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ABSTRACT
This piece explores the support group movement’s role in restructuring 
Latin American religion and contributing to the trans-denominational and 
trans-secular spread of the “reformation of machismo”—Elizabeth Brusco’s 
(2010) name for Latin American evangelicalism’s focus on transforming 
men and masculinity. Using ethnographic data from two years of fieldwork 
in an urbanizing area of northern Costa Rica and life history interviews with 
men from three churches and three men’s groups there, this article argues 
that a region-wide popular discourse about a “crisis of masculinity/ma-
chismo” and a “crisis of the family” has broadened the appeal of efforts 
to transform men and masculinity—not only among most churches, but 
especially among a proliferating number of trans-denominational and non-
religious men’s groups that are modeled implicitly on all-male Alcoholics 
Anonymous groups, which are extraordinarily popular throughout Latin 
America. This essay’s argument borrows from Wuthnow’s analysis of “the 
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restructuring of [North] American religion” under the influence of the sup-
port group movement (1988, 1994a, 1994b, 1998), but it also employs an 
historiographic approach, exploring the origins of this restructuring of Latin 
American religion in the same “Methodist model” of social organization that 
has driven evangelical growth throughout the Americas (and men’s conver-
sions especially) during times of social change and male social dislocation 
(Martin 1990). The conversion histories of two Catholic men are used to 
illustrate how it is participation in these groups, rather than formal conver-
sion, that transforms many men’s lives, their gender identities, and their 
relationships with others. Finally, the possible contributions of this research 
to anthropological studies of religion, ethics, and morality are explored, 
in particular the role that models of social organization might play in the 
spread of new ethical practices, discourses, or identity models. [Keywords: 
Christianity, religion, masculinity, Latin America, Twelve Steps, support 
groups, social organization, ethos]

Omar and the Crocodiles: Popular Narratives About 
Machismo and the Crisis of the Family
The head of the man was apparently the only part of him that the croco-
diles would not eat.

The story of Omar Jirón’s grisly death appeared in the Costa Rican press 
as I first drafted this essay,1 and its depiction seemed to mirror the tales 
many men told in the religious and therapeutic settings where I did my 
research. The site of Jirón’s death was a semi-official tourist destination, 
where the Tárcoles River passes beneath a bridge on the highway con-
necting Costa Rica’s altitudinous Central Valley to the Pacific Ocean. Over 
a dozen crocodiles regularly congregate there, and foreigners and locals 
alike gather to admire the creatures—they bring their children, take photos, 
and (to the chagrin of officials who frequently patrol the bridge) occasion-
ally toss food to the crocodiles, which can grow to over 15 feet in length.

According to several Costa Rican media sources, Jirón and another 
young man had exited a bus near the bridge in the early afternoon (ei-
ther voluntarily or at the driver’s insistence—reports were unclear). Both 
men had been fired that day from a construction site for being intoxi-
cated at work. Witnesses interviewed by the Red Cross reported hav-
ing seen the two escorted by police away from the bridge, but the pair 
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returned after visiting a nearby cantina (bar). According to investigative 
police (OIJ), Jirón ignored his friend’s warnings about the crocodiles and 
even boasted his intentions before removing his clothes and leaping into 
the water from the bank (where his clothes were later recovered by po-
lice). Red Cross interviewees reported events differently, claiming Jirón 
jumped from atop the bridge. Pictures of the crocodiles dismembering 
Jirón, taken by onlookers, were not published in the Costa Rican press. 
However, several outlets published pictures of investigators huddled on 
the muddy bank, recovering Jirón’s head (e.g., Chávez 2014a, 2014b).

The first, sensationalistic media accounts of Omar’s death converged 
on a cautionary tale about machismo: here (according to this familiar mor-
al narrative) was another alcohol-fueled machista, driven by drink to follow 
his reckless impulses to an avoidable death (cf. Gutmann 1996:11–32, 
173–242; Orozco and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013:477). These reports largely 
used the deceased’s last name (as I have done above) and highlighted the 
characteristics Omar shared with the stereotype of the typical machista in 
the region: Jirón was drunk; he was working-class, a manual laborer, and 
he was Nicaraguan. Thus, he was easily stereotyped as rural and back-
wards, yet (in accordance with a notion of machismo as Hispanic) he was 
of fair complexion (tez blanco) (Torres 2014, cf. Umaña 2014).2

This media narrative attributing Omar’s death to machismo would not 
surprise many Latin Americans (or Latin Americanists), who see it circu-
lated regularly: machismo as a destructive masculinity, animated by impul-
siveness, bravado, and despair. Despite the many “meanings of macho” 
heard across Latin America (Gutmann 1996),3 Costa Ricans rarely use “ma-
chismo” these days to evoke a longed-for, stable patriarchy of a bygone 
era.4 Instead, most contemporary Latin Americans might agree with the 
tagline of a widely circulating public service announcement: “machismo 
is violence.”5 This latter-day understanding of machismo seemed to make 
sense of Omar’s senseless death: fueled by machismo and alcohol (the 
story went), one young man, still drunk after having been fired from his 
construction job, had jumped knowingly into a river full of crocodiles, a 
gruesomely literal reenactment of so many men’s struggles with the de-
mons of machismo.

Neither would the second narrative about Omar’s death that emerged 
in the Costa Rican press be likely to surprise many Latin Americanists. 
This subsequent “crisis narrative” depicted Omar’s death in more histori-
cized, more sympathetic terms, as another victim of Latin America’s twin 
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crises—the “crisis of masculinity” and “crisis of the family.”6 These crises, 
and their cruel, diarchic reign over the lives of so many Latin Americans, 
were dramatized here, in a public damnatio ad bestias.7

At least four discursive threads are intertwined in this “crisis narrative.” 
The first is the psychological connotations of “crisis” familiar to North 
American readers. The second, as mara Viveros Vigoya has written, it 
has been “commonplace to refer to the so-called ‘crisis of masculinity’ 
in Latin America” since at least the turn of the century, as “an expres-
sion of the clash between the attributes culturally assigned to men, and 
[men’s] subjective reactions...to important social, economic, and ideo-
logical changes” (2003:28, emphasis added). This “crisis of masculin-
ity” discourse is, thus, closely linked to the pan-Latin American concept 
of machismo (and is often used interchangeably with the expression 
“crisis of machismo”). Both versions are often associated with a third, 
equally commonplace notion of “crisis”: the “crisis of the family” (or la 
familia en crisis, “the family in crisis”). Finally, a fourth thread of meaning 
is braided together with these crises of masculinity and the family and 
their psychological element: this fourth thread is the economic crisis (or 
economic “depression”). In discussions about the crises of the family 
and masculinity, therefore, the term crisis connotes the other well-known, 
economic crisis. It makes an implicit link between men’s role in the cri-
sis of the family and neoliberal austerity policies that began during Latin 
America’s “lost decade” (the 1980s). For many families, the result has 
been a “two-income trap” that, rather than producing families with higher 
income levels and greater gender equality, has accompanied a decrease 
in real wages that has rendered earlier, single-earner models of the family 
difficult or impossible for most (Burin, Jiménez Guzmán, and meler 2007; 
mannon and Kemp 2010; cf. Esping-Andersen 1999).

Both the machismo and the crisis discourse appeared in the “con-
version narratives” of many of the working-class and middle-class men 
among whom I conducted fieldwork—though, importantly, most of these 
men were not evangelicals, as the reader will see. (more on my ethno-
graphic methods and interlocutors below.) In those conversion narratives, 
the crises became the context in which conversion became understand-
able to others, the first, descending part of their V-shaped narratives, be-
fore they first turned to God, or remembered to return to Him again. Like 
the crises discourses, these conversion narratives were not limited to any 
church or even to “religion” proper, but instead seemed to reflect a growing 
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metaphor for spirituality, invoked frequently by men when describing their 
struggles with machismo, regardless of their church affiliation. According 
to the conversion narratives I studied, machismo is a chaotic and evil force 
that destroys not only men but the lives of those around them. Death is 
considered one of the gravest but most common consequences of ma-
chismo—not only the death of men themselves but of those who suffer 
from domestic violence, automotive crashes, street and gang violence, and 
so on. However, in some lucky cases, including many of the men I inter-
viewed in northern Costa Rica, men may “hit rock bottom” (tocar el fondo) 
before machismo takes lives or destroys their families. If the reader hears 
echoes of Alcoholics Anonymous in this language—not only in “hitting rock 
bottom,” but also in the way that machismo is portrayed, like alcohol, as 
the enabler of all one’s most destructive qualities—this is not a mistake. 
Next to evangelicalism, the growth of Alcoholics Anonymous and other 
forms of support group therapy among men in Latin America is the second 
major influence on this growing narrative practice (with the Catholic prac-
tice of confession being the third, as Brandes [2002] as argued).

The men I interviewed, regardless of any eventual religious affiliation, 
framed these moments of hitting rock bottom as conversions in the literal 
sense. That is, they framed these moments as “turning towards”—towards 
relationships with God and others, rather than away from them. This re-
orientation towards God and others marked the fundamental turning point 
in their life histories, more than any change in religious affiliation, and in 
spite of any difference between evangelical, Catholic, and other religious 
understandings. more importantly, these moments of hitting rock bottom 
and turning to God also served as a key signpost and a singular point of 
reference for these men in their ongoing struggles with machismo. These 
moments reoriented them and reminded them of the central importance of 
relationships with others, with oneself, and with God—and of reconciling 
and recommitting to those relationships. They were recounted not out of 
gratitude or to convert others, but as an exercise of “continuous conver-
sion” (Coleman 2003), a practice of the conversion perspective in order to 
reenact it during future trials. To repurpose a metaphor used by 12th cen-
tury Korean Zen master Chinul: “A person who falls to the ground gets back 
up by using that ground. To try to get up without relying on that ground 
would be impossible” (Park 2012:29).8

Omar was not one of the lucky ones who would learn the lesson of hit-
ting rock bottom. For him, the second, more sympathetic crisis narrative 
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would emerge a week too late in La Nación’s interview with his grieving 
mother. She described how Omar’s generosity had supported her for eight 
years after chronic medical conditions made it impossible for her to con-
tinue working as a housekeeper (Chávez 2014a, 2014b). Omar had begun 
drinking heavily five years ago, she said, just after his partner left him and 
began denying him access to their two young children (an event that pre-
ceded “hitting rock bottom” for several men I interviewed).9 She described 
fruitless trips Omar took to visit his children, only to have their mother 
(who arranged the meetings) ultimately prevent him from seeing them. She 
even reported pleading with the childrens’ mother over the phone.10 “The 
anguish of not being able to see his children led Omar to die like this,” she 
told the Nación interviewer. “my suffering has overtaken my ability to stay 
on my feet. I feel alone, devastated. my son, my everything—he’s gone!”

She also revealed Omar’s earlier suicide attempt, three years prior, just 
after he had said he lacked the desire to live (ganas de vivir). She described 
going mad11 after receiving a call from the hospital saying that he had 
been struck by a car—and had in fact thrown himself in front of it. Omar’s 
mother also revealed something of their living conditions by detailing how 
she had to wait for someone to drive her to the hospital, feeling too unsafe 
after dark in their barrio to leave on foot.

