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David Lehmann

The title of this paper alludes to an apparent puzzle: how is it that so often it seems that the only institutions being built in the highly unfavourable circumstances of impoverished and excluded populations are religious institutions? This is the ‘miracle’, and I will respond to the question by relating it to the contribution of religious movements to the creation of social capital. Inevitably, though, like all big questions, it is crudely formulated, and we must therefore explore the underlying analytic questions and reformulate it.

This image of the permanence and stability of religious institutions in the midst of chaos is complemented by other evidence, for example accounts, in documentaries and journalism, of favelas in Rio de Janeiro where gangsters inspire fear and the only respected figures are the pastors, sometimes themselves former dealers: even the gunmen respect them.
 Apparently it is precisely in these unfavourable circumstances that evangelical or Pentecostal churches (terms used here interchangeably as is usual in Latin America) , and also perhaps madrasas, have apparently proliferated with the greatest rapidity? How far can this image of trust amid distrust really go? The ‘unfavourable circumstances’ refer, analytically speaking, to the lack of institutions operating on the basis of abiding rules subject to disinterested application and adjudication – an environment in which the frontier between the private and the public sphere is far less clear than in the standard model of modernity and secular society, and in which patron-client relations are the dominant form of power and authority, inhibiting universalistic rule-based behaviour and rewarding relations of personal dependence. In more practical terms, they evoke deeply rooted violence and poverty which have persisted despite, or sometimes because of, massive social change in their immediate and global environments. 

1. Institutions and social capital

This paper focuses principally on conversion-led evangelical movements in Christianity, and on ultra-Orthodox (haredi) Judaism, drawing on my research on Brazilian Pentecostalism and Israeli Judaism, and on Putnam’s books on Italy and the USA. This is because these movements, embodying a peculiarly contemporary and widespread form of religious mobilization, have attracted observers in search of institution-building potential in deprived contexts in developing countries
. It is not being claimed that longstanding but less clamorous religious institutions do not carry social capital – indeed rather the contrary. The paper does not extend its analysis to Islam, of which I have scarcely any field-based experience.  

The model presented here abstracts from particular contexts, so that this is an exercise not in comparative sociology, but rather in model-building for the analysis of religion and social capital. The point of the ‘difficult circumstances’ is simply that the proliferation of charismatic and fundamentalist religious movements in places torn apart by social, economic and political crisis (Comaroff 1985; Lehmann 1996; Chesnut 1997) across the world raises the question of their potential for remedying - or, conversely, deepening - the crises. It contrasts ancient religious cultures which rely for affiliation on inheritance, upbringing and custom, with conversion-led movements whose followers are principally converts or people who have opted in adulthood for intense or stringent religious experience and observance, and, secondly, more institutionalized, soft styles of religious authority with more personalized and demanding styles. This focus is sharpened by  comparisons between different degrees of institutionalization of religion and movements in Christianity and Judaism distinguished by strong leadership and tight regulation of personal behaviour. The paper contributes to the concept of social capital by unpacking the idea of trust and extends its treatment by invoking issues of authority and uncertainty. It is also a contribution to the rational choice approach to religion. arguing that despite its attractions, this approach does not explain much unless it accords an explanatory role to power relations.

The idea of social capital as originally formulated by Coleman was concerned principally with explaining educational achievement (human capital) in terms of the involvement of schoolchildren’s  parents and the density and stability of their social and familial networks (Coleman 1988). Putnam’s development of the term extends it to a relationship between intense civic associationism (well beyond the family) and institutional transparency and trust in the wider society. In his book on Italy (Putnam 2000) the two are more in balance than in the later and more famous Bowling Alone (Putnam 2000) which tends to pay more attention to participation, though it does not ignore transparency.  Participation has many facets:  one contrast is between what might be called the ‘real’ and the ‘virtual’: some people go to meetings, tend to sick friends or relatives, volunteer for the local Red Cross, attend church or mosque or synagogue, help to organize the school Summer Fair and so on.  These forms of participation involve a commitment of time and also of one’s personhood: a person appears in public as a participant. Such real participation can of course be further subdivided, in a manner which is not irrelevant for our subsequent discussion: some people volunteer but do not deliberate: they are happy to help out and no doubt to donate funds, but do not get involved with decision-making or management, that is with the ‘politics’ of their organization. Virtual participation is slightly different: it accounts for an ever-increasing share of association membership, and refers to the millions who contribute their membership dues but do not attend any meetings or participate publicly at all. They are contributing to organizations which are run by professionals, headquartered in capital cities, and devoted to lobbying. In Bowling Alone, which is all about the USA, Putnam expresses some doubts whether such participation contributes much to social capital and worries that it accentuates sharply conflictive or confrontational partisan politics: locally only the true believers participate (Putnam 2000), while nationally a ‘gaggle of professionally dominated advocacy groups’ (Theda Skocpol’s words quoted on p. 344) garner large sums of money and tend to highlight single issues and sharpen their differences. Putnam provides ample evidence of declining active, ‘real’ participation in the last third of the twentieth century in the United States (p. 58ff.), and expresses corresponding concerns about the health of the country’s democracy. 

