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Foreword

Christian Pentecostalism as Post-Protestant Weberian Religious Rationalization

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT RELIGIOUS change in two K’iche’
Maya municipios (townships) in the western highlands of
Guatemala “caught between collapse of the old and exclu-
sion from the new” Author and editor John Hawkins
gives pride of place to student ethnographies of K’iche’
Maya religious traditionalists, Evangelical Protestants,
and orthodox and charismatic Catholics from the field
school he and Walter Adams directed in Santa Catarina
Ixtahuacan and Nahuald, Department of Solola, in 2002—
2003. The centerpiece of this book, however, is the way
Hawkins explains the proliferation of Catholic charismat-
ics and Protestant Evangelicals in these ethnographies.
He argues that regardless of denomination, their shared
Pentecostal-style worship of high-decibel, hands-on,
glossolalic communion with the Holy Spirit makes them
sufficiently distinct liturgically and theologically from
sedate, mainstream Catholicism, Protestantism, and
Eastern Orthodoxy to warrant designating them a fourth
branch of Christianity that he dubs “Christian Pentecos-
talism” He goes on to attribute the widespread appeal of
this ecstatic form of Christianity in Latin America and
elsewhere to the impact of global capitalism. In Hawkins’s
view, far from being extravagant or irrational, Christian
Pentecostalism’s embrace of the Holy Spirit holds a revo-
lutionary potential for renewed civic virtue.

What most struck me on first reading the manuscript
of this book was its neo-Weberian scope and significance
that take it far beyond field school ethnographies of mil-
lenarian outcry against modernity. In its ethnographic
rationalization of actors’ changing religious orientations,
its attention to inner-worldly salvation in the Holy Spirit,
and its appreciation of the unintended consequences of
such salvation in a neoliberal, capitalist world, Hawkins’s
argument speaks to the breadth of Max Weber’s sociol-
ogy of religion. It is important to remember that Weber
(1978[1968]) wrote about religion not for its own sake,
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but to understand how, under different historical circum-
stances, value-rational social action devoted to engaging
the world as a meaningful totality comes to rationalize
different action orientations of religious carriers and sta-
tus groups. In like fashion, Hawkins’s theory of Christian
Pentecostalism develops a model of religious rationaliza-
tion—in Weberian terms, the interplay of religious val-
ues and social action, not progressively more “reasoned”
religions—under conditions of late capitalism experi-
enced from the bottom up in peripheral places like Gua-
temala. As such, this book proves a worthy, and no less
provocative, sequel to Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism (1996).

In relating Christian Pentecostalism to capitalist glo-
balization, Hawkins does more than apply Weber’s Prot-
estant work ethic to Maya production, as Sheldon Annis
(1987) once did. Instead, I see Hawkins advancing Weber’s
Protestant ethic thesis by proposing Christian Pentecos-
talism as a new form of Christianity that he might have
called (but modestly chose not to) “post-Protestant” in
its ecstatic redemption of life worlds brought to crisis by
the very capitalist order that Weber argued Protestant-
ism helped rationalize in the first place. If, as Weber con-
cluded, Calvinist anxiety over preordained, otherworldly
salvation begat a Puritan worldly asceticism of living life
as a divine calling in which success became proof of sal-
vation but inevitably succumbed to the ceaseless striving
for material gain dictated by modern capitalism, Haw-
kins argues that Maya Christian Pentecostals try to alle-
viate the disruptions of global capitalism by personally
renouncing worldly vices in order to garner acceptance
and respect from fellow congregants and sanctification
from the Holy Spirit. Together, these aspirations allow
Maya Christian Pentecostals a meaningful alternative to
past religious imperatives and to inveigh morally against
a present fallen world. Hawkins’s Christian Pentecostals
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become the spiritual heirs of Weber’s Puritan saints to the
extent they embody what happens to the Protestant ethic
as the world that that ethos unintentionally made possible
further transforms under neoliberal globalization. The-
oretically, they reveal what otherworldly salvation looks
like in the face of the inescapable, this-worldly, materialist
morality Weber attributed to the modern economic order.