Although the hospital released Omar into an alcohol recovery program, 
he withdrew after two weeks “because we didn’t have the money [plata] 
to pay for it.” After a short recovery, Omar began to relapse. “Some two 
weeks later, he began to drink again, until…until this happened.”

Peer Support Groups: Their Role in the  
“Reformation of Machismo” and the “Restructuring  
of Latin American Religion”
Throughout the article, especially in the two sections that follow, I illustrate 
how men use crisis narratives to frame their own conversions, and how 
conversion narratives not only allow men to restructure their gender identi-
ties or unlock new models of identity or gender more broadly (which would 
be interesting enough), but also transform understandings and practices of 
spirituality in Latin America as a whole. In fact, for most of the men I inter-
viewed, telling conversion narratives (usually called “sharing,” compartir, 
thanks to the influence of support group culture) had become a weekly 
practice of reflection and spiritual cultivation. In these narrative ethical 
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practices, daily struggles with machismo were recounted as something like 
“minor conversions,” often framed in terms of the “major” one (of “hitting 
rock bottom), which reoriented both speaker and listener by reiterating the 
change in perspective that it produced. Thus, contrary to typical assump-
tions about “conversion narratives,” my ethnographic research bore out 
two findings: a) conversion narratives were conceived of as ethical practic-
es, designed to cultivate a “continuous conversion” in themselves (rather 
than being merely evangelistic retellings of initial conversions) (Coleman 
2003), and b) conversion narratives were associated with developing new 
peer relationships (rather than being associated with developing a new re-
ligious or denominational identity, or with a purely individual-level trans-
formation). Importantly, the life history interviews I conducted (described 
below) indicated that the development of new peer relationships usually 
began with (or was made possible by) active participation, not in a church, 
but in a grupo. This term was used casually and without further elabora-
tion, not only by members of these groups but by non-members as well. 
However, it was usually used to imply something like an AA grupo, a peer 
support group, almost always all-male (although the term could some-
times be used more broadly to apply to any kind of religious or therapeutic 
group). most of these grupos, both in Quesada and in Costa Rica’s capitol 
city, San Jose, appeared to be either implicitly or explicitly modeled on 
Twelve Step-style support groups like Alcoholics Anonymous, in terms of 
their organization, norms, and practices (including the typically all-male 
quality of AA in Latin America, which I explain below). The “spiritual-but-
not-religious” quality of support group culture allowed for the adoption of 
a number of locally relevant religious traditions, including various aspects 
of evangelical/charismatic testimonial practices (whose practitioners also 
eschew the term “religion”), as well as Catholic confessional practices and 
secular therapeutic practices (such as roleplaying activities).

To make sense of the role of support group culture in Latin America’s 
well-known religious hybridization and adaptation (e.g., Bastian 2001, 
Steigenga 2001, Chesnut 2003, Steigenga and Cleary 2008, Hartch 2014), 
this section of the piece suggests three major theoretical models for think-
ing through the role of grupos in reshaping Latin American religion and 
spirituality and men’s increasing participation in it. These three models are 
1) Elizabeth Brusco’s (2010) argument about Latin American evangelical-
ism as a Protestant “reformation of machismo,” 2) David martin’s (1990) 
argument about the “methodist model” of social and cultural organization 
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(traced by social historians throughout much of social organization in 
the English-speaking world, and argued to be at work in Latin American 
evangelicalism and other religious movements); and 3) Robert Wuthnow’s 
(1988, 1994a, 1994b, 1998) mapping of “the restructuring of American reli-
gion” through small groups.

I begin here by considering how the “crisis of masculinity” and the fam-
ily plays out in northern Costa Rica. During six stays from 2003 to 2013, 
I conducted 22 months of fieldwork, mostly in Ciudad Quesada de San 
Carlos (“San Carlos” for short).12 With a mere 42,000 inhabitants, San 
Carlos is the largest “city” in Costa Rica’s landlocked Northern Zone, and 
it connects the tropical plains of the Northern Zone with the high-altitude 
Central Valley, where more than half of the 4 million-plus population of 
Costa Rica lives.13 

In San Carlos, I visited many churches but settled quickly on three 
representatives of the tripartite church typologies used by Steigenga 
(2001:10–11) and Gooren (2001): 1) Catholicism (which includes not only 
liturgical Catholicisms but also folk Catholicisms, lay devotional groups, 
and charismatic groups); 2) evangelicalismo (including most Protestants, 
“non-denominationals,” and more or less pentecostalized groups); and 
3) “sectarian” Christian groups14 (“refer[ring] to the mormons, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, and Seventh-Day Adventists” that emphasize their denomi-
national uniqueness [Steigenga 2001:170]).15 I spent most weekends with 
three congregations: Seventh Day Adventists on Saturdays, an evangeli-
cal church Dios es Fiel (God is Faithful)16 on Sunday mornings and early 
afternoons, and congregants of San Carlos’s main cathedral for dinner 
and evening mass.

However, I would ultimately dedicate my weekdays to fieldwork among 
three men’s peer support groups. The questionnaires and participant-ob-
servation I conducted in these churches over the first six months of my 
fieldwork suggested that the “reformation of machismo” and a general “fo-
cus on the family” were central concerns not only for evangelical churches 
but for most churches in the area (and perhaps this was yet another itera-
tion of a long-recognized trend whereby evangelical and charismatic dis-
courses and practices are adopted across denominational lines [Steigenga 
2001, Chesnut 2003, Steigenga and Cleary 2008, cf. Csordas 2007]).

A few (literal) signs pointed me in the direction of examining masculinity 
and men’s groups in particular. The first sign, hanging over a methodist 
church that combined both liturgical and evangelical characteristics, 
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announced: “Trinity methodist Church: With a view towards family integra-
tion.” The O and the D of “methodist” were shaped like an interlocking pair 
of mars and Venus signs (Figure 1). The second was a large banner over 
a local Alcoholics Anonymous group that displayed two images on either 
end representing machismo and reformed masculinity respectively: a bat-
tered wife on the left, crying, and a father playing with his child on the right. 
Between these images the sign read: “Give the gift of sobriety...to yourself 
and your family—If the misery of alcoholism is in your home, we can help... 
millions have recovered thanks to a friend’s helping hand and [their own] 
fervent desire to fight for the happiness of their families” (Figure 2).

There were other, less literal signs that men’s groups had become key 
sites of men’s religious lives and of religious change in the region. At each 
church, in addition to hearing homilies about men and the crisis of the fam-
ily, I was encouraged to attend the men’s group. At these groups, I received 
invitations to other men’s groups, some at churches I did not regularly at-
tend, and others independent of any church. In 2008, during my third visit 
to a men’s group that would become first Dios es Fiel’s men’s group, then 
trans-denominational and included both Evangelicals and Catholics, sev-
eral members encouraged me to visit AA and a number of extra-denomi-
national men’s groups, suggesting that they were responsible for the con-
versions of many local men. These men’s groups included: La Fraternidad 
(a local chapter of the international Full Gospel men’s group, originating in 
Pentecostalism but comprised of Catholics and non-Catholics alike in San 
Carlos); Wém (a large men’s group that dealt17 mostly with anger manage-
ment, jealousy, control issues, and other behavioral and emotional prob-
lems associated with machismo); Un milagro en San Martín (A miracle in 
Barrio San martín) and other, generally all-male18 Alcoholics Anonymous 
groups; Hombres Íntegros19 (a men’s group of evangelicals and Catholics, 
hosted by the pastor of Dios es Fiel), and others. 

I attended the last three grupos weekly20 during the last 11 months 
of my fieldwork, choosing them, respectively, as representatives along a 
therapeutic-to-religious spectrum, although a religious-therapeutic hy-
bridity was apparent in all the groups—and in many church settings as 
well.21 To understand the life trajectories of individual participants in these 
groups in detail (including their “conversion careers” [Gooren 2008]), I also 
conducted over 30 life history interviews (8 to 10 members of each group, 
as well as a few men who had similar struggles but had never belonged to 
one or had dropped out).
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Each of these grupos foregrounded the same two tropes raised by the 
media narratives surrounding Omar’s death: the problem of machismo, 
and the role of social change in producing a “crisis” for men and the family. 
San Carlos, as it happens, is a particularly good place to understand this 
crisis. It has been transformed from the ranching and logging depot for the 
Northern Zone,22 known for its vaqueros/cowboys23 and saddlemaking, to 
the commercial and service hub connecting the zone to the Central Valley 
and its urban lifeways in a single generation, becoming a case study for 
human geographers and sociologists, “exemplary for a...reality occurring 
in several parts of Latin America” during the late 20th century (Romein 
1995:492, see also Sandner 1983, Quesada Vargas 2001). machismo, in 
much of Latin America, in addition to being associated with rural and work-
ing-class masculinities in general (as in Omar’s narrative), has long had a 
more specific association with vaqueros, thanks partly to the regionwide 
popularity of Golden Age of mexican Cinemas (c. 1936–1969) (monsiváis 
1992, de la mora 2006). yet, by 1990, so few agricultural or forestry jobs 

Figure 1: This sign, which appeared above the entrance to Trinity Methodist Church 
in the center of Ciudad Quesada de San Carlos, Costa Rica, illustrates how widely the 
focus on “family integration” appears among liturgical and evangelical churches in 
Latin America. Please see p. 87 for a translation and explanation.
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remained in San Carlos that rates of unemployment surpassed agricul-
tural employment (Romein 1995:493–494). meanwhile, employment grew 
in the service sector (especially clerical and commercial work) and in light 
industries—sectors that preferentially hire women in Latin America, only 
to pay them less (less than men, and less than the employment sectors 
they replace).24 This rapid restructuring has added urgency to a global, 
if unevenly distributed, suite of changes transforming men’s family and 
gender roles, including: the ongoing impact of global feminism(s); prolif-
erating media images of cosmopolitan families and gender relations; the 
increasing availability of contraceptives; and legal changes pertaining to 
divorce, child support, domestic violence, and the rights of women and 
children (Chant 2002c).

In this context, machismo is most stereotypically portrayed as a cow-
boy-style masculinity that is contemporarily out of place and in crisis. 
Thus, the machismo discourse usually punches down, especially class-
wise, stigmatizing working class and/or rural masculinities as backwards, 

Figure 2: This banner, which appeared above the entrance to one of the local  
AA groups, Un milagro en San martín, emphasizes the importance of social support for 
the physical, psychological, and spiritual health and happiness of individuals  
and families. Please see p. 87 for a translation and explanation.
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mal educado (uncultivated)—at best a lazy, “do-nothing machismo” 
(mannon and Kemp 2010), at worst cruelly violent (as in the Ecuadorian 
PSA announcement, or the first image in the sign above Un milagro en San 
martín). Race-wise, however, machismo remains mostly identified with 
white or Hispanic origins, as with Omar (and, interestingly, in Costa Rica 
the adjective macho/-a denotes light hair and/or complexions) (cf. Viveros 
Vigoya 2003:35–36, Lancaster 1992). 

