgado 2017:83). Conversely, I will also focus on how the circulation of
pastors is a constant source of conflict. To examine the IEF’s institutional dynamics, I
will use two types of analysis. The first is predicated on the IEF national leaders’
representation, as it was presented to me in interviews and discussions with pastors and
church members. As | pose below, this construction is an ideal, harmonious, and
romanticised account of what the IEF should be. The second analysis is my own, based
on my empirical observation. In it, I compare the above representation with IEF church

practices, stressing the existence of latent conflicts within the Gitano church structure.

I will suggest both perspectives help us conceptualise two different yet converging
dimensions of the IEF, which point to the existence of tensions intrinsic to IEF forms of
organisation. The IEF is not a static social organisation tending towards 