This rich, provocative argument holds intriguing
neo-Weberian implications that John Hawkins, ever
the generous and gracious colleague, has invited me
to speculate on here as a complement to his own prob-
ing Durkheimian concerns with community renewal,
moral revitalization, and life-affirming reciprocity.
First, and perhaps most incidentally, the reversal of
terms and inversion of relationships between his the-
ory and Weber’s meet almost too perfectly Lévi-Strauss’s
(1955:442-443) definition of structural equivalence:
Puritan preoccupation with otherworldly salvation
becomes Christian Pentecostal dispossession by global
capitalism; worldly asceticism as a calling from God
becomes inner-worldly self-discipline against congrega-
tionally declared vices; worldly success as a testament to
God’s glory becomes sanctification of the dispossessed
through this-worldly baptism in the Holy Spirit; eter-
nal salvation as God’s unknowable justification by grace
alone becomes a self-actualized, if provisional, commu-
nion with the Holy Spirit before fellow congregants; the
loneliness of the Protestant believer before God becomes
mutual acceptance in self-selective congregations; and
the irresistible temptation of capitalist wealth that cor-
rupts the priesthood of all believers becomes the holy if
sectarian wail of all prophets for personal redemption
in a fallen world. Hawkins proposes no Lévi-Straussian
structure here, but in focusing on the same concerns as
Weber’s—inner-worldly asceticism, otherworldly sal-
vation in the face of this-worldly morality, the search
for meaning in an unknown fate—his theory suggests
that the confluence of historical circumstances and
action orientations that Weber identified as central to
the emergence of modernity still shapes its aftermath
in these so-called postmodern times. Indeed, the rise of
Christian Pentecostalism as a new form of Christianity
may mark a comparable moment of historical transfor-
mation in modernity’s global reach as experienced from
below.

Second, as modernity runs historically to global crisis,
Hawkins tempers Weber’s pessimism about the inevitable
triumph of capitalism’s compulsory competition for wealth

by affirming the enduring power of ecstatic charisma to
heal the world. For Hawkins, Christian Pentecostalism
represents a direct response to late capitalist globalization,
especially as economic hyperintegration binds local places
to a mystifying complexity of distant but interdependent
elsewheres. Hawkins knows that explaining the incongru-
ity of ecstatic possession within advanced capitalism calls
for more than the reductive functionalism of millennial
recursion to the past, defiant (or despairing) emotional
release, or redirected postcolonial protest against mar-
ginalization in the present. Although he considers each of
these, rather than settle for what Christian Pentecostalism
does, he focuses on what it is to the people who practice
it. As Weber might, he attends closely to how Christian
Pentecostal worship—most distinctively, speaking in
tongues—resonates with the occult truth-telling of tradi-
tional Maya shamans and diviners even as it forsakes their
ritual revelations for a Holy Spirit open to and self-evident
before all. Ecstatic possession by the Holy Spirit becomes
more compelling as failing K’iche’ Maya subsistence maize
cultivation ceases to justify shamanic exchanges with local
earth lords and ancestors, and as the necessary improvi-
sations of survival in a globalizing Guatemala favor more
personal spiritual empowerment against a world now
indifferent to old Maya covenants with land, place, and
ancestors.

Third, Hawkins’s treatment of Christian Pentecos-
talism as both rationalized by received Maya religios-
ity and rationalizing of morally compromised Maya
entanglements in modernity fits theoretically with
Weber’s broader conception of rationalization as a
double-sided historical process derived from constella-
tions of accepted values but driven by actors’ felt need
to reformulate those values as new circumstances chal-
lenge established actions and understandings (Kalberg
1980). Like the good anthropologist he is, Hawkins rec-
ognizes that if Christian Pentecostalism represents a
new form of Christianity, its wide occurrence requires
more than local rationalization. Similarly, in good
Weberian fashion, he looks to global capitalism’s top-
down importunities on local ways of life and livelihood
as the relevant circumstance that Christian Pentecos-
talism religiously rationalizes from the bottom up. To
the extent that Weber was right, and capitalism already
presumes Protestant-derived values, this Christian Pen-
tecostal religious rationalization becomes all the more
“post-Protestant” in reshaping Weber’s “Protestant ethic”
of hoped-for salvation through unceasing work into a