However, alongside this story of contemporary crisis and change, deep 
cultural logics also led to certain essentialist claims about machismo and 
masculinity in these grupos, logics which combine to co-construct many 
ideas about gender and spirituality in Latin America. These deep cultural 
logics, which feature openly in Isaac and Zaca’s narrative below, require 
explication. Like linguistic grammar, the symbolic grammar of machismo 
is almost never stated expressly. However, in the grupos I studied, these 
essentialisms were addressed directly to construct an alternative, emer-
gent masculinity—rather, a “spiritual masculinity.”25 

The richest expressions of these logics and their co-construction of 
gender and religion are the so-called “marianismo–machismo polarity”: a 
paired opposition, frequently discussed and contested, between a marian 
image of femininity and a machista image of masculinity (Fuller 1995; cf. 
Stevens 1972, melhuus and Stolen 1996). The stereotypes “should not be 
taken as static, absolute realities, but rather as symbolic forms of femi-
ninity and masculinity,” which, despite usually being portrayed as being 
displaced by a “process of modernization” (Fuller 1995:4), weave together 
at least three influential cultural logics:

First, a spirit:flesh, spiritual:carnal dichotomy is mapped onto gender, di-
viding spiritual, feminine virtues from carnal, masculine ones. marianismo 
(“mary-ism”) refers to a tradition of spiritualized femininity exemplified by 
mary, “a cult of feminine spiritual superiority” that depicts women as “mor-
ally superior to and spiritually stronger than men” (Stevens 1972:90–91). 
“machismo,” by contrast, “can be most succinctly described as the cult 
of virility” (90), of a masculine, carnal virtù (from “man, L. vir, as., e.g., 
in macchiaveli’s portrait of a princely masculinity, distinct from Christian 
virtues, that is pagan and virile). The strength and sexual potency of “the 
physical body” is “a central, recurring theme in many if not most meanings 
of machismo” (Gutmann 1996:222), as with many working class mascu-
linities (cf. Bourdieu 1993:2626). Thus male- and female-bodied animals 
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are called macho and hembra, respectively. As a result of this normative 
gendering of spirituality and carnality, the notion of priestly celibacy has 
appeared, for many, “so completely at variance with Latin American sex 
mores” that one sociologist reported mid-century Brazilian and Chilean 
men (echoing anticlerical strains of Latin American Liberalism) “believ[ing 
the priest] to be either abnormal or a hypocrite”—either a “strange be-
ing,” unlike other men, or “a cheat,” “violat[ing] the rules of celibacy” in 
secret (Willems 1967:41). This physicality that many hold to be natural to 
men, being devalued in post-industrial economies, is believed by many 
contemporary Latin Americans to find its main expression in destructive 
violence and sexuality, “exaggerated aggressiveness...in male-to-male in-
terpersonal relationships, and...sexual aggression in male-to-female rela-
tionships” (Stevens 1972:90).

Second, a passive:active dichotomy is associated with marianismo 
and machismo, echoing an object:subject, shame:honor chain of as-
sociations described by anthropologists examining the mediterranean 
(Bourdieu 1966, Peristiany 1966, Pitt-Rivers 1977) and Eurasia (Goody 
and Tambiah 1973, Herzfeld 1980). Félix Jiménez’s Prácticas de la Carne 
(Practices of the Flesh) (2004) maps “the construction and representa-
tion of Puerto Rican masculinities” around carnality and the active, acting 
subject. Likewise, Roger Lancaster’s now classic chapter on machismo 
in Nicaragua, “Subject Honor, Object Shame” (1992:235–278), offers a 
detailed demonstration of machista sexuality and its fundamental iden-
tification with carnality, activity, and the acting subject. Lancaster shows 
how, as with many Western, masculine sexualities in the past, machista 
sexuality is confirmed by same-sex sexuality rather than negated by it—
provided that a man take the active (or “top”) role. According to this logic, 
only the “passive,” “feminized” participants in male–male sexual acts are 
stigmatized (Lancaster 1993:242, cf. Kulick 1997:211). “The true macho 
is he who can with a man,” as the Peruvian Norma Fuller (1995:10) wrote 
about machista sexuality.

The third and final of these gender logics is an increasingly outmod-
ed gendering of a casa:calle (street:home), domestic:public distinction: 
La mujer en la casa, el hombre en la calle (woman in the home, man in 
the street) (Fuller 1995:1).27 Today, the spiritual or carnal associations of 
each sphere have endured far more intact than the gender segregation of 
those spheres (although support groups can provide an alternative, gen-
der-segregated sociality). In some contexts, la calle (connoting the carnal, 
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disorderly parts of social life) and la fiesta (party, nightlife, festival) may 
be used interchangeably. Salir (to go out), either en la calle or a la fiesta, 
can as easily denote, for some men, going to the discoteca (dancehall) 
and the cantina (bar) as to the putera (brothel) or even a streetcorner, park 
bench, etc. (cf. Thornton, this issue). The home remains associated with 
the “common good” (Fuller 1995:6–8), with nurture and care for others, 
as opposed to aggression and carnal self-interest in ways comparable to 
Bellah et al.’s (1985) love:money dichotomy, or contemporary care:work 
distinctions. In many churches (but especially in evangelical and sectarian 
ones), machismo and la calle/fiesta are often depicted as el mundo (the 
world) and lo mundial (worldliness), invading the sanctuary of the home 
(just as in the PSA “machismo is violence,” or the first image in the AA 
sign [Figure 2]). Importantly, this world:spirit opposition overlaps with the 
flesh:spirit distinction quite a bit.

Spiritual masculinity as an emergent model of masculinity responds di-
rectly to each of these three gender logics. By concurring with portrayals 
of activity as masculine, this discourse about masculine identity then piv-
ots to contest the view that spirituality is passive. By depicting spirituality 
instead as an active struggle, it renders it as fundamentally (and recog-
nizably) masculine. Similarly, the logic of spiritual masculinity appears to 
affirm the view that the home is a place of spirituality and, thus, care but 
from this same ground it argues that men are capable of both and have 
an important role in the home. And since men (and women) have lives 
beyond the home, the logic of spiritual masculinity also contests the no-
tion that spiritual, caring relationships need be confined to casa (or cathe-
dral) alone. Despite the fact that conversion narratives are often framed 
in terms of an initial “surrender,” this surrender (as I will detail in the sec-
tions to follow) is framed as the precondition which makes men capable 
of eventually exercising their will. As orientating visions, they are guides 
for future spiritual struggles against machismo and carnality and for re-
lationships with oneself and others, including God. Spiritual masculinity 
is a pro-social identity that counters machismo’s definitive, all-pervasive 
violence, because integral to its notion of spirituality is a logic, commonly 
expressed in Twelve Step culture that views all the commonly named cul-
prits for social and psychological problems (machismo, alcoholism, etc.) 
as manifestations of a universal spiritual problem: the problem of objec-
tifying others rather than nurturing relationships with them and with God. 
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“Sin is essentially selfishness,” read one important spiritual guide to AA’s 
progenitor, the Oxford Group (Walther 1940:72), citing social gospel theo-
logian Walter Rauschenbusch (1918:199). “The sinful mind, then, is the 
un-social and anti-social mind” (Walther 1940:72). Spirituality masculin-
ity is often depicted as a continuous, active struggle against machismo, 
against this destructive anti-social masculinity.

Like Elizabeth Brusco (2010), I suggest that evangelicalism has made 
a fundamental contribution to the emergence of a spiritual model of mas-
culinity in Latin America. However, my research points beyond evangeli-
cal churches, and even the evangelical movement, toward a more inclu-
sive account of the many movements conspiring to restructure the Latin 
American religious arena.28 The support group movement, spearheaded 
by AA and Al-Anon, has dramatically expanded during the same period. 
For example, by the 1990s there were three times as many Alcoholics 
Anonymous groups per capita in the US than in parts of mexico and 
Central America, like San Carlos (Vaillant 1995:268). moreover, the sup-
port group movement in Latin America resonates deeply with aspects of 
the simultaneously expanding evangelical culture, raising the question of 
mutual amplification. However, the support group movement as a whole 
has drawn disproportionately from men (unlike evangelicalism),29 provid-
ing a broad organizational basis for the reformation of machismo, a train-
ing ground for developing spiritual masculinity that churches can only 
match by founding their own men’s groups or involving male members in 
existing, trans-denominational groups.

If the success of this broader reformation of machismo depends on so-
cial network effects, as ethnographic sociologists like David Smilde (2007, 
2008) have found, then peer support groups might be expected to excel at 
producing this reformation. In fact, most psychologists30 credit the effec-
tiveness of support groups to the strength of the social support networks 
they build. These grupos provide men not only with new models of mas-
culinity, but also with new male social support networks and regular places 
to meet with these networks to observe and practice new identity models. 
Unfortunately, too few anthropologists of Latin American religion have ex-
amined the impact of the phenomenal growth of AA, the Twelve Step move-
ment, or the larger support group movement on the (supra-)evangelical ref-
ormation of machismo or the region’s changing religious arena as a whole.31

From my primary and secondary research on the support group move-
ment in Latin America, and on the way in which this movement has or has 
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not been examined by anthropologists of religion, I have tentatively drawn 
the following three observations and one hypothesis: 

1)  The gender segregation of support groups in Latin America is 
nearly universal (and surely related not only to these groups’ fo-
cus on gender identity but also to the co-construction of religios-
ity and gender in the region).32

2)  The permeability, diffusiveness, and tendency toward hybridiza-
tion of Latin America’s religion arena33 has facilitated the growth 
of the Twelve Step movement, as well as the widespread adop-
tion, adaptation, and contestation of aspects of the Twelve Step 
culture and support group culture in general (see point 4).

3)  Twelve Step culture diffuses easily across denominational and 
religious lines and across the secular:religious divide, partly by 
design (emphasizing spiritual practices, and minimizing doctrinal 
demands and other associations with religion through its dis-
courses, social organization, and ethos).34

4)  The recognition of 2) and 3) may have been inhibited by certain 
categorical and methodological tendencies among anthropolo-
gists of religion (which I discuss below), despite hints of 3) in the 
ethnographic record.35

The support group movement’s influence on San Carlos’ men’s groups 
became apparent, as I mentioned above, from my third visit in 2008 to the 
men’s group that would become Hombres Íntegros. I had noticed that the 
central activity of many meetings seemed to be “sharing,” the same nar-
rative practice that occupied most support group meetings. When I men-
tioned it to the man who would later become the co-pastor of Dios es Fiel, 
he suggested that I visit AA. The men there “gave good testimonios,”36 he 
said, of their spiritual growth and their relationship with God. Similarly, that 
same year, one of San Carlos’ most beloved Catholic priests described 
in an interview how he frequently redirected men to grupos including AA, 
Narcotics Anonymous, Wém, and La Fraternidad (despite the latter’s 
Pentecostal origins), because, he admitted, men’s struggles required a kind 
of peer support that he, as a priest, could not offer. He made this surprising 
revelation just after offering an eloquent example of marianismo discourse, 
in which he lauded the comparably greater spiritual capacities possessed 
by many women. Another Catholic friend revealed that he belonged to La 



WILLIAm DAWLEy

95

Fraternidad. And after an Hombres Íntegros meeting in 2011, Isaac (whose 
story I tell below) described how much he and his family had benefited 
from a Catholic organization known as the “Christian Family movement,” 
or mFC, which brings Catholic families together for community-building, 
often subdividing participants into peer groups (men’s groups, women’s 
groups, youth groups, etc.). In fact, some men I knew belonged to more 
than one group; many more described how their grupos had led them to 
“traditional” religious participation—not the other way around.