In this context, the contribution of religious participation (taken, perhaps controversially,  to be a form of civic associationism) to the creation or maintenance of social capital is of obvious interest. In the US, because that country is well known for the high levels of professed religious attendance among its population, especially when contrasted with Western Europe, and in poor and middle income countries where we observe high levels of religious attendance or belief – two words which do not necessarily mean the same thing (Inglehart and Norris 2004). Countries characterized by extreme poverty often exhibit a high level of religious participation, or perhaps better, religious involvement, side by side with what might be called the lowest common denominator of secular civic institutional life. This caricatured correlation, of course, raises innumerable questions about what type of involvement and what type of belief (from possession cults to high Catholicism in the style of Opus Dei), and so it is necessary to focus the discussion on cases which can shed light on the issue by isolating key variables; the upsurge of evangelical Christianity in Africa and Latin America has to merit consideration as prima facie evidence of religion’s contribution to social capital because such is their combination of dynamism and institutional development that if they are not contributing then the likelihood is that social capital has little to hope for from religion. Putnam’s chapter on religious participation in Bowling Alone, however, raises doubts: it shows sustained high levels of involvement in associative life on the part of people who profess a religion, but also shows that this involvement is concentrated among evangelicals, and evangelicals tend to be inward-looking, strengthening the ties binding their own communities but not those which bind the community as a whole – though there are exceptions (p. 78). And later, buried in a footnote, there is the remark that ‘churches organized congregationally, such as Protestant denominations, tend to provide more opportunities for parishioners to build civic skills than do hierarchically organized churches, including Catholic and evangelical denominations’ (p. 494, based on (Verba, Schlozman et al. 1995). I do not think these ideas need to be restricted to the US. In our examples nation-to-nation differences within transnational movements or institutions do not count for much.

To this I would add that variations in organization and leadership add further features to the contrast between the hierarchical and the denominational. Evangelical churches are organized quite differently from other types of church, as Putnam notes, and also from the standard model of civic association. Authority tends to be concentrated in an individual who is not subject even to token participatory decision-making: he, or very occasionally she, is after all a charismatic leader in a strong or at least literal, sense of the word, and if the pastor loses their confidence, followers close their wallets and vote with their feet. The followers pay dues, but they do not form a collegiate body and they do not appoint a pastor. The same goes for fundamentalist Jewish organizations: among Chassidi Jews authority stems from a Rebbe or from a central committee (as in the Lubavitch or Chabad community), not from a congregation; among other ultra-Orthodox
 life revolves around yeshivas controlled by, and belonging to, an independent Head; and increasingly nowadays we find entrepreneurial Rabbis who develop a following and a community which will survive only until their leader withdraws or dies, or maybe loses his ‘touch’, like evangelical pastors. In this milieu, among Jews, committees and procedures usually exist to manage the premises of a synagogue or charitable activity, but that democratic, institutional activity does not extend to appointments to positions of religious authority.
 In other words, in the field of religious organization proper, levels of democracy among the ultra-Orthodox (Chassidim and ‘Lithuanians’) are low: on the other hand, there will be much concern to have committee and participation-based management of charitable bodies, even if they grow out of a highly centralized religious organization. One could say somewhat similar things of the Catholic Church, where lay organizations have a long, deep and fundamental historical role in the organization of popular religion, and one which is not usually controlled by the clergy; but among evangelicals and fundamentalists, although the local basis of loyalty may provide an appearance of democracy, the pastor centralizes both religious and administrative leadership and the all-important financial authority. Pentecostal pastors in small churches retain control and often ownership of their premises and donations are directly or indirectly personal to them – to pay their salaries. Even in the vast Brazilian-based Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, with its millions of followers worldwide and its highly centralized management, it has been unclear whether the ownership of its television network, TV Record, rests with the church or with its leader, Edir Macedo (Birman and Lehmann 1999). Also, officials in this church are aparenly rewarded in proportion to their success in attracting tithe-payers and donations.

This concern with impersonal administration links in with Putnam’s Italy book, which was more directly concerned with trust and its importance for the development of modern institutions, leaving social capital to emerge at the end as an overarching explanatory variable. For the problem in Italy’s regionalization – the prism through which Putnam examined Italian political culture - was that in the South, with its patronage-ridden politics and its pattern of social loyalties revolving around family and extended kin, regional government had difficulty in laying down a basis of legitimacy for modern state administration, while in the North, with a tradition of popular participation, these difficulties were far less pronounced. Of course, matters are more complicated
, but that was the core concluding argument. Now evangelical churches and fundamentalist sects share these ‘Southern Italian’ characteristics to some extent: authority may not be entirely family-based, but it is personalized in the figure of the pastor. In the Assemblies of God in Brazil, for example, the President of a state convention, which is the de facto locus of power (rather than the national organization which is a loose confederation), routinely holds office for decades and if he passes it on to his son nothing would be thought strange (Lehmann 1996). The Mexican-based La Luz del Mundo church, whose origins are not Pentecostal at all but whose modern structure and ethos is very close to neo-Pentecostal, practices a clear succssion from father to son (de la Torre 1993). Among Chassidim, except in Chabad, dynastic succession is the rule, though that does not mean there is no competition for succession; among other ultra-Orthodox, yeshiva heads are not community figures, but lead independent self-sufficient educational institutions by virtue of their status as men of learning. In the Church of England or the Catholic Church procedures are more elaborate and presumably more transparent, though still the voice of the laity is secondary or, in Catholicism, unheard. But in both churches parishioners and followers have a wide scope for running institutions with little or no hierarchical interference: charities, fiesta management, Christian Base Communities (CEBs in Spanish and Portuguese – of which more later), Sunday School, etc. are operated with varying degrees of independence from hierarchical control. Crucially, great institutions have mechanisms for ensuring a degree of recourse against abuse of power. These may not always be used appropriately or when necessary as is illustrated by the sex scandals which have engulfed the US Church, the Irish church, other Catholic provinces, and the Legionarios de Cristo in recent years, and the brick wall encountered by African nuns who sought some redress against the sexual exploitation they had suffered from priests (Cornwell 2004) - but at least in theory they do exist: in Pentecostal and fundamentalist organizations, Christian or Jewish, avenues of recourse against abuse of power do not exist. They have powerful leaders and apparently followers trust these leaders; but that word ‘trust’ needs dissection: their trust is in individuals, not guaranteed or protected by an institutional apparatus governing the exercise of their authority as leaders.