response to the increasingly macrocosmic capitalist
commodification of people’s microcosmic efforts to save
themselves materially and spiritually with what they
have at hand. (For the interplay of microcosmic “mys-
tics” against macrocosmic markets in North American
religious revivalism, see Rodseth and Olsen 2000.) As
unseen markets and the demand for alienated labor
make self-sanctifying worldly success more problematic
for people on the margins regardless of identity, abode,
or religious orientation, Christian Pentecostalism reori-
ents the Protestant-cum-capitalist ethic of ceaselessly
striving in the world to a post-Protestant but still very
much this-worldly spiritual sanctification by promising
microcosmically oriented converts the personal moral
surety of the Holy Spirit's macrocosmic—but appropri-
ately unintelligible—gift of tongues.

More speculatively, this possible association between
the Holy Spirit and macrocosmic capitalism’s enigmatic
dictates and inchoate promise may help further clar-
ify how Christian Pentecostal trancing and speaking in
tongues rationalizes the instrumental opportunism of
striving in a capitalist world. Far from senseless, posses-
sion by the Holy Spirit powerfully answers the felt need
for individual self-affirmation before the mystifying
fluctuations of work and wages, production and profit
in global marketplaces, and the indifference (if not cor-
ruption) of state regulators and enforcers. Such personal
affirmation, however, involves more than the Holy Spirit
alone. It depends equally on what could be called the “col-
lective individuation” in Christian Pentecostal worship
itself. Long distinctive of Pentecostalism, congregations
gather to deafening music, song, and preaching—what
Hawkins knowingly calls the “pentecostal wail”—but
members pray individually in a cacophony of voices to
the Holy Spirit that answers only the chosen with tranc-
ing, healing, and speaking in tongues. Unlike distant
markets or official regulations that appear arbitrarily to
advantage or disadvantage, the Holy Spirit presumably
sanctifies only the truly worthy. This not only empowers
the individuals so blessed before their own congregations
to transcend old moral covenants and the moral failings
of a wider world beyond local control or suasion. It also
inspires them to find their way in that world—itself glos-
solalic in too often obscuring understanding or anticipa-
tion but now made meaningful in each devotee’s internal-
ized cacophony of speaking the speech of all nations as
proof of their own living salvation.

Such empowerment in turn raises the prospect that
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this post-Protestant Christian Pentecostal religious ratio-
nalization of sanctifying collective individuation ulti-
mately, if unintentionally, promotes capitalist values of
possessive individualism. That is, the gift of the Holy
Spirit comes from on high, but spiritual possession from
above becomes a personal possession of those below
already “gifted” with their own charisma of moral virtuos-
ity to resist the worldly vices prohibited by their congre-
gation. This moral rectitude, along with the fervency of
their faith in cult song and prayer, defines the unceasing
work they must do to save themselves in the Holy Spirit—
and in the eyes of their congregation. Should their gift
fail, revocation by the Holy Spirit—or rebuke from other
congregants—makes their failings public to the congre-
gation that then calls them to redouble their moral, if not
practical, striving for personal repentance, redemption,
and repossession of (not just by) the Holy Spirit. To the
extent they comply, Christian Pentecostals become ever
more responsible—and liable—for saving themselves,
and congregational collective individuation prepares the
way for further capitalist alienation and possessive indi-
vidualism. Whether in this world or the next, salvation
demands the self-sacrifice not just of hard work, but of
rendering up that part of oneself drawn to worldly affairs
and indulgences in favor of the self-sanctifying gift that
inclines the religiously minded to the Holy Spirit in the
first place. In both form and substance, the literal incom-
prehension in the Holy Spirit’s gift of tongues helps ratio-
nalize the unseen, incomprehensible workings of global
capitalism, just as sanctifying collective individuation in
Christian Pentecostal worship literally embodies unfath-
omable marketplaces as potentially, if inconstantly, acces-
sible to the appropriately, if imperfectly, gifted.