I suggest two models to frame the role and influence of support group 
culture in Latin America (particularly with regard to the supra-evangelical 
phenomenon Brusco called the “reformation of machismo). The first mod-
el is Robert Wuthnow’s portrait of the “restructuring of [North] American 
religion” through the “enormously important...influence” of support group 
culture (1994a:150, 1988; cf. 1994b, 1998). The second model is David 
martin’s (1990) revival of “the methodist model,” that model of “volun-
tary networks for sharing and for mutual support” that holds such a re-
curring, storied place in the field of social history, to explain not only the 
proliferation of autonomous evangelical congregations, but also the more 
widespread diffusion of evangelical and Pentecostal-charismatic culture 
across denominational and congregational lines (e.g., Steigenga 2001, 
Chesnut 2003, Steigenga and Cleary 2008, cf. Csordas 2007).

Wuthnow’s (1988) early research about the “post-denominational era” 
in America—his name for a shift in Americans’ religious participation away 
from denominations and congregations and towards a proliferating num-
ber of non-sectarian small groups, support groups, and “parachurch” fel-
lowships—was pursued in greater empirical depth by Princeton’s Small 
Group study. Wuthnow (see 1994b) designed the study with input from re-
ligious leaders and scholars and he worked with a team of researchers to 
conduct 14 ethnographic studies of individual small groups and in-depth 
interviews with over 2,000 participants in such groups. His own elabo-
rated conclusions about how support group culture has shaped the small-
group movement were published in Sharing the Journey: Support Groups 
and America’s New Quest for Community (1994a). A final volume (1998) 
showed how the contemporary discourse of “spirituality” was reshaped by 
the influence of support group culture, focusing on the discourse’s non-
sectarian, even anti-sectarian connotations (cf. Taves and Bender 2012). 
By the 1990s, this discourse had become increasingly common, both 
in churches and in everyday life, and was marked by its distinction from 
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“institutionalized religion” (e.g., Schneider 1989). Wuthnow observed that 
the terms “spirituality” and “spiritual” seemed to carry almost everywhere 
the same connotations they carry in support group culture, and which 
were suggested by the title of Wuthnow’s own work on the Small Group 
study, Sharing the Journey. This view of spirituality as a journey—as a pro-
cessual and lifelong “practice”—was contrasted with the idea of religion 
as a stable doctrine or hierarchical institution (1998:168–198). “Sharing,” 
as the title suggests, was a key practice of this spirituality, and it indexed 
an egalitarian way of cultivating spirituality with others that was crucial, 
not only in the new “quest for community” that was taking place outside 
churches, but also in an apparent “desire for discipline” inherent in the 
practice (1998:85– 113). As in Twelve Step culture, and much of therapeu-
tic culture, sharing problems and personal narratives was understood as 
an important practice of ethical cultivation that was central to one’s spiri-
tual journey. Support groups had become, Wuthnow argued, the implicit-
but-dominant model of post-denominational “spirituality.”

In this latter work, Wuthnow suggested that an earlier, sectarian “spiri-
tuality of dwelling” was being displaced by a “spirituality of seeking”—a 
dual set of terms that bears useful similarities to Tom Tweed’s (2006) dis-
tinction between “dwelling” and “crossing” as alternative modes of reli-
giosity. Rather than “dwell” within particular churches and synagogues, 
or mutually exclusive religious identities, or private religious selves (cf. 
Herberg 1999[1955]), or even within the boundaries separating the reli-
gious and the secular, this spirituality of seeking finds community precise-
ly by “crossing” those boundaries, for both Wuthnow and Tweed. Thus, 
contemporary spirituality discourse is often used “to describe experi-
ences[,] positions and aspirations that ‘move beyond’ either secularity or 
religion,” “complicat[ing] a straightforward religious-secular binary” (Taves 
and Bender 2012:6, emphasis added).

In all these connotations, “spirituality” discourse appears to draw from 
an old religious hermeneutic, suggested in the root metaphor of breath 
(spiritus, pneuma, and ruah in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew). The Spirit, in 
this metaphor, is the active, acting part of God37 in which humans share 
and participate, and which is sent to help men, especially in forming right 
relationships (Ezekiel 36:26–27, John 14:26),38 and which gives life to men 
precisely by crossing the boundaries of the individual bodies (see, e.g., 
Genesis 2:7,39 Job 33:4), much as with the (equally fluid) water imagery to 
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which the Spirit is often likened in the Christian tradition (matthew 3:11, 
Acts 1:5). The Spirit, in its crossing of boundaries, is portrayed as dynam-
ic, even mercurial, by human standards, and thus frequently misunder-
stood as transgressive (much like the human spirituality to which it gives 
life) (2 Samuel 6, Acts 2:13): The spirit “bloweth where it listeth” (John 3:8, 
Authorized King James Version), “coming upon” and “filling” persons (1 
Samuel 16:13, Exodus 31:3) as well as groups, often “suddenly” (Acts 
2:2–4), sometimes only to depart again (Numbers 11:25), yet producing 
the deepest, most blessed communions among human beings and with 
God (Psalms 133, Ezekiel 36:26–27, 2 Corinthians 13:13–14).

There is no doubt that the popularity of spiritual language in Latin 
America has been aided by the active pneumatologies of evangelicals 
and Pentecostals (Chesnut 2003), whose charismatic worship practices 
(Steigenga 2001) and ideas about conversion (Steigenga and Cleary 2008) 
have also spread to other religious spheres. Indeed, Latin American evan-
gelicals also eschew the notion of “religion” as contrary to their own un-
derstanding of their lives and practices, preferring (like support groupers) 
to speak of their “spiritual lives and their ‘relationship’ with God.”40

However, Zaca and Isaac’s conversion narratives below exemplify why 
many men’s “conversions” to this new view of spirituality depend upon 
their participation in grupos, influenced by support group culture, rath-
er than upon any conversion to Evangelical or Pentecostal-charismatic 
denominations (since both men remained Catholic). Wuthnow suggests 
that this view of spirituality, and much of support group movement’s in-
fluence on religion and social life in general, was owed to its egalitarian 
and acephalous social organization, which was easily adapted by various 
movements and institutions, spreading the rest of support group culture 
in the process:

Of the various kinds of groups [that are restructuring American reli-
gion], [support groups] are the most democratic, the least dependent 
on formal organization, and the most capable of functioning without 
strong leaders.

For these reasons, [support groups] have influenced public per-
ceptions of the small-group movement very widely and currently 
they are being emulated even by leaders of Sunday classes and 
Bible study groups. (1994a:150)41
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This emulation of support group organizational styles has only contin-
ued to expand—and internationalize—in the decades since Wuthnow’s 
analysis. Some 20 years later, Linda mercadante’s (2014) recent book on 
the lives of the “spiritual but not religious” (SBNRs) also identified sup-
port groups as the enduring, yet “overlooked” “archetype of a ‘spiritual-
but-not-religious’ [SBNR] community” and of the entire “SNBR ethos” 
(2013:174, 176). That is, support group culture not only provides a model 
of social organization for spiritual practices in the Americas; it offers a 
new ethos, a new “organization of the emotions” (Bateson 1936:118). 
Support group culture in Latin American, and in particular “the ‘feel’ of 
[that] culture” (Bateson 2002:91), resonates deeply with the boisterous 
expressiveness and intimate interpersonal manner of evangelicalism, em-
bodied by intimate greetings, welcoming laughter, the clasping of hands, 
and embraces (mäkelä et al. 1996:150; cf. Wuthnow 1994a:3, 17, 167, 
213; Pype 2012). Both movements in Latin America greet one another in 
warm, egalitarian terms. Evangelicals and charismatic Catholics hail one 
another as “brother(s)” and “sister(s),” and evangelicals eschew the term 
“father” for church leaders; Latin American support groupers address 
one another as compañeros/as (“companions”) an equalizing term used 
with classmates, or increasingly with one’s spouse (Brandes 2002:95). So 
apparently similar are the structural and affective qualities of evangelical 
and support group cultures that AA members are sometimes teased by 
non-members as secret evangelicals (2002:113).

Nonetheless, the egalitarian social organization of support group cul-
ture largely surpasses that of evangelicalism. It is worth describing how 
this social organization works in practice. Two elements of support group 
organization (aside from voting collectively on group decisions [mäkelä et 
al. 1996:47–48]) allow these groups to “function without strong leaders” 
and are widely emulated: a) their constitutional governance, and b) their 
moral exemplarism. 

Support groups usually adhere to a codified constitution,42 which enu-
merates their governing values, prescriptive guidelines, and explicit pro-
scriptions, and which most groups recite at meetings. In Un milagro, as 
with many AA groups, different volunteers begin the meetings by reading 
the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions43 (which, respectively, describe the 
groups “spiritual process” and its community standards); meetings ended 
with a communal recitation of the well-known Serenity Prayer originally by 
Reinhold Niebuhr (in which the supplicant asks for serenity to accept what 
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cannot be changed, the courage to change what can be, and the wisdom 
to know the difference). In Hombres Íntegros, each meeting began (and 
often wound down) with spontaneous, often passionate prayers of thanks-
giving and blessing offered by each member, along with prayers for adher-
ence to some basic guidelines; the Lord’s Prayer was communally recited 
at the meeting’s end as a mutual benediction. Wém’s members took turns 
reciting first the meaning of “Wém” (“an indigenous word meaning ‘the best 
of men’: the best father, the best friend, the best neighbor, the best broth-
er, the best husband—and, why not, the best ex-husband!” which usually 
produced laughs), then some rules common to support groups (e.g., “We 
don’t give advice here;” “We take turns and don’t interrupt”), and a final 
rule (echoing AA’s confidentiality rule): “What is said in Wém...” to which 
the group replies together, “...stays in Wém!” The form of reciting these 
constitutions ritually reinforces their egalitarian content: by taking turns or 
speaking in unison, members enact the very “organizational principles” of 
“internal equality and democracy” through which they consent to govern-
ing themselves (mäkelä et al. 1996:46–50).

moral exemplarism also structures participation in the grupo.44 members 
are encouraged to exemplify the mutual support that gives support group 
culture its very name throughout the meeting and ideally beyond the 
meeting. There are also usually rites to close meetings that involve ritual-
ized embraces and other expressions of support and love. Experienced 
members follow demands of moral exemplarism through sponsorship and 
other kinds of formal and informal support for less experienced members, 
integrating both more deeply into the group. The sponsor–sponsee rela-
tionship is the most formal, hierarchical-seeming of these relationships of 
moral exemplarism (yet, even here, the relationship manages to stress a 
kind of equality). During meetings, they play a circumscribed and informal 
role modeling the practice of sharing.