These examples point to a structural tension in the model of social capital, between trust and participation. As the trustworthiness of institutions depends on a certain degree of impersonality or transparency, as they become more trustworthy they become less participatory and the more bureaucratic – leading ultimately to precisely the virtual participation and personal disengagement which in Putnam’s eyes do not feed or reflect social capital, and which is often thought to weaken the appeal of the more institutionalized churches. It is also true that Putnam finds the sort of ‘hot’ social capital which evangelicals promote too partisan, too exclusionary of others: it does not feed the community at large. Rather – at least in his role as a promoter of social capital - Putnam approves of a colder version, in which people participate in several different fields and with several different networks and spread the practice of association and civilized debate. In this version, associations are more institutionalized: they have committees whose secretaries take minutes, elections, they share out leadership positions, and they distribute managerial roles widely, but they are less aggressive campaigners, more open to debate. At the same time Putnam sees much benefit to the general good (though he does not use exactly that term) from personal participation. Face to face participation forces people to engage with one another, while impersonal participation through for example phone-ins and, one might add, mass meetings, does not provide a forum for ‘real conversations’ and ‘democratic feedback’ (p. 341): such virtual participation rather stimulates and rewards polarized and uncompromising stances. To this I would add that there is much in civic association which requires us to stand up and appear in public, something for which face-to-face participation does not necessarily train us. Maybe some people just prefer to remain in the intimacy of their immediate circle, creating a quasi-psychological limit to the total quantity of public life a community or society can produce; and maybe, also, there is to some extent, but only to some extent, a pay-off between hot and cold forms of social capital.  Some cases, as mentioned by Putnam, may be a bit too hot for comfort, while others, which because of their institutionalization may potentially contribute more to the general good, may be too cold to fuel participation, and may have a bias against risk-taking and innovation.  

2. Quantity versus quality

The issue for a social scientist is whether religious movements like Pentecostal  churches are really building institutions, as distinct from large and lively organizations This, in turn means analysing how different forms of religious authority affect the production and maintenance of social capital. The word ‘authority’ is used advisedly because when Putnam and Wuthnow contrast the words ‘denomination’ and ‘evangelical’, they are pointing to variations in trust between leaders and led, variations in the degree of personal dependence governing these relationships. 

There is an opinion in these matters which takes it for granted that, in Latin America especially, the only successful movements are Pentecostal, or Pentecostalism’s cousin the Catholic Charismatic Renewal (Chesnut 2003). Successful here of course means little more than fast-growing, so now is the time to delve deeper and lay the basis for asking questions about the real contribution of these rapidly growing movements to the creation of social capital, and to compare them with their less dynamic competitors. We should be wary of judging the contribution to social capital of churches and movements simply by the size of their rallies, attendance at services, or the number of their hinterland outposts and urban storefronts. Social capital is more than collective effort plus altruism. And there is also the risk of facile inference: are we asking whether institutions reflect social capital, embody social capital, or produce social capital? 

We are told repeatedly - by David Martin (Martin 2001) and also by the rational choice theorists (Stark and Finke 2000) - that the most institutionalized churches often rest upon scant real associative life. They are described as a moribund bureaucracy while in contrast the movements of renewal and return are an example of ‘hot’ religion – for which, it should be said, Stark expresses more unconcealed approval than Martin - mobilizing the faithful in their hundreds and thousands. But the story can hardly end there. Even a moribund bureaucracy may be heir to a stock of social capital and this type of capital, unlike financial capital, though not very active, having been painfully built up, is not easily frittered away (Coleman 1988). We see this in the curious legitimacy of the Church of England which, despite declining attendance and financial contributions in many places, still remains a treasured piece of English culture, and indeed of English-speaking culture worldwide
, so that the largely non-churchgoing public and the thoroughly irreverent media express vehement opinions on issues such as the sex life of priests and whether the heir or heiress to the throne should marry a divorcee. The Church and its buildings offer a place exempt from social strife in troubled times and places, just as clergy have played the role of peacemakers or brokers in civil conflicts in Ireland and in many other parts f the world. 

If a condition of the existence of social capital is its infectious, bonding potential, then  the real question may be whether religious organizations give birth to other organizations which may create it: Base Christian Communities, NGOs, schools, religious orders and medical institutions… The Church of England, one way or another invented much of the education system in Britain and in its African colonies, and the Catholic Church invented health care as well as education in many countries, just as Christianity invented secularism. Charles Taylor has said that ‘One of the motives for defining a space of the secular has always been theological in Christendom, and continues to be so today’ (Taylor 1998), while David Martin, in an as yet unpublished paper entitled ‘The Religious and the Political’, develops the point that the aspiration of Christianity to  ‘cover the whole of life’ generates a secular system of authority (Martin 2008)
. So now we must ask about the ways in which religious organizations and movements build institutions, and how they may contribute to the quantum of social capital in the societies around them

3. ‘Unfavourable circumstances’