Last, Weber’s (1946a) observations on the congrega-
tional organization of Protestant sects further clarify
the post-Protestant direction of Christian Pentecostal-
ism. For Weber, Protestant sects differ from churches
(to which anyone can belong) in their self-selective
election and the equality of members. Admitted only
after adequate preparation and examination, congre-
gants must hold their own by constantly proving their
worth to each other through appropriate knowledge
and behavior. The resulting social self-esteem of mutual
acceptance enhances exclusivity in the congregation,
even as it licenses members to speak out equally on
matters of doctrine, practice, and propriety. This priv-
ileged egalitarianism extends to priests and proph-
ets, whose authority no longer flows solely from their
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charisma (or routinized status) as intermediaries with
the sacred. Instead, like oracles or diviners before them,
they are expected not only to provide services for the
congregation as a whole, but also to pastor congregants
individually on their path to salvation. While this helps
attract and retain members in competition with other
sects, parsing prophetic revelations into prescriptions
for everyday life risks “casuistically” depreciating their
sacred source and cosmic truths (Weber 1978:464-465).

At each turn, Christian Pentecostalism’s emphasis on
individual responsibility and evangelization ordained in
the Holy Spirit intensifies, if not transforms, these Webe-
rian congregational dynamics. While still predicated on
individual election through conformity to God’s word
and the rule of law (expressed most immediately in con-
gregational injunctions against immoral behavior), Chris-
tian Pentecostal sanctification in the Holy Spirit pushes
congregations in contradictory directions. As assemblies
of all prophets, congregations become ever more exclu-
sive, but personal righteousness can also make them
more exclusionary—and inspire self-sanctified dissent-
ers to leave and found their own congregations. Sectar-
ian schisms result, but the collective fervor essential to
Christian Pentecostal sanctification necessitates temper-
ing doctrinal disputation enough to attract new converts
to keep congregations viable. The Holy Spirit obliges by
minimizing, if not dispensing with, pastoral authority
over adepts, who become their own intermediaries with
the sacred. Collective individuation also obviates the rela-
tivization of charismatic revelations through each congre-
gant’s own direct religious experience, and doctrine comes
to focus increasingly on procedures and on the vices sin-
gled out for intolerance by the congregation. This, how-
ever, increases the risk of “idolatry” in Roy Rappaport’s
(1999:444) sense of “oversanctification of the specific” by
too closely equating congregational acceptance (or disap-
proval) with divine will, creating further grounds for both
sectarian intolerance and righteous disputation.

The egalitarian, exclusionary, experiential tensions
in Christian Pentecostal congregations result more in
what sociologist Emile Durkheim (1949[1893]:130-131)
called the mechanical solidarity of likeness, as opposed
to his organic solidarity of complementary interdepen-
dence. Despite the worldwide appeal of Christian Pente-
costalism, the fact that congregations tend toward tight-
knit insularity may limit the extent to which their moral
imperatives can generalize on larger, more diverse social
scales. This may occur most readily when state power

appeals to Christian Pentecostals’ respect for the rule of
law, God’s or otherwise, or to their moral rectitude as sub-
jects in the sense of a political constituency instead of as
self-actualizing, moral selves (Foucault 1982). Cynicism
aside, however, Weber (1946a:307-310) noted that congre-
gational organization in turn-of-the-twentieth-century
North America had diffused into secular society through
the growth of self-selective, voluntary associations—from
mutual aid and burial societies among the aspiring mid-
dle classes to “the Boys’ Club in school . . . the Athletic
Club or Greek Letter Society . . . the notable clubs of busi-
nessmen and the bourgeoisie . . . [and] the clubs of the
metropolitan plutocracy” All of these presumed election
by merit and ongoing, appropriate conduct that helped
to foster not only sober bourgeois respectability, but also
the wider bonds of “civil society” that made the United
States more than a “sand heap” of grasping opportunists.
Whatever the ultimate import of Christian Pentecostal-
ism under late capitalism, Weber reminds us that it will be
mediated by its congregational organization as well as by
the resulting action orientations of its individual converts.