“Sharing” (introduced in the first section) has been identified by Wuth-
now and others as the central and constitutive act of support groups, one 
which most clearly exemplifies their various practices of mutual support 
(cf. Brandes 2002:78–98, mäkelä et al. 1996:133–152). Sharing might be 
understood as a hybrid confessional-testimonial-therapeutic genre: the 
speaker confesses being or having been beset by some spiritual prob-
lem, and experiences a pivotal moment of experiencing of grace and truth 
(usually prior to the sharing, but sometimes during); they then grow in 
their relationships with themselves, with God, and with others. Sharing 
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is a practice of “continuous conversion” (Coleman 2003), of not only de-
scribing but re-enacting, reinforcing, and re-identifying with this turn-to-
wards spirituality, whether sharers are recalling their most serious or more 
recent challenges. However, crucially, sharing is also an act of continuous 
conversion for the listeners. Having practiced identifying their own lives 
with this V-shaped narrative arc, they are prepared to identify with others 
who use it and to “see themselves” in them.

As moral exemplars during meetings, experienced members model 
this challenging genre for newcomers in both their roles, as listeners and 
speakers. As speakers, anthropologists such as Carol Cain (Holland et 
al. 1998:83–84) have suggested that these exemplars provide “scaffold-
ing” for new members to build upon, weaving what they hear newcom-
ers say into their own narratives and expanding upon it. Newcomers are 
often encouraged to try sharing after several initial meetings. In these 
grupos, experienced members often followed the pattern Cain outlines, 
first praising the newcomers’ efforts, then identifying personally with el-
ements of their story, sometimes through a “mini-share” that explicitly 
mirrors the newcomer’s narrative. This mirroring also underlines the fun-
damental equality between participants, and it models sharing as an act 
of identifying with others. mini-shares are also subtly, indirectly didactic: 
in describing how their own foibles, mistaken views, and misunderstand-
ings have required self-correction, experienced members teach without 
offering any advice.

moral exemplarism, then, reinforces support groups’ egalitarian struc-
ture. The most successful groups not only adhere to egalitarian constitu-
tions and democratic governance; they cultivate experienced “facilitators” 
who try to fit into their groups and behave as equal, rather than posing as 
authorities (Wuthnow 1994a:142). Wuthnow noted that such facilitators 
are often able to “sense that someone was shy and needed to be drawn 
out” and otherwise sought to reorient the group around its “principles of 
equality and mutual help,” undermining the emergence of any “pecking 
orders” when possible (Wuthnow 1994a: 142, 353-354).

yet even the sponsor–sponsee relationship differs from more hierarchi-
cal depictions of moral exemplarism by anthropologists (e.g., Humphrey 
1997, Zagzebski 2010). Instead, it echoes Aristotelian and Christian no-
tions of love and equality in ethical friendships. Aristotle calls the “true,” 
“mature,” or “complete friendship” (teleia philia), a “friendship of virtue” 
because his model of ethics in Nicomachean Ethics (1934) sees ethical 
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friendships as crucial for human flourishing (or eudaimonia) (1099b–1100a). 
He portrays these friendships as relationships of equality, based on friends 
confiding in and encouraging one another to practice virtue in a spirit of 
fraternal love (philein) (1159b, 1157b). However, just as he notes about jus-
tice and taxation (1130b–1132b), this equality should be measured pro-
portionally (i.e., according to each friend’s capacities) and longitudinally 
(i.e., a generous, generalized reciprocity over the course of a friendship) 
(1158b:25–1159b:5). moreover, in the group, this reciprocity is paid forward 
over time, so that “to whom much has been given, much will be required” 
(Luke 12:48). Experienced members in turn practice fraternal love by ap-
proaching the newcomer humbly, “as one who serves” (Luke 22:27).

more proximately, Wuthnow’s account of the support group—as an un-
sung model of egalitarian, post-denominational spirituality—bears striking 
similarities not only to Aristotle’s model of ethical friendship but also to 
David martin’s (1990) account of the “methodist model.” The methodist 
model is a voluntaristic, egalitarian model of lay organization that first 
spread through methodism. However, social historians have long credited 
the methodist model of social organization with numerous social transfor-
mations over the past three centuries, including not only religious transfor-
mations like the development of Evangelical and Pentecostal-charismatic 
Christianity (Synan 1997, martin 1990), but also the growth of unions, 
mutual aid societies, and other popular organizations; and trends like in-
creased urban literacy, the widespread adoption of democratic political 
norms, changes in gender and family norms, and changing norms of ex-
pression.45 martin reveals how the methodist model has fueled the growth, 
not only of Latin American evangelicalism and Latin America’s religious 
pluralization in general, but of what Brusco (2010[1995]) would call the “ref-
ormation of machismo” in particular.

martin, like Brusco, interprets evangelicalism as a social movement re-
sponding creatively to demographic movements and social displacement 
in Latin America (1990:32, 284; cf. Willems 1967, martin 2002). He argues 
that evangelicalism’s social organization and methods of recruitment 
are still not well understood—especially the importance of social sup-
port and new social networks (as several recent ethnographies have also 
suggested46). He draws detailed comparisons to the role of social move-
ments like methodism (and later the ymCA)47 during earlier migrations 
and displacements of Anglophone populations, movements which also 
strove to produced a more pro-social, pro-familial model of masculinity. 
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Just as Wuthnow claims about support groups (and Wesley’s contem-
poraries48 claimed of methodism), martin attributes evangelicalism’s ex-
plosive growth and its ability to reform men to its organization, made up 
of “voluntary networks for sharing and for mutual support” (1990:274, 
emphasis in original):

methodism…was a movement and arguably one of the first mobili-
zations in the modern sense of that word...(1990:32)

[Its] poten[cy]...lay in its organization[:] It...had sufficient backbone 
to survive and yet could express all the resonances of equality before 
God and before man (idem.).

[T]he cultural logic of its [social] forms was active, participatory[,] 
egalitarian, and enthusiastic...(1990:274)

“The methodist prescription called for a revolution in values,” accord-
ing to one historian of early North American methodism cited by martin 
(Williams 1985:103 as cited in martin 1990:38)—but this was to be a revo-
lution in men’s values. Similarly, Smilde (2007, 2008) has suggested that 
the different outcomes of working class men’s conversion in Caracas are 
best understood as network effects (just as psychologists have found that 
social support networks are probably responsible for the transformativity 
of contemporary support groups).49 Likewise, martin points out that so-
cial historical accounts of methodism’s growth are “entirely applicable” to 
Latin American evangelicalism today, for descriptions of both movements 
“underline the supportive nature of the [peer] community” and emphasize, 
as evangelicalism in Latin America does today, “the change in the male 
personality” (1990:38):

To [men] seeking deeper human relationships than found in the sur-
face camaraderie and the boozy haze surrounding the card game 
[or in the pub/saloon, etc.], methodist societies offered a supportive 
community...

Wesleyan societies...provided a real sense of psychological secu-
rity as methodist brothers...lent a sympathetic ear in time of tribula-
tion. [T]he methodist class meeting kept its members on the road 
to perfection...encourag[ing] each member to bare the innermost 
depths of his...soul.
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What a wonderful catharsis! This type of activity could not go on in 
the outside world...which regarded self revelation, particularly among 
males, as a sign of weakness. (Williams 1985:103 as cited in martin 
1990:38)

martin comes close to tracing the precise organizational genealogy that 
interests us here, which makes evangelicalism and the support group 
movement distant cousins; he recounts the flame of peer-group spiritu-
ality passing from methodism both to the global, trans-denominational 
Pentecostal-charismatic-Evangelical movement and to non-church fel-
lowships and ecumenical associations like the ymCA/yWCA (martin 
1990:274) (which led to AA’s progenitor, the Oxford Group, and, thus, 
to support group culture as a whole).50 His historiographic review, link-
ing the Latin American evangelical movement to “the democratization of 
American Christianity” (Hatch 1989), does not need to reiterate this entire 
genealogy. It participates in and assumes an influential stream of social 
history that demonstrates the methodist model’s cultural generativity and 
adaptivity, based in part on its egalitarian model of social organization—
as well as how frequently it has allowed dislocated men (and women) to 
remake their gender identities and to learn new behaviors and attitudes.
In both Latin and North America, whatever its successes, the reformation 
of machismo has owed some of these successes to the restructuring of 
American religion.

Before proceeding on to Isaac and Zaca’s conversion histories, the ref-
erence to the “road to perfection” in the selection above is worth unpack-
ing, because it illustrates how the methodist model facilitates the restruc-
turing of religion I am describing. The typically misunderstood Wesleyan 
notion of “perfection” (better understood as “maturation”) gave rise to the 
methodist model, and thus to support group culture, through a distinctly 
Wesleyan synthesis of several ethical dilemmas about salvation and sanc-
tification/holiness (S & S) that are important in Western Christianity. These 
dilemmas include:

a)  Juridical vs. therapeutic metaphors for salvation and sanctification 
(S & S),51 with juridical/judgment models of salvation dominating 
much of Western Christianity and therapeutic models dominating 
Orthodoxy and Eastern traditions.
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b)  Synergism vs. monergism/voluntarism vs. determinism debates 
about the role of the will in S & S, as to whether or not human “free 
will” cooperates with God to accomplish salvation and sanctifica-
tion, especially in the Arminian-Calvinist and Jesuit-Dominican de-
bates, and with synergism predominates in Orthodox understand-
ings (as in theosis and hesychastic prayer, for example).

c)   Faith-alone vs. Faith-and-works debates about S & S, sometimes 
recapitulated as debates about the role in salvation played by 
belief.

d)   Gradualism vs. subitism debates about whether S & S take place 
gradually or suddenly.

e)   Debates about how S & S are related to social structure and rela-
tionships (to others, to oneself, and to God).

The methodist model develops out of Wesley’s approach to these dilem-
mas, which perhaps is best described in Responsible Grace: John Wesley’s 
Practical Theology (maddox 1994). As the title suggests, Wesley’s eclec-
tic and ecumenical theology derived from his primary goal: to construct a 
“practical theology” that would “empower [his listeners’] response-ability” 
towards God’s grace and towards one another (1994:55). Rather than in-
tending to found a new orthodoxy, or a denomination,52 Wesley sought 
to develop a Christian orthopraxy for the laity, a “method” (hence the 
movement’s name) along with forms of social organization to facilitate this 
method, in which the laity could encourage one another to cooperate with 
God’s will for their sanctification (see dilemma b, synergism/voluntarism). 
Though Wesley’s voluminous works do not actually feature the Irenic mot-
to—“In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity”—this 
phrase’s frequent misattribution to him is understandable. Wesley clarified 
his central concern with Christian growth and, by contrast, his theological 
latitudinarianism in his methodist manifesto, which explained that his so-
cieties were merely meant to encourage lay communion, so that believers 
could seek “‘the mind that was in Christ’ [Phi 2:5],” he said (Wesley 1827a 
[1748]:328). By this “mind,” he clarified, should be understood in modern 
terminology as “the image of God stamped upon the heart”—for “ortho-
doxy, or right opinions, is, at best, but a very slender part of religion, if it can 
be allowed to be any part of it at all” (1827a:328).