Building an institution means formulating and implementing a set of rules and rituals which set and protect boundaries, offer predictability and iteration (in rituals), and ensure trust. This may seem elementary, but in religion it touches on sensitive areas. Boundaries and rituals shape rites of passage, regulate the sex lives of followers, their marriage choices, their use of time and their family obligations. As an institution involved in such intimate matters religion differs from others because it straddles the public and private spheres in ways that make it impossible to be totally transparent and modern. Other institutions, such as medicine and the law, also straddle these spheres, but whereas doctors and lawyers are supposed to apply a specific type of knowledge only to specific areas of people’s intimate lives under specified conditions and rules, in some movements, churches and sects, pastors, priests and Rabbis give instructions in unlimited spheres and are bound only by rules of their own making. Furthermore, when people consult pastors and Rabbis, or submit to their authority, they trust them not for their formal qualifications but for their innate gifts which endow them with unconstrained authority – hence the word charisma which refers to qualities conferred by a magical procedure. So the trust placed in them can on occasion know few limits. The most mainstream, hegemonic and respectable religious institutions place limits on charisma, yet even the most ponderous still retain a hint of this charismatic authority. This does not compare, however, with the most dynamic contemporary movements – evangelical Christians, Jewish t’shuva (return) movements, even West Bank settlers – which place far more authority in the hands of religious leaders, who themselves have often acquired their office through self-designation, and often exercise inordinate influence over the lives of their followers, diagnosing, possession conducting exorcisms, or in the case of Chassidic Rabbis, advising on everything from the choice of marriage partner to business decisions. 

This uncontrolled crossing of public-private boundaries goes together with a degree of closure and esotericism. In a trivial sense no institution is entirely open because all impose conditions of entry, membership or protection. But religion conditions entry in quite distinctive ways: Christian institutions, even those whose followers are mostly ‘born into’ their faith, require all individuals  to pass certain ritual tests or to go through certain symbolic performances, to be members – baptism as a minimum, but more elaborate procedures for Pentecostals such as kneeling in public and ‘accepting Jesus’, and eventually baptism by total immersion. With more or less fervour and drama, all these rites of passage involve or invoke the supernatural. These considerations obviously mean that religion is not an open institution n a standard sense, and indeed the building and maintenance of frontiers is central to a religious institution or movement. The more dynamic the evangelical sects and movements, the more elaborate their rituals of joining, which is equivalent to establishing frontiers, even though they are not codified and are almost entirely unspoken. Secularized Jews who adopt a wholly new way of life in returning to strict observance or ultra-Orthodoxy, change the way they dress, the way they talk, the way they walk, where they live, their jobs, and so on until they have burnt their bridges with their previous life. In both cases there are many stages as a person moves from being – in the evangelical case – a regular attendant, to ‘accepting Jesus’, to paying dues, to receiving gifts of the Spirit (speaking in tongues, the gift of oratory and so on
), being entrusted with small jobs like sweeping the Church, and gradually ascending to teaching Sunday school, patrolling the aisles during services, and preaching.
  Jewish returnees also have to go through a series of stages, notably for example generational stages, before they can marry their children into longstanding ultra-Orthodox families.
 Adepts born into ultra-Orthodox families also go through a series of stages, changing their clothing, their headdress, the way they wear their beards, at different stages of the domestic and life cycle: among Chassidic sects male children have their first haircut at a certain age, graduate from one type of hat to another, wear a prayer shawl and attend ritual baths after marriage, while, once married, women have to attend the ritual baths and permanently cover their heads.

All these ritual practices draw and thicken frontiers and thus close the organizations off to outsiders. The campaigning ethos of evangelicals opens certain doors, but does not open the organization; rather the contrary: the most evangelical (the Jewish Lubavitch sect, the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God) are the most secretive. Researchers are made acutely aware of this when they appreciate that certain subjects – notably money, internal politics and decision-making – are off-limits, and also when they realise how hard – indeed impossible - it is to feign membership: even where dress seems not to be a badge of belonging, an outsider stands out and is aware of standing out.

So, despite great commitment by followers, their ability to generate social capital is in doubt, and this for structural, not incidental, reasons arising from core features. Even, when they have been secularized religious organizations are not like others: conversion-led and fundamentalist movements are particularly distinct,  especially when healing and exorcism come into play. 

Together with thick frontiers goes an apparently above average willingness among followers to contribute financially, though the closed character of the organization means that  reliable data are unobtainable on this point. And the willingness to give is particularly impressive in the light of the low income groups who are the prime constituency of Pentecostal churches.
 These movements can also generate a remarkable array of organizations for their followers: among ultra-Orthodox Jews there is provision of schools, charitable works, old age homes, community centres offering (for example) accessible rates for weddings, and rotating credit societies (gemachim)
. Apart from the Adventists, Evangelicals, in my observation in Brazil, spawn fewer such offshoots, but the Universal Church has gone into social work and in Bahia I have visited schools run by the Assemblies of God in partnership with municipal governments. It sounds like a lot of social capital, but does it increase the social capital available in society as a whole? Certainly Jewish ultra-Orthodox provision is for their own. And was not the point of Putnam’s theory that somehow associative life and the modes of interaction it encourages are of benefit not merely to those directly involved but to society as a whole, notably to the construction of institutions?

Religion’s contribution to social capital, therefore, may itself be a question of balance between internal and external, public and private, openness and closure in a movement or organization’s relation to followers and outsiders. We can illustrate the point by noting that rotating credit, in which members of a society all contribute on a regular basis and then take it in turns to borrow from the collective pot, functions on a delicate balance of trust and gossip: although borrowings are not secured against assets, they are guaranteed by individuals and registered in a legal document: the individual who defaults has trouble both with the guarantor and with other members of the community. This can only operate in a tightly-knit community. 