All this said, these Weberesque ruminations remain
incidental to John Hawkins’s deeply humanistic concern
for the fate of Mayas in Guatemala and how Christian
Pentecostalism as community building, cultural revital-
ization, and moral reciprocity links their mountain fast-
ness of Solold to the heartland of the United States and
beyond. This ambitious book reflects the courage of Haw-
kins’s convictions as an anthropologist, ever committed
to both careful ethnography and comparative generaliza-
tion. In tracing the wider causes and consequences of his
and his students’ ethnographic findings, Hawkins argues
here for the revolutionary potential of Christian Pente-
costalism as “the only response so far devised that enables
a growing sector of the poor to conceptualize and con-
struct a meaningful and workable response to state fail-
ure, societal chaos, economic exploitation, and exclusion.”
While many (most?) secular humanist readers may well
decry—and thus perhaps not see coming—a Christian
Pentecostal revolution under God’s rule of law, Hawkins
again demonstrates the courage of his convictions to fol-
low his evidence where it leads and at least consider the
possibility. Given how convincingly he roots Christian
Pentecostalism in the same cultural and economic cri-
ses of dispossession, dislocation, and disregard that drive
current populist politics across the globe and the dema-
goguery at the heart of capitalist modernity, his proposi-
tion is one we need to take seriously.



As Weber (1946b) counseled, however, the path for-
ward remains historical, as much evolutionary as rev-
olutionary. It seldom leads where actors themselves
envision, and our task as social scientists is to seek clar-
ity—about actors’ values and orientations, the means
available to them, the consistency (or not) between their
means and ends, and the capacitating or countervailing
circumstances working for or against either or both. This
book draws clarity out of complexity in identifying and
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rationalizing Christian Pentecostalism. While some may
contest the answers it presents, the agenda it sets in the
questions it poses and where it looks for answers will
prove its own enduring, redemptive gift.

JOHN M. WATANABE
Dartmouth College






Preface

A Field School Approach to the Ethnography of Religion

JOHN P. HAWKINS

GIVEN THAT THE REST OF this book describes and
analyzes religion in Guatemala and around the world,
let me briefly describe the methods we used to bring
the data together. This is the fourth volume of ethnogra-
phy derived from the Brigham Young University (BYU)
Department of Anthropology’s Nahuald/Santa Catarina
Ixtahuacan Ethnographic Field School. (The first three are
Hawkins and Adams 2005a; Adams and Hawkins 2007;
and Hawkins, McDonald, and Adams 2013.) In other pub-
lications, we (Hawkins and Adams 2005b; Hawkins 2014;
and Hawkins and Adams 2014) describe the field school
rationale and procedures in some detail, so I do not say
much about our field school or field methods here. Suffice
it to say that the time period for most of the descriptive
fieldwork of this volume is mid-May through mid-August
2003, the exception being Larson and colleagues’ chapter,
which is based on fieldwork from mid-August through
late December 2002. Subsequently, several of the lead
authors of ethnographic chapters returned to these town-
ships for further fieldwork, which enriched their analyses.
Hawkins and Adams directed the field school in 1995-
2006 and have been doing fieldwork in Guatemala at var-
ious times, thinking about it frequently, and writing about
it for more than fifty and nearly forty years, respectively.
In the ethnographic chapters of part 1, each lead author
uses a variety of well-known qualitative and quantitative
methods. All were functionally fluent Spanish speakers
from the outset. Each had a K’iche’-Spanish translator
who also functioned as a field guide and companion. All
of the BYU students had attended a one-semester K’iche’
language course that effectively drilled language basics:
phrases, vocabulary, and grammar. (Some completed
two semesters.) This language exposure helped students
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maintain the quality of translations since most could
follow enough K’iche’ to determine whether the transla-
tor was doing a reasonably good job of translating into
Spanish, rather than summarizing or skipping. All con-
ducted interviews and kept field notes and transcriptions
of tape-recorded interviews in Spanish or in K’iche. The
translators produced interlinear translations from K’iche’
to Spanish and added commentary on interviews con-
ducted in K’iche’ Prior to discovering anthropology, Win-
ston Scott already spoke fluent Qeqchi, one of the Maya
family of languages along with K’iche. Consequently, he
quickly became functionally fluent in K’iche’