Nonetheless, Wesley’s theology and his harmonizations of the above 
dilemmas have important consequences for the distinctly therapeutic 
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and voluntaristic stamp of both the methodist model and support group 
culture. Wesley’s conceived his approach neither as merely partisan (a 
side-taking in contemporary Calvinist-Arminian and Protestant-Catholic 
disputes) nor a mere splitting-the-difference between the opposing posi-
tions. Like many of his era’s Anglican patristics renaissance, whose ecu-
menism gave rise to “the most diverse theological arena of [the] time” 
(maddox 1994:22),53 Wesley saw himself as adopting the “more authen-
tic mediating position”—that of the Ante-Nicene fathers (1994:22). This 
via media54 argumentation was characteristic of both the Anglican pa-
tristics movement and, subsequently, methodist theology. Consequently, 
Wesley’s particular synthesis resonates with many Orthodox positions,55 
including the latter’s synergistic, therapeutic soteriology, and its well-elab-
orated orthopraxies of theosis and hesychasm. Thus, Wesley frequently 
cited scripture about “faith [without] works [being] dead” (James 2:17) 
and “faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6) (see dilemma c above), 
assailing many Protestants’ “faith alone” approaches as mere antino-
mianism and pointing both to Paul’s quite different ranking of the three 
theological virtues (faith, hope, and love) and to Jesus’s summative state-
ment about the “Greatest Commandment” (to love God and thus one’s 
neighbor) being the “end of the Law and the Prophets” (1 Corinthians 13; 
e.g., matthew 22:34-40):

Faith itself… [is] still is only the handmade of love. As glorious and hon-
orable as [faith] is, it is not the end of the [Greatest] Commandment. 
God hath given this honor to love alone. Love is the end of all the 
commandments of God. (Wesley 1964 [1750]:226–227)

This view of love as the telos of Christian life and sanctification was 
enshrined in the methodist model’s gradualist and relational approach 
(dilemma d and e, respectively) to sanctification (or the development of 
“holiness,” as it would often be known in English). Wesley’s term “perfec-
tion,” in fact, was simply an archaic translation of a growth-oriented, New 
Testament discourse about the telos of spirituality: a spiritual “maturity” 
or “completion” (i.e., of growth), one’s spiritual “goal” (or “end,” as telos 
is often translated in Aristotle). So, while the King James renders matthew 
5:48 as “Be ye therefore perfect [teleioi]...” (AKJV), the same term is ren-
dered by the author of the epistle of James, “let endurance have its full ef-
fect, so that you may be mature [teleioi] and complete, lacking in nothing” 
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(1:4, NRSV), and as a “complete friendship” (teleia philia) by one editor 
of Aristotle (1934). Wesley defined perfection as an orientation toward 
“perfect love,” as “loving God... with all our mind and soul and strength” 
(Outler 1964[1744]:141)—and not as “sinless perfection,” a possibility 
he repeatedly rejected (1964 [1744]:254–258, 177, 287). His was not the 
medieval perfectus but the gradualist teleiosis of the early Church fa-
thers (see dilemma [d], above), “not a state but a dynamic process...
designed to unfold in the life process itself”—part of a virtue ethics that, 
like Aristotle’s, was conceived as a relational rather than an individual 
project (maddox 1994:179, 338n128; Lowery 2008; cf. Wesley 1964:31). 
The methodist model was a form of organization (several, really) intend-
ed to help laypeople develop “spiritual maturity” through “accountable 
discipleship,” confiding in others (Watson 1987:109–115,125–152). It 
sought to do this by organizing the laity in ways that helped cultivate the 
supportive, intimate ethos necessary so that people could “speak freely 
and plainly, the true state of [their] souls, the faults [they] have committed 
in thought, word, or deed,” and to “inspect their walking [i.e., their spiri-
tual progress] [and] to inquire into their inward state,” “to learn what are 
their trials; and how they fall by or conquer them...the temptations [they] 
have felt since our last meeting” and “how [they were] delivered” (Wesley 
1964[1744]:180). Wesley’s description of this “method” is barely distin-
guishable from the contemporary practice of “sharing,” and depends on 
the same organizational style.

This particular depiction of spirituality—as an active (and therefore rec-
ognizably masculine) struggle against sin, a therapeutic process of growth 
and healing, and a fundamentally relational practice—is also apparent in 
the narratives of Zaca and Isaac below.

Zaca: Machismo, Egoismo, and Violence
Zacarías (Zaca, for short) had attended Wém for over two years by the time 
of our interview. Like many of my interviewees, he had visited other grupos 
at other points in his life (including La Fraternidad and a Catholic base 
community) to little effect; and, like many, he became more actively reli-
gious after beginning to participate in his grupo. Now, he attended weekly 
masses and periodic retreats. Our interview began with Zaca talking about 
his daily life and personal interests. He was now active in politics, he said, 
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campaigning on behalf of a relative who was a well-known figure in San 
Carlos’ municipal government.

yet Zaca linked his political activism to struggles against machismo, 
portraying the abuse of public authority as rooted in the same selfishness 
and lack of concern for others that drives machismo and its manifestation 
in domestic abuse. “most politicians,” he said,

aren’t interested in the people [el pueblo]...But if the government is 
bad...it’s bad for you, bad for me...it’s bad for everyone! 

So much politicking [sic: politiquería] is for the ego, for the “I”! We 
should send all the politicians to Wém! (We laugh.)

you know why? Because Wém is a mirror for el machismo, la pre-
potencia [arrogance].

Zaca cited his own experience to show how Wém holds a mirror to 
men who, lacking these kinds of relationships with others, are “chained to 
themselves” (in his words). Zaca paired machismo with the term egoismo 
(egotism, selfishness, self-centeredness) throughout his interview, repeat-
ing the phrase “my ego, my machismo” five times as he discussed his 
spiritual “process.” many other participants equated machismo with men’s 
egoismo and atomization, too: another interlocutor from Wém (who had 
previously attended both La Fraternidad and AA) commented, “many men 
are closed up like this, in a bubble, in their machismo, in their egoismo.”56

“you want me to tell you my history with Wém? Yo...” Zaca drew out the 
“I,” framing his thoughts in the therapeutic “I” language that helps to con-
vey and to cultivate the spiritual (and epistemological) humility that both 
the support group movement and evangelical movement consider a sign 
of spiritual maturity:

I was a violent man. machista and violent. Jealous. A man...with a 
good heart, but violent. With many problems—I had problems with 
the whole world.

Violencia, mucha violencia. Violence in the family. Although I 
played with the kids, I was also violent. With my wife, violence. All 
the violence you hear about...Blows [golpes], abuses [maltratos]. 
That’s how I was...

For another thing, I was an unfaithful man. many different women...
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Violence and infidelity, anger and jealousy: Zaca identified these destruc-
tive, anti-social behaviors and emotions with machismo itself. (In this in-
terview, he used “violent” or “violence” to describe his machista past nine 
more times.) 

Interrupting his catalogic confession, Zaca remembered a common re-
frain and lit up:

It was, “Darkness in the house, clarity [claridad] in the street.” Do you 
understand? In the calle, I was all “Hey” [yo era todo, “¡Ey!”]—until I 
got mad at least. But in the house...

He trailed off again. “It was this way for years.”
This refrain, often expressed in grupos, makes the calle:casa logic em-

bedded in machismo explicit. yet, Zaca also said he “got angry” (me eno-
jaba) (and presumably violent) in the street, trailing off as he recognized 
this apparent incongruity.57

Zaca described “going blind” with rage, unable to remember moments 
or periods of time. He claimed not to remember the climactic moment that 
sent him spiraling to “rock bottom,” when he seized a machete to kill his 
wife, children, “even my own mamá.” They had all accompanied his wife 
to confront him about his abusiveness at the auto shop where he worked 
(presumably out of fear), and he described coming to, being restrained by 
a co-worker.

Ejected from his home, Zaca described a period of denial and a manic, 
dissolute spree.58 Finally, Zaca’s brother suggested he attend Wém, a pro-
grama59 that met on Thursdays. Upon hearing other men’s stories in Wém, 
Zaca faced the seriousness of his actions but could not imagine himself 
successfully overcoming them as they had. He described contemplating 
suicide until, in his bleakest moment, God offered him a “saving grace,” 
directing him to open the Bible60 to Psalms 25:7 (NRSV): “Do not remem-
ber the sins of my youth or my transgressions; according to your steadfast 
love remember me...O Lord.” 

Though this temporarily buoyed his spirits, Zaca now experienced 
machismo’s destructiveness directed at himself. “When I first made a 
change, my ego, my machismo...wouldn’t let me alone.” In a descrip-
tion reminiscent of Luther’s descriptions of audible, demonic “assaults” 
(Anfechtungen), Zaca described his machismo as a “internal” voice (en mi 
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interior), mocking his resolve to stop womanizing and drinking. “I’d say to 
myself, ‘Pansy’ [Playo], ‘Sonuvabitch’ [Hijueput]).”

Zaca makes explicit above how all of these grupos stress that egoismo 
and machismo are not simply a concern for oneself over relationships with 
others. They represent an inability to relate even to oneself, which, in its 
most extreme forms, is not merely anti-social but dissociative, resulting 
in internal voices and blackouts. When Zaca says “my ego, my machis-
mo,” Paul’s sarx (flesh) may be a plainer influence than the “ego” of Freud. 
Although Freud’s (1989:128–129) notion of the death-drive (Todestrieb) 
may come closer to what is meant by machismo, the connection with 
Paul’s characterization of the flesh as destructive of spirituality and spiri-
tual relationships is more direct (Romans 6:12–23, 8:1–14; Galatians 6:8; 
cf. mark 14:38). Support group and evangelical culture both offer rela-
tionships with God and with others as the solution to these destructive 
forces, and as new sources of identification and belonging (cf. Bialecki 
and Daswani 2015).

Zaca moved on from these carnal:spiritual and calle:casa logics to por-
tray his machismo as an anachronism from his father’s era, much like the 
shift to the second narrative surrounding Omar’s death. The sharing genre 
itself, like the biographical perspective offered by Omar’s mother’s inter-
view, denaturalizes and developmentalizes the human life, encouraging us 
to consider how lives can change, often radically. Describing his own re-
covery from machismo, Zaca emphasized the importance of forgiving his 
father. Wém (supposedly the most secular of the men’s peer groups) had 
taught Zaca a neo-Christian logic of salvation, shared by contemporary 
evangelicalism and the support group culture as a whole: that in order to 
be forgiven, one must first forgive (matthew 6:14–15, Luke 6:37).

I had to forgive the people who had scarred me, who had done me 
harm, for the way that they made me, because they formed that part 
of me [i.e., his machismo]...

[For instance,] when I was five years old, I tried to give my father 
a kiss. He shouted “men don’t kiss!”, then he pushed me, [and] he 
gave me his hand—his closed hand. (He pauses.) That scarred me. 
many things, more like that, scarred me, left me useless [inútil].

That’s how they were in those days: “Darkness in the home, light-
ness in the street.” Better outside than inside. Inside, all the malacri-
anzas [lit. “bad-upbringings”], the yelling, the aggressions.
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my father—I can see moments now where he was a man with a 
good heart. A man who worked very, very hard. A man who struggled...