4. Rational Choice: the power factor

One of the many ways in which religious movements vary, is precisely in the demands they impose on followers, ranging from those which try to involve them in the management and administration of the church, and which recognize gifts of the spirit among even the humblest, to those who treat their followers almost as customers at a supermarket. Therefore we can develop an analytical framework which would allow us to unpack church organization and religious participation and see what factors influence the creation and strengthening of social capital.

Rational choice theory goes some way to offering a plausible and parsimonious explanation of why some religious movements and organizations succeed. The quasi-tribal division among sociologists of religion over this approach is as irrational as all tribalisms. It is clear from Wilson’s response to Stark’s attacks, for example that they had  quite different understandings of secularization (Wilson 1998), while Stark muddies the waters by conflating secularization theorists’ hostility to his method with hostility to his conclusions, regarding them (wrongly and unfairly) as opponents of religion, as in the early chapters of Acts of faith (Stark and Finke 2000). Bruce’s polemic, for its part, , is peppered with unabashed hostility to ‘a handful of US sociologists’ (Bruce 1999) (p.2). The argument here, in contrast, is that rational choice can make good sense if modified in certain ways.

In responding to the question why those religious organizations which impose the most stringent demands seem to attract and retain so many followers, the rational choice approach says not only that they provide benefits to them in the form of charity, solidarity and shared facilities, but also, crucially, that the often demanding sacrifices they expect ensure that only true believers will join, and free riders will be discouraged (Iannacone 1997; Berman 2000).  Paradoxically, the stringency of demands, at least up to a point, ensures individuals will contribute and also benefit. These explanations largely eschew ideological choices and focus on the everyday life of the people concerned – indeed it would be better if this approach were called the ‘everyday life approach’ because the word ‘rational’ has been a distraction, leading many people to think that it claims that religious belief itself is rational. I prefer to see it rather as an approach which attaches much importance to the strategies individuals adopt in their daily lives and which does not stress belief very much at all – despite the evident religious sympathies of some of its advocates. Indeed, one of the merits of this approach is precisely that it does not require the interpreter to make always uncertain assumptions about the relationship between individuals’ professed beliefs and their actions. Bruce takes this to be a drawback, largely on the basis that faith and belief are observable causal factors: the rational choice theorists, though they may not doubt the existence of faith, do not see how it can be observed and introduced into a causal sequence. But since Bruce also lists the numerous everyday non-ideological mechanisms whereby a church like that of the North Ireland politician-preacher Ian Paisley places members under severe pressure to conform, contribute and participate (p.144), it is hard to see the disagreement as more than a point of detail. 

The rational choice approach may not be very good at explaining the religious aspects of  religious participation: indeed it seems to work best when benefits of membership in a ‘club’ (economists’ technical term) are material and observable: for example in Israel, where direct and indirect government subsidies flow into the institutions of ultra-Orthodox Judaism, and where men who study Torah full time are exempt from military service, the incentive to free ride to avoid military service could be substantial, and so the leaders of the ultra-Orthodox institutions (yeshiva or study centre heads, and dynastic or quasi-dynastic Chassidic authorities) have over time taken measures to ensure that those who do benefit from these provisions are sincere in their adherence, or at least behave as if they were (Berman 2000). Among Chassidim there is quite often a division of labour between those who study or otherwise devote themselves to full-time religious activity and those who are involved in business. The latter make large donations to the religious institutions, so again to keep the funds flowing the leadership must make sure that these donations only support the true believers. Pentecostals in Latin America, and perhaps elsewhere, have a reputation as honest and hard-working employees, so they must guard against impostors. This self-protection is helped (though perhaps not exactly ‘caused’) by the imposition of very austere dress codes – as among Chassidim and other ultra-Orthodox Jews - of the sort which impostors would find irksome. The Brazilian Deus é Amor church (Lehmann 1996) offers an extreme example amng Pentecostals of an austere dress code, but others do the same perhaps less explicitly. All Pentecostal churches, from the largest federations to the tiniest local chapel, demand, 10 per cent of pre-tax income as tithes, and sometimes donations beyond that: some do so in a very public way during services, others more discretely. 

But religion would not be religion if the benefits of affiliation were entirely material and observable. One fundamental way which ‘makes religion religious differs is in the uncertainty and intangibility of its benefits for individuals (inter alia salvation, divine healing, eternal life, peace of mind, overcoming infertility): traditionally sociologists  have been less concerned with individual rewards of religion than with social and cultural effects or sanctions. Rational choice theorists, who are concerned with individuals, deal with this by conjuring ‘compensators’ out of an idiosyncratic psychology of their own. ‘Most people desire immortality’, Rodney Stark tells us, (Stark 1997)  but do they? In Stark’s understanding a compensator compensates for the unachievable desires which humans are so to speak condemned to harbour: thus compensation for mortality can be obtained, for example, by following a religion’s instructions about how to achieve immortality. No guarantee, of course, but a help nevertheless: as much a consolation as a compensation. 

I propose a different assumption: religious activists and officials try to place their followers and potential followers in a position where their choices are limited: at one extreme the limitations are light, at the other they are strict. Organizations achieve their ability to enforce these limitations – their power – by various means: controlling reproduction and influencing the upbringing and education of new generations; attracting streams of converts who become highly dependent on the organization; obtaining resources from the state and allocating them in part as incentives among followers and movement activities.