In each of the town centers or their associated aldeas
(rural hamlets) in Nahuald and Santa Catarina Ixta-
huacén, field school members and faculty lived, one to
each household, with families of traditionalist shamans,
healers, Ortho-Catholic leaders, Catholic carismadtico
group leaders, Pentecostal evangélico congregational
ministers, or quite ordinary people participating in one
or more of these ways of worship as experienced in that
location. Throughout this volume, first-person singular
pronouns refer to the experience and perspective of a
chapter’s lead author. “We” refers to collectively massaged
insights that involved the lead author, the field school
directors, and fellow students. All lead authors chose the
pseudonyms used in their chapter; any reuse between
chapters is purely coincidental and does not denote the
same person.

The substantial number of willing team members who
coordinated their work on interrelated segments of Gua-
temalan religion made possible this distinctive, compara-
tive, multisited approach. The term “multisited” references
goals elaborated by Marcus and Fischer (1986), Marcus
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(1995), and Falzon (2009), among others. They advocate
the study of an issue, process, concept, material substance,
social network, or symbolic “flow” by paying attention to
it at multiple locations and by trying to portray its various
interconnections and implications throughout a large or
even global cultural, symbolic, and social system. This we
have tried to do with regard to religion by distributing the
field school students throughout the diverse religious sys-
tem as experienced in Nahuala and Santa Catarina Ixta-
huacan. I could not have achieved this ethnographic result
alone, nor could I have arrived at the theoretical interpre-
tations I did based just on my own experiences. I benefited
from the wealth of their data and social connections over
the years.

Thus, I restate the claims I made in Hawkins (2014)
and in Hawkins and Adams (2014). A well-run ethno-
graphic field school can be a life-changing and effective
pedagogy for students of any major. In addition, the
undergraduate field school mobilized for publication can
be a powerful research method that ought to be among
the techniques available to any anthropologist. Our field

school’s multisited format made possible our simultane-
ous documentation of multiple faith practices. Had I been
doing fieldwork solo, I would not have had the time to
study all these strands of faith myself. Nor would I have
been allowed such diverse access to so many “pathways
to God” (Morgan 2005:90-91) by the sometimes jeal-
ous faith groups promulgating their truths. Simultane-
ous documentation by students in multiple locations and
habitats, as well as their social connections and my own,
enabled me to attend to all styles of religious practice in
an atmosphere of trust and provided me a much richer
and broader range of experiences. The range of religions
we delved into allowed me to see similarities among Pen-
tecostals and charismatics that I would not otherwise
have seen. It enabled me to recognize them as “Christian
Pentecostals.” Thus, the conclusions of this book emerge
as a direct product of collaboration in undergraduate
research using the field school format. I recommend this
approach to others as a legitimate research method and a
rich source of theoretical stimulation.
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An Introduction to the Ethnography of Religion
and Religious Change among the K’iche’

JOHN P. HAWKINS

IN THIS BOOK WE INVESTIGATE religious variety and
religious transformation among the K’iche’ Mayas liv-
ing in Nahuald and Santa Catarina Ixtahuacdn, two
townships (municipios) in the Department of Solold, an
administrative province located largely in the highland
region of western Guatemala. These Guatemalan Mayas
are undergoing a rapid and massive religious transforma-
tion via individual conversion. From varieties of stately
and relatively sedate Catholicism and a Maya Catholic
traditionalism wherein spirit visitation to the shaman and
considerable alcohol use can give the impression of excess
but in which both the shaman’s and client’s behavior is
quite sedate, many have converted to one or another of
several varieties of ecstatic, motile, noisy Christian Pen-
tecostal faiths.

I attach a special meaning to the phrase “Christian
Pentecostalism”™ I coined the term to include both
Protestant-derived ecstatic religious practices and
denominations called evangélico as well as the Catholic-
derived ecstaticism called Charismatic Renewal. In
these Christian Pentecostal faiths, ordinary adherents
and their leaders become bodily agitated during worship
meetings. Some adherents may fall into trance during
these religious services, many may speak in tongues, and
any can be healed. In most congregational meetings, the
sound output from electronic amplification can be liter-
ally deafening. Why? What is the meaning embedded in
the increasing acceptance of this style of worship, and
why has that style expanded rapidly from the 1950s to
the present?