Zaca settles on the word “struggle” (v. luchar, n. lucha) in order to point 
to his father’s having “a good heart,” using language common in grupos 
that associates masculinity with activity: “A man who worked very, very 
hard.” Because both machismo and “spirituality masculinity” are framed 
by notions about the masculinity of activity (versus passivity), activity-re-
lated terms act as important markers of masculinity—and of alternative 
masculinities. members of these grupos use the term lucha to connote an 
active, fruitful struggle (sometimes exchanging it for the therapeutic term 
proceso (process). Their earlier conflicts, by contrast, are portrayed as 
barren, thorny “problems”: “I had problems with the whole world,” Zaca 
said to me. However, participants in these grupos tended to portray their 
post-conversion luchas in almost Jacobean terms, as blessings—if only 
they refuse to surrender, and make peace in their relationships—for them-
selves, their homes, and their communities (Genesis 32–33, cf. 27–28). 
Like Jacob, Zaca’s struggle would ultimately end with his family’s forgive-
ness and his return home, “one year exactly after starting with Wém.” 
“Thanks be to God, Wém had given me the tools to control myself,” he 
recalled, using Wém’s masculine imagery of tools (herramientas) and of 
meetings as “workshops” (talleres).

He offered an example: once, while still basking in the glow of reunion, 
he was caught off guard by his youngest son. “‘Papi, I’m going to tell you 
something: we are still afraid of you’...It made me angry [Me enojó], but 
this didn’t pass into rage [ira], nor to violence, nor to aggression. Before? 
No! Before…” and here he impersonated his prior machismo, glaring 
and cursing “Hijueputa!” and striking his palm with the back of his hand. 
Remembering his “tools,” Zaca initially withdrew to calm himself. Some 
days afterward he had a heartfelt talk with his youngest.

yet his withdrawal from his son was brief and different from machis-
mo’s isolation. “I arrived at Wém in bad shape,” he said. “They helped 
me see my errors—but they don’t give me advice.” This apparent lack 
of “peer pressure” (which Isaac also mentions below), which stands in 
contrast to the aggressive peerhood of machismo, is key for generating 
mutual support in these groups. This non-threatening approach, drawn 
from support group culture, leaves men like Zaca able to confront their 
own weaknesses, rather than feeling threatened by acknowledging them, 
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and to seek perspective from others. As a result, he was later able to 
better identify with his son and his feelings. This is what the AA histo-
rian Ernest Kurtz called “the fundamental and first message of Alcoholics 
Anonymous”: that individuals are “essentially limited, but able to find a 
healing wholeness,” a “connectedness with others” that “comes about 
from [this] very limitation” (Kurtz 1991:4). To call these “self-help” groups 
is thus deeply misleading; as George Vaillant (2012:314) quipped about 
AA, support groups are “as much about self-help as a barn-raising.” Peer 
groups like Wém help men like Zaca learn to discern fruitful struggles 
from destructive ones—not by offering advice, but by example and mu-
tual identification (cf. Humphrey 1997, Zagzebski 2010).

Isaac: From Religious Traditions to Spiritual Relationships 
The Biblical metaphor of spiritual growth as “bearing fruit” (Proverbs 12:12, 
matthew 13, Luke 3:8f) may have had a particular appeal in the verdant 
Northern Zone of Costa Rica. The fruit-bearing metaphor definitely had a 
certain appeal for Isaac: after a career at Dole, he had recently founded 
a company selling organic, biodegradable substitutes for pesticides, fer-
tilizers, and other agricultural chemicals. At first glance, Isaac’s struggle 
against machismo could not have looked more different from Zaca’s, and 
these differences demonstrate support group culture’s diversity and grow-
ing appeal to both working- and middle-class men. Still, for Isaac as for 
Zaca, activity (and in particular sustained effort)61 was central to their new, 
spiritual notions about masculinity, and both men described human rela-
tionships as the choicest fruit that their spiritual efforts bore.

Unlike Zaca (who rarely attended mass prior to Wém), Isaac described 
always having been “religious,” attending masses and avoiding “falling” 
to the “secular world.” However, Isaac admitted that he had not always 
been “spiritual”:

my situation—my practice of the faith—has changed indeed [sí ha 
cambiado].

Before, there was a fear [of angering God]—a religious part rather 
than a spiritual part.

you see, I didn’t involve God in my goals...I took God as a “default” 
[sic: in English], not something I had to seek.
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Isaac’s language about his “goals” illustrates, much like the language 
of bearing fruit, how these groups cultivate and encourage a teleological 
view of ethics. Isaac describes his “practices of faith” as a matter of “seek-
ing” (using the exact same language as in Wuthnow’s account, only in 
Spanish). The two are closely related: an ongoing spiritual journey requires 
sojournerers to stay properly oriented, especially toward one, prime spiri-
tual end: healthy, growing relationships with others (especially God).  The 
sharing genre in particular helps participants in these grupos cultivate this 
teleological perspective by encouraging them to examine the fruits of past 
actions in light of their present, spiritual goals. yet the sharing genre also 
moderates anxiety about distant, future goals with a “24-hours-at-a-time” 
quotidianism that nearly echoes the Sermon on the mount’s command-
ments not to worry about tomorrow, for each day has enough worries of 
its own (matthew 6:25–34).

yet before Isaac’s conversion, another telos had consumed him: be-
coming “el Isaac Perfecto.”

I was always trying to become better [ponerme mejor], to always be 
the best, to always be perfect...including [being the best] in my family. 
[For instance,] the opportunity I had to study [in the US] was because 
of a scholarship—for my academic efforts, not because my father 
had money or because I was from a very ‘fine’ [fina] family.

While I achieved the highest levels I could at school, in my job, rely-
ing on my own resources and efforts, my family was “left in the road,” 
you see? my sister married very young; my brother is alcoholic; my 
other brother was a disaster after losing his family; and for his part, 
my father needed resources [from me] to be able to sustain himself.

This created “emotional baggage” [cargas emocionales]. So I said 
to myself, Look, my happiness doesn’t necessarily depend upon oth-
ers’ happiness...

By pursuing this anti-social view of cultivating happiness, Isaac’s early 
successes merely engendered resentment in his family, he said:

This “Perfect Isaac”—who studied, who had the advantage of go-
ing off [abroad] and studying—then [returned and] tried to change 
people...[and] looked down on them [menospreciarlos].
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At home, I would say “Look, we should do such-and-such”...
They’d say, “Look, it’s that you want to change us”...They’d say “It’s 
your pride,” and I’d say “It’s your ignorance.”

my having studied, earned a position [at work], learned another 
language, gone to see the world—all this created difficulties in my 
family-relationship [relación familiar].

Isaac was among several of my interlocutors who, even before be-
coming “spiritual,” could be judged as worldly successes by their peers, 
in terms of their education and earnings. University attendance was a 
decided minority condition in the grupos I attended, and enough of my 
middle-class interlocutors had expressed horror at the tell-all quality of 
sharing that I suspected the applicability of Vaillant’s conclusion from the 
longitudinal Small Group study: that, among alcoholics, many college-
educated men are socialized and mannered in ways that make support 
group practices distasteful and thus are more likely to die from alcoholism 
than to commit to a support group (2012:308–314, cf. 298). Isaac’s having 
studied abroad, in Iowa and Florida, was unique among my interviewees. 
But he learned from these grupos, too: he learned why his hierarchical, 
advice-giving approach to his family could only upset them and could 
never transform their lives.

After returning from the US, Isaac worked for Pan American Seed 
Company, then for Dole, where he climbed the managerial ladder, eventu-
ally managing, he said, a department of 400 employees and a $3 million 
budget. yet Isaac described ending up deeply unhappy, working 14-hour 
days while his wife managed their three growing boys alone (at the time, 
10, 7, and 4 years old). She felt ill-equipped for the job, having grown 
up (unlike many costarricenses of her generation) as an only child with-
out brothers or even close male cousins, and Isaac said she repeatedly 
told him that she wanted a stronger male influence for the boys. Isaac 
remorsefully recalled her delivering a popular gibe about being a “Soyla” 
(i.e., “Because I am the one [soy la] who does everything”), and he la-
mented being mostly “absent” from his boys’ lives: “no family-time, no 
community life, nothing—just work, work, work.”

Nonetheless, Isaac felt increasingly dependent on Dole. “They paid 
everything: my house, my car, private school, car and house insurance. 
‘Nothing to worry about,’” he said, in English, code-switching to mock 
Dole’s strings-attached “beneficence.”
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Isaac’s self-described “change,” from being merely “religious,” as he 
put it, to having a truly “spiritual” “practice of the faith,” a “relationship with 
God,” began two years before our interview, after Dole signaled that his 
next assignment would require relocating, possibly outside Costa Rica. 
His wife expressed her opposition (especially under the prevailing division 
of labor, one imagines), and Isaac also felt “past the phase” of wanting 
to live abroad and wanted to “put down roots” (arraigarse). Still, he felt 
trapped, unable to see how he could provide this lifestyle without Dole. 

I couldn’t decide for my wife, but it wouldn’t be responsible to leave 
her and my children behind in Costa Rica to make myself big in some 
company.

my wife, my kids, my economic responsibilities—the burden [car-
ga] became very heavy...

A moment arrives when one says [to oneself], “I’m carrying [car-
gando] everything,” right? “All by myself.”

Isaac’s “all by myself” language echoes the machista atomization we 
have described previously. moreover, his “moment” of recognition that 
not even “Perfect Isaac” could bear this life’s burden himself also echoes 
the First Step: “We admitted...that our lives had become unmanage-
able.” Importantly, this is only the first step, never the last. To put this 
in Christianity’s theological terms, support group culture appears to be 
resolutely Wesleyan-Arminian (though it also has much in common with 
other synergisms, including Franciscan, Thomistic, and Orthodox ones): 
God’s grace is “prevenient” (i.e., it comes first), and it enables us to say 
“yes” to a many-stepped journey—but we must say “yes” and actively 
cooperate along the way. moreover, the Wesleyan path is uniquely social, 
and the value in this is easy for social scientists and psychologists to see. 
The mere existence of anti-machismo discourse, seen in the initial media 
narratives about Omar’s death, does nothing by itself to produce either 
alternative masculinities or social settings that encourage their practice; 
new social networks and relationships are required. masculinity, like all 
gender, is fundamentally relational. Accordingly, to develop a real rela-
tionship with God, to “involve God in [his] goals,” Isaac needed practice 
developing communion with others first. He found this communion not 
through a change in religious affiliation, but by joining a grupo dedicated 
to developing spiritual relationships with others. The practical theology 
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of these grupos, drawn from support group cultures (and ultimately from 
the Wesleyan model), portray the grupo as a sort of horizontal “channel of 
grace.” The character of the Higher Power, defined minimally but crucially 
as “loving” and “caring,” becomes known to participants primarily as it 
is “express[ed]... in [the] group conscience,”62 while participants “restore 
one [another] in a spirit of gentleness” and “bear one another’s burdens” 
(to borrow from the Christian epistolary language: Galatians 6:1–2).