Thus the decisions made by ultra-Orthodox (also known as haredi) Jews about their lives are deeply affected by the enormous pressure their parents are under to send them as children to religious schools where skills needed for pursuing a secular career or profession are excluded from the curriculum. This is especially the case in Israel, but even in the diaspora only minimum secular skills are imparted in these schools. In Israel most of their pupils seem to either become full-time Torah learners or religious artisans, while girls become schoolteachers and often support their families and their husbands learn – i.e. study Rabbinic texts. The purpose of the Rabbinic authorities in establishing this educational control system is presumably to make it hard for the ultra-Orthodox to pursue secular careers. At the micro-level there are also powerful constraining pressures from below: in tightly knit social worlds gossip plays a part in keeping people away from the secular world, and, given the unpredictability of Rabbinic rulings, a preference for the most stringent alternative in cases of doubt is a prudent strategy to avoid disapproval. Thus in addition to pressure from above, the social dynamic among followers ratchets up the stringency norms. In addition, through their control of funds and the economic disabling of their followers, Rabbinic leaders have surely created a system of personal dependence – hardly the sort of associative life which would spread social capital. 

These observations bring to the fore a variable which is hardly ever mentioned in the rational choice or the social capital literature, namely power.
 The argument here, in contrast, is that leaders exercise power to limit the alternatives available to their followers, so as to encourage compliant behaviour, thus framing their choices. Furthermore, and crucially for this model, their power hinges on the inherently intangible and uncertain character of religious rewards. By the time we know whether we have been saved, will it not, after all, be too late?

But authority and power cannot rely entirely on manipulation and opacity. There are pressures for transparency too. Wealthy persons or institutions who provide funds to a religious organization (probably so as to be spared pressures from petitioners, scroungers and hangers-on) probably want, among other things, some degree of confidence that the funds will be properly spent. On the other side, those who stand to benefit from their largesse want to be assured individually that they will benefit, and that others will not benefit unduly. So, in a perfect world, everyone has an interest in a rational, impersonal and highly institutionalized method of distributing the benefits. Thus it is in their interest to seek out, as leader, a person ready to risk sacrifice (Atran 2003; Lehmann 2005), a saintly Rabbi or pastor, above the slightest suspicion of vested interest, who is more likely to be trusted by donors as a partner and by followers as a leader in a cooperative venture. The loans made by rotating credit societies (which are independent of Rabbis and of supernatural dealings) are formal and enforceable, not based merely on a handshake, and in cases of dispute go either to court or to a mutually acceptable Rabbinic authority. Paradoxically, that reflects more trust: when a mere handshake is enough it usually means that one party is so powerful that the other might be afraid, in requesting a formal document, to suggest that the dominant party (a landlord, a mobster, a ‘man of honour’) might fail to abide by the agreement. In short, the weaker party is intimidated and trust is deficient. 

Since information is never perfect or equitably distributed, transparency is not always available. Although individuals know that they can deceive one another and are also, broadly, aware that if they persist in deceiving one another, the ‘moral basis of community life’ will founder (Atran 2003:117), there is always a risk that people will try to ‘get away with’ something. That is why witches and mafia, who live by deception and by doing deals behind the backs of others, are held up as examples of what can go wrong, but that is also why they are feared (Lehmann 2001). It is also why special powers are attributed to charismatic individuals, who are not only prepared to risk sacrifice, but are said to possess charismatic gifts and special powers of insight. 

So, somehow, the leader has to tread a delicate path between rational authority and supernatural empowerment. If the balance goes too far towards the former, then the institution loses its supernatural qualities and comes resemble a company or a legal apparatus, the fate predicted by rational choice theorists for established and hegemonic churches in Europe. If it goes too far the other way it can go to the extreme of self-destructive cults, though more likely it will just fail to develop and rise and fall with one single leader.

We can observe contrasting examples in the two traditions of ultra-Orthodox Judaism – the Lithuanians and the various Chassidic sects. Among the Lithuanians, who regard themselves as less superstitious and less given to physical and emotive exhibitions of their religiosity, the authority figures are the heads of yeshivas and they tend to marry their daughters to suitable successors, thus avoiding the risks of handing on to their sons, which is to some extent a lottery. In Chassidic sects, in contrast, the principle is broadly dynastic, and leaders are credited with supernatural powers for example of insight, or of healing. But this personal power is balanced by the creation of numerous organizations and advisory Committees, whose deliberations, though not open to outside scrutiny, presumably guide and constrain the Rebbe. Chassidim say that they consult their Rebbe on ‘everything’ – marriage, career choice, investment,  wedding expenditure etc etc. ad infinitum. Since the Rebbe cannot deal with the tens or hundreds of messages and consultations which reach him every day, he must have a secretariat, though that is never mentioned. 

Evangelical churches face a similar problem of fund-raising and preservation of authority. They receive less from the state or from charities than the Jewish sects and institutions we have mentioned, especially per capita, given the far larger numbers and relative poverty of their followers. Without wealthy donors or substantial state support most of them are even more reliant on their followers for funding, but not as a rule as stringent in their life-style demands as the Jewish ultra-Orthodox (though to be sure, to properly test this one would have to develop an index of stringency in life-style demands.)  Unsurprisingly, therefore, they exact a tithe, though apart from the Brazilian data assemblage quoted above (footnote 10) we know little of how this varies between countries, classes, churches or any other variable. (Sociologists seem shy of dealing in any detail with the central question of money in religion…) The personal quality of the relationship between pastor and followers varies a lot, from churches where a single individual in a single church administers, diagnoses, cures, exorcises and, cares for souls in a very personal manner, while also taking care of administration and finances, to neo-Pentecostal churches where we observe ‘wholesale’ exorcisms and cures as well as a substantial managerial apparatus. The Universal Church of the Kingdom of God was founded in Brazil in the late 1970s, and now is a worldwide organization: its centralized management, contrasted with the classic decentralized pattern of Pentecostalism, has inspired the concept of neo-Pentecostalism. The Universal Church mobilizes concepts of possession and ‘liberation’ (exorcism) with great brio, engages with and also denounces indigenous possession cults wherever it finds itself (Lehmann 2001) and thus draws on the themes of classic Pentecostalism while accentuating their theatrical aspects (Campos 1997). In addition to its large scale, it also departs from the classical model by rotating preachers between churches to prevent them from developing personal ties to church followers. Here the preachers and the church workers embody and manage the cures and exorcisms, while the managerial apparatus which deploys them takes care of finance. It is not precisely transparent – far from it – but it is a novel way, in Pentecostalism, of dividing the manipulation of magical uncertainty from the administration of the church’s resources.