Some academics find the Christian Pentecostal style
of worship rather off-putting if not downright illusory,
although the judgment is seldom seen in print. I rather
prefer the approach implied by Emile Durkheim (1858
1917). Durkheim (2001[1912]:62) asserts, “It makes no

sense that systems of ideas like religion, which have held
such a major place in history and from which people have
always drawn the energy needed to live, are merely tissues
of illusion” Rather than be put off by a style, Durkheim
and a long line of successor anthropologists of religion
would say we should find its meaning or its social value
to the group.

My thesis is simple and not at all illusory. Through-
out the twentieth century and especially since the 1950s,
Mayas have been experiencing culture collapse and sys-
temic exclusion. Those who change from traditional cos-
tumbre (a term for traditionalist religious performance)
and Roman Catholic practice to Christian Pentecostal
make this person-by-person conversion because Mayas,
and indeed all Guatemalans, are currently undergoing
the collapse of their colonially organized way of life. This
collapse disrupts ideologies, symbols, life practices, and
social structures that have undergirded the society of col-
onized Mayas and colonizing Catholic Ladinos for almost
500 years.

For the Mayas, the collapse swirls around the high cul-
tural value placed on corn. Indeed, both physically and
mentally, corn is their staff of life, the key substance on
which they exist. Yet in the present day, they encounter
grave difficulties in producing sufficient corn for their
needs. This is so for two reasons. First, Mayas have expe-
rienced a century-long population increase that has
quadrupled and quintupled, on average, the number of
mouths each highland Maya village must feed (with an
elevenfold increase in the country as a whole). Second,
the Mayas have experienced colonial expropriation and
the outright theft of indigenous lands, and they must con-
tend with the simple fact that one cannot grow new land
except by destroying forest on ever-steeper mountain-
sides, which are subject to erosion and depletion when



2 HAWKINS

put to corn production. Thus, the fast-rising Maya pop-
ulation and a relatively static base of arable land have
combined to produce from the 1950s to the present a con-
dition in which the average Maya family has been increas-
ingly unable to support itself with a sufficient quantity of
the primary substance of Maya well-being, which is also
a major component of Maya religious and cultural sym-
bolism: corn.

This shortage of a cultural essential has produced a cri-
sis of cultural faith in a society that ideologically, relation-
ally, and symbolically centers on corn as the key life-giving
substance. With the increasing cultural crisis brought on
by land and corn insufficiency has come a crisis regarding
family and municipal autonomy as well as the increasing
irrelevance of those religious ideas, symbols, and practices
that connect to corn and autonomy and have represented
and guided Maya residents in this colonized society. In a
word, corn and land crises led to cultural crisis; cultural
crisis led to religious crisis; and religious crisis has, ulti-
mately, precipitated religious change on a massive scale.

At the same time that the Mayas’ corn culture has
been collapsing, substantial numbers of Guatemalans—
especially poor urbanites and indigenous Mayas—have
been effectively excluded from secure participation in the
emerging neoliberal global order that increasingly pene-
trates their villages and hinterlands and seems to be the
only visible alternative to the old colonial corn-raising
and tax-extraction regime. This exclusion has added to
the crisis. Exclusion from any apparent viable alternative
has exacerbated the people’s consternation regarding corn
culture collapse and has increased their sense of desper-
ation. Thus, exclusion also fuels their interest in and style
of religious change.

These two factors—cultural collapse and system-
atic social and economic exclusion—explain the recent
religious transformation of Maya Guatemala and the
way, style, and emotional intensity in which that reli-
gious transformation gets expressed in current Christian
Pentecostal ritual. Convert by convert and sometimes
community by community, Mayas move from rela-
tively sedate Maya traditionalism and thoroughly sedate
Ortho-Catholicism to various forms of trance-inducing,
tongues-speaking, bodily animated, electronically hyper-
amplified ecstatic Christian Pentecostalisms.

To explore and understand this phenomenon of reli-
gious change, we need three components: description,
history, and theory.