These manipulations of uncertainty confer added power on pastors: if a cure is successful the pastor’s influence is enhanced, more people will come to him and his coffers will bulge.  More usually the outcome is in doubt and the respective responsibilities of healer, exorcist and sufferer in even greater doubt. The pastor or church worker can capitalize on his or her monopoly of access to the supernatural by suggesting the cure was administered by an impostor or by someone similarly possessed, or that it is the sufferer him or herself who, by hiding something, is responsible, or maybe that the devils are just too powerful. The model so far has indicated that these charismatic and fundamentalist movements are in principle capable of building institutions and can generate trusting and transparent relationships through them. However, in their different ways they must also, if they are to preserve their frontiers and hold on to their followings, maintain a magical and mysterious dimension which is the preserve of personalistic, uncertain, highly manipulable monopolistic and power-ridden relationships, in which trust is never free of fear. 

The ultra-Orthodox Jewish examples embody much social capital, but their religious core is an undemocratic apparatus, lacking participative decision-making. The culture furthermore abounds in beliefs about the evil eye, the harm done by gossip (the evil tongue), the ‘drive to evil’. Also, interpretation of Rabbinic texts for the purpose of rulings is in the end a matter of the personal judgment of the Rabbi in question. So even where religion spawns social solidarity in bucketfuls, there is still personal dependence and concentration of power. Pentecostals for their part, in our experience and in the literature, clearly develop much bonding social capital, but they have not invested in the more trust-based transparent provision which is less reliant on personal relationships. The Universal Church has provided a novel response to the resulting propensity to splits and breakaways, which are so common in Pentecostalism, but at the price of an opaque centralized transnational administrative apparatus.

5. Conclusion

This paper has distinguished between social capital and quantitative growth, between the internal cohesion of a religious organization and its contribution to the institutional apparatus of the society in which it exists. It has also distinguished between institutionalization in core religious institutions and in organizations which have grown out of them. 

The role of the unfavourable circumstances in which religious organizations are observed to grow sometimes very rapidly, we have provisionally reached the conclusion that the religious organizations which do grow in those circumstances may not exactly be providing social capital to society, even if they are empowering their leaders and providing benefits for their followers, and attracting converts and returnees (or ‘reverts’) in very large numbers. 

Indeed the phenomenon of conversion would have an important place in any fuller explanation of sustained participation and submission to stringent requirements in evangelical sects, for whom of conversion and proselytism are a their raison d’être. This phenomenon of churches whose membership is almost entirely accounted for by converts is relatively modern – i.e. twentieth century – and has also spread to certain Jewish sects and Islamist movements where people who are, strictly speaking, returning to their own heritage, can be counted, sociologically and psychologically, as converts. This helps to empower pastors and thus helps them to impose a tight framework on the choices made by followers, because, having ‘burnt their bridges’, converts are heavily dependent on their new community and eager to show readiness to help and contribute. Whatever the numbers involved, or indeed the shades of conversion, ranging from those who, though born into evangelical families, still have to be ‘born again’ to be fully accepted, to those who come from completely secular backgrounds, the point to bear in mind is that qualitatively, conversion is a driving force in all evangelizing sects and movements in all these three traditions. 

The modified version of rational choice presented here is based on the idea that it is necessary to introduce a concept of power if it is to provide a good explanation of the functioning of evangelical churches and sects. The type of power involved is usually personal and grounded in personal dependence, so that the churches’ contribution to social capital is correspondingly limited. 

The rational choice approach explains why people are prepared to make the contributions in money and time to build churches physically and institutionally. But the lack of political impact of Pentecostalism in spite of its millions of followers, reflects the observation made here and by Putnam, that evangelical churches may create social capital for their followers but the style of authority and the importance attached by the churches to drawing up and consolidating social boundaries between their members and ‘the world’ or ‘the world of darkness’ (as trevas as my Brazilian interviewees used to say) militate against their chances of creating social capital for others. 

It is, however, necessary to conclude on a cautionary note, for it might be argued that Pentecostals are merely filling a deep social capital void. The discussion in this paper has been premised on the implicit assumption that religious organizations, notably Pentecostal churches, bring some degree of cohesiveness to fractured social environments. The cohesiveness may be limited to their members, and  if measured it may not turn out to be very substantial, but the assumption is that the texture of social relationships at least among their followers is more cooperative and exhibits shared goals. But we can turn the assumptions round and ask whether an inclination to take a positive view of religious organizations is not conditioned by the difficult circumstances themselves: where there is hardly any grassroots organization the churches stand out, but this may simply reflect the lack of competition rather than the merits of religion as compared with other forms of popular organization in the creation of trust and institutional life. The point is brought home forcefully by a reading of Omar McRoberts’ study of religious districts in Boston (Massachusetts) (McRoberts 2005), in which ‘the glut of vacant commercial spaces… provided ample space for religious institutions looking for cheap rents’ (p. 139). McRoberts insists on the very high proportion of worshippers from outside the neighbourhood, but if we look to the slums of Nairobi or the favelas of Rio, where church worshippers are clearly local inhabitants, the model of depressed areas with little competition for premises still fits well. Here religious markets are totally unregulated, like the informal economic activity which proliferates, and there are no inherited monopolies or hegemonies, so the task of aspiring pastors is to attract and retain followers using the mechanisms which have been described in this paper. Stated in other terms, the churches locate themselves in difficult circumstances because they have little extra to offer in places better endowed with social capital. That, however, like conversion, is for another paper. 
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 ADDIN 
� Joao Salles’ documentary Historia de uma guerra particular, a realistic complement to the film, and book, Cidade de Deus. The evidence that evangelical churches find their followings principally among the poorest strata is abundant for Latin America, (Lehmann 1996). In South Africa they tend to grow more among the social strata just above the poorest (Garner 1998 and 2000), but elsewhere in Africa they are present in all social strata, even the very poorest (Englund 2007)The differentiation types of Pentecostalism in relation to socio-economic classes  is a subject ripe for research, although the qualitative literature gives strong indications. Pew surveys do not include such variables.


� In November 2006, for example, I attended a conference in Oslo called by the World Bank, UNDP and the Norwegian aid agency where representatives of a very diverse set of religious organizations and institutions promoted their claim to be able to take a proactive and positive role in development.


� The differences between Chassidim, who tend to be religiously more mystical and, very broadly speaking, more involved in business, and ‘the rest’ who are often known as ‘Lithuanians’ and among whom married men seem even more frequently to devote themselves to full-time study, could be the subject of a long book (yet to be written) because the two categories have changed markedly in the post-war period and continue to evolve today. Lithuanians are known as such because of the method of Talmudic study which developed in yeshivas in Vilna and spread throughout Eastern Europe from the late 18th century. For them the lead institution is the yeshiva, but their loyalties – and most importantly their choices of marriage partner – are to the Lithuanian community generally, not to a local institution, while the yeshivas tend to be independent and not to intrude into the private lives of the community. 


� I refer here to ultra-Orthodox (Chassidim and , ‘Lithuanians’). Among ‘modern Orthodox’, such as the British United Synagogue, committees including lay notables hire (and fire) Rabbis, including the Chief Rabbi.


� Notably because no sooner had the book been published than Italy’s entire political system was engulfed by the fistful of corruption scandals known as the mani pulite inquiries. These led eventually to a complete destructuring of the parties as they then were: the Christian Democrats and the Socialists were dissolved, as were the Communists. The scandals started not in the South but in the North, arising from deals involving the building of the Milan metro for example. It would nevertheless be wrong to draw conclusions from these affairs involving the elite about the tenor of social relationships in the streets and neighbourhoods of Northern Italy.


� As witness the ferocious debates about same-sex marriages and homosexual priests in the worldwide Anglican communion. 


� If Christianity covers the whole of life, comprehensively, rather than being just a ritual practice, the urge to social or imperial unity will create a universal institution, with a universal head, a Pontifex Maximus, sitting adjacent to the Emperor, just as bishop sits adjacent to senator. … The result is that the space between Christianity and “the world” is converted into a space between church hierarchies and secular hierarchies, while another space emerges inside the Church between “secular” clergy and “religious” virtuosi who pursue Christian ideals in bounded communities, which are in their turn stabilised by a “rule” administered by authoritative “fathers-in-God”.





� I Corinthians 12:8-10. Wisdom, knowledge, faith, gifts of healing, working of miracles, prophecy, discerning of spirits, kinds of tongues, and the interpretation of tongues


� A pattern observed during fieldwork in Brazil in the 1990s, especially in the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God.


� Observations in fieldwork in Israel and North London in 2003-5.


� An extensive statistical analysis of religion in Brazil conducted  by the ‘Economía Social das Religiões’ programme at the Fundação Getulio Vargas (2007) shows that family income among Pentecostals was one quarter less than among Catholics (but three quarters less than followers of Oriental religions!) and that average (individual) income was also one third less than that of the population as a whole. The results are available on the internet at � HYPERLINK "http://www4.fgv.br" ��http://www4.fgv.br� The data are derived from Census microdata and the Family Budget Surveys conducted by the Government Statistical Institute (IBGE) for 2003. The study also confirms that Pentecostals also give more generously to their churches: 2.34 per cent of their family income, compared with 0.71 per cent for Catholics: in absolute terms their donations are three times as great as those of the Catholics.





� An acronym of gemilut chasadim – acts of kindness.


� Stark does introduce a variable similar to power, namely differential wealth, à propos of the compensators which, in his theory, comfort individuals in their frustrated search for immortality or ultimate meaning. The wealthy, he says, having more this-worldly opportunities, have more opportunities and therefore are much less likely to accept compensators than the poor who have few alternatives. This seems trivial. After all, are not compensators, if they have any causal or analytical efficacy at all, supposed to compensate for the non-material frustrations of life on earth? More fundamentally, only an extreme hedonist would assume that one’s propensity to worry about metaphysics is directly correlated to wealth.





*  This is a revised version of a paper previously published in Portuguese in Horizontes Antropologicos (Porto Alegre) Jan./June 2007, vol.13, no.27, p.69-98. An even earlier version originally presented at the SISR meeting in Zagreb 2004. The author wishes to thank Harri Englund for helpful advice.
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