Thus, the major change in Isaac’s relationship with God emerged from a 
new, unexpected human relationship—with an evangelical pastor. Pastor 
Jaime was the leader of Dios es Fiel at the time (see endnote 16). Isaac 
described being deeply impressed that Jaime never once pressured him 
to convert from Catholicism, echoing Zaca’s impressions of Wém. “There 
was respect in both directions,” Isaac said, stressing the value of equality 
in their friendship.

Isaac began attending a weekly, three-hour Bible study with Jaime. 
They gradually developed a closer relationship through this practice, with 
Isaac confiding in Jaime about his problems. Recently, even his parents 
had been attending these studies—“old Catholics,” he said, emphasizing 
the seeming unlikeliness of the arrangement.

Next, Isaac accepted Jaime’s invitation to join Hombres Íntegros, and 
he was surprised to find that he was not the only Catholic in attendance. 
As another testament to the non-sectarian, “spiritual” approach of the 
grupo, Isaac felt buoyed when, after sharing in the grupo about his fam-
ily issues, one of his evangelical compañeros encouraged him to con-
tact a group of families associated with the (Catholic) Christian Family 
movement (mFC), which had encouraged that man’s friends to practice 
their Catholic faith more actively.

Finally, a year into his newfound “practice of the faith” and with sup-
port from his family, Jaime, and the members of the grupos to which he 
belonged, Isaac summoned the courage to leave Dole and found his new 
company. Since then, his lifestyle had changed dramatically. Whereas be-
fore he enjoyed “no family-time, no community life,” he described how 
deeply he was now involved in the life of his nuclear and extended families, 
and he also counted off eight hours each week spent dedicated to spiritual 
matters with family and friends: “three hours with Jaime [and his parents] 
in Bible study, two in my men’s group, one in mass, three in mFC...”

Now, even his work helped him nurture relationships with his family  
and others: 
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I realize now: this company isn’t just for Isaac. It should give op-
portunities to my family—to my children, my nieces and nephews, 
my siblings.

Now, if I stopped thinking of others, I’d stop being happy, be-
cause I’m most happy when I see the company yield sufficient re-
sources for my parents to live well, for my in-laws to have a secure, 
tranquil life—when I see others sharing in my business.

my situation, of seeking God in these moments, is a relationship—
one which has strengthened me [me ha dado fortaleza]...Before I 
would awaken thinking, “What a bore, another day at work”... Now, 
there is a spirit of struggle [un espíritu de lucha] that energizes me 
every day.

Concluding Thoughts: On Organizing for a Spirit of Struggle
These extended stories from Isaac and Zaca are intended to provide an 
ethnographic sketch of how the growth of men’s peer groups and the 
support group movement have impacted models around masculinity and 
spirituality that many men are adopting—and that have helped produce an 
emergent “spiritual masculinity” I describe in this article. In the rest of the 
article, I laid out a few neglected maps of adjacent territories produced by 
related disciplines to highlight a few lookout points from which the reader 
might better view the shifting terrain of Latin America’s religious arena and 
the lives being lived there. Foremost among these lookout points have 
been work by Brusco (on the reformation of machismo and its relation-
ship the work on the “crisis” of masculinity and the family), research by 
Wuthnow (on support group culture’s role in restructuring religion and re-
shaping contemporary spirituality), and research by martin and others, in-
cluding many social historians, tracing the development of the methodist 
model of social organization.

Hopefully, from atop these outcrops the potential and actual capacities 
of these groups to train men in new models of masculinity and create new 
modes of spirituality may be more easily appreciated (perhaps, especially 
once the logics that co-construct religion and gender in the region are em-
phasized). Ideally these lookout points might also assist anthropologists 
of religion who are mapping out similar territory, for, having recently had 
the pleasure of reviewing an edited volume on Pentecostal practices, and 
observing that its chapters drew almost entirely on ethnographic material 
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from non-Sunday service settings (Lindhardt 2011), it is clear that many 
recent scholars—including O’Neill (2010), Bielo (2009), and Lester (2005)—
have reached a conclusion similar to the first (of four) tentative ones that I 
propose here: the social organization of religion cannot be taken for grant-
ed, nor be based on an analysis of churches or congregations alone.63

The second tentative conclusion is this: a fruitful study of the reforma-
tion of machismo cannot therefore be restricted to the study of evangelical 
churches or of their ideas about masculinity alone. Instead, a fruitful analy-
sis must try to account for the widespread diffusion of so many “portable 
practices” and “transposable messages” from evangelical and support 
group culture across denominational lines—not in spite of social organi-
zation, but perhaps because of unexpected and overlooked kinds of so-
cial organization that appear to have made new masculinities practicable 
and therefore possible, according to what my research suggests (Csordas 
2007:261). my research pursues, in a new arena and in response to new 
sociocultural questions, how instrumental the methodist model has been in 
the development of peer support group and other small group formations, 
and what role these groups might play in efforts to transform masculinity. I 
have suggested some reasons for these groups’ instrumental role. These 
include the way the history of the support group movement has preserved 
the methodist model’s original emphasis on orthopraxy rather than ortho-
doxy, as well as the non-sectarian impulse at the heart of the support group 
movement, which is expressed in a spiritual/religious distinction that re-
duces any sense of competition between grupos and churches and even 
seems to encourage trans-denominational trends. In my analysis, I hope 
I have explained why these grupos can resonate with evangelical culture 
so deeply, yet still, in San Carlos, come recommended by a Catholic priest 
and a number of Catholic laity, with Isaac and Zaca serving as examples.

Third, anthropological commitments to the study of religion may reap 
great benefits by studying religion per se. Asad’s (1993) full insight is much 
more consequential than what is usually acknowledged in a now nearly 
obligatory gesture I sometimes think of as “the nod to Asad.” Asad’s cri-
tique of the religion concept reprises both the constitutive problems of an-
thropology and some of its most perceptive voices, suggesting to us not 
only the inseparability of religion from culture (which helps us see how AA, 
while not an alternative “religion,” responds to characteristically Western 
Christian theological dilemmas), nor only the possibility of studying secu-
larity (as religion’s purported opposite), but also that we examine carefully 



From Wrestling with Monsters to Wrestling with God

118

all those emic and theoretical categories that overlap with and compete 
with religion and secularity. Spirituality, like the study of magic, or ritual, 
or ethics and morality, represents not only an alternative theoretical lan-
guage, but a competing discourse that leads to different subjects and av-
enues of ethnographic exploration. As a “stance,” spirituality challenges 
the salience and dominance of “religion” as a cultural category, implicitly 
seeking “to describe experiences[,] positions and aspirations that ‘move 
beyond’ either secularity or religion” and to “complicate a straightforward 
religious-secular binary,” as Ann Taves and Courtney Bender (2012:6) ar-
gued. Precisely these classificatory issues may account for why support 
group culture has been studied so little by anthropologists of religion. If 
we want to understand not only the influence of support group cultures 
but the totality of trans-denominational and trans-secular flows in Latin 
America’s religious arena in general, or the reformation of machismo in 
particular, then the study of “spirituality” (and the religious–therapeutic hy-
bridity it represents) may need to join the study of NRms and other better-
known lookout points for observing and depicting fields of religiosity that 
are too often hidden from view.

Fourth and finally, I suggest that the term ethos may capture some-
thing important about the relationship between how emotions are orga-
nized and other aspects of social life, including discourses, practices, 
and social organization—a relationship that may be especially important 
for the anthropology of ethics and morality to describe accurately. In her 
account of Colombian evangelicals and their focus on reforming machis-
mo, Brusco (1990) identified the adoption of a “feminine ethos” (and not 
merely new ideas about masculinity) as central both to this evangelical 
project and to the long-term viability of men’s individual conversions. In 
this work, she employed Gregory Bateson’s notion of ethos as a “system 
of organization of the...emotions” that orients cultural systems of mo-
rality, ethics, and value (1936:118, as cited in Brusco 2010:129). When 
Bateson (2000:91–93) used the term ethos,64 it was intended to denote 
an important relationship between ethos and eidos, with what-is-feelable 
both complimenting and producing tensions with what-is-sayable (over-
lapping in some ways with the hegemony:ideology continuum discussed 
by Jean and John Comaroff [1991:18–29]). 

However, the concept of ethos also links “the system of emotional at-
titudes [of each particular] community” with its practices and social or-
ganization in an organic way that anthropologists of ethics and morality 
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may find useful (Bateson 1936:220). Aristotle considered the develop-
ment of character, or ethos, as depending on repeated social practice in 
rightly organized relationships and social settings. In Nicomachaen Ethics 
(1934:1103a), Aristotle famously uses etymological reasoning to support 
his claim that, because both individual and collective “character” (êthos 
[ἦθος]) are developed “ethically,” through “habit” (éthos [ἔθος]), êthos and 
éthos must be related terms (cf. L. mores and moral, habitus and habit). 
That is, our ethos, or character, is formed through habit—“We are what 
we repeatedly do,” according to a summary of Aristotle’s ethics frequently 
misattributed to him (Durant 1991[1926]:76). 

yet Aristotle might have chosen to explore another potential etymo-
logical connection: an older use of éthos to mean, not “habit,” but rough-
ly “habitat”—an “ecology” where a character is formed (Bateson 1936). 
This “habitat” definition of ethos appears in The Iliad when, to describe 
Paris’s noble bearing poetically, Homer pictures well-bred horses gallop-
ing through éthea kai nomón hippon, “the habitats and pastures of horses” 
(ἤθεα καὶ νομὸν ἵππων, 1920:6:511), sometimes translated as the horses’ 
“haunts” or “accustomed places.” Whatever is durable about character 
is developed in a particular ethos, a particular habitat—a particular align-
ment of social organization and the organization of the emotions, along 
with a set of practices and discourses that reinforces them both. Support 
groups are merely one excellent example of the power of ethos to encour-
age ethical cultivation. 

Likewise, it may be useful for participants in a recent wave of anthropo-
logical interest in morality and ethics to reflect consistently on the extent to 
which different forms of social organization, being emotionally structured 
networks of relationships with their own sets of discourses and practices, 
each provide their own unique potentials for ethical development—and 
may help cultivate identities that are portable well outside these forms 
of social organization.65 my hope is that some aspects of the approach I 
have laid out here, for understanding how the restructuring of American 
religion might be producing emergent models of masculinity, may be use-
fully applied to other contemporary questions in the anthropological study 
of ethics—especially concerning how forms of social organization and 
their affective styles may play important roles in the transformations that 
ethics and religion undergo. After all, the concept of ethics (much like the 
concept of “spirituality”) both overlaps with and competes with “religion” 
as a conceptual framework. Thus, to provide a fuller account, not only of 
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the development of emergent masculinities but of any number of cultural 
developments (especially the development of new models of identity or 
sociality), anthropologists examining the role of ethics or religion might 
benefit from considering not only how ethics and religion overlap but also 
how social organization and different religious and ethical habitats play a 
role in these cultural developments. n

E n d n o t e s :
1His full name is Omar de Jesús Jirón Romero.

2Omar was born in Nicaragua, but had lived in Costa Rica since childhood. Nicaragua has been stigma-
tized by many Costa Rican discourses associating the country with violence, poverty, and other social 
problems (Sandoval 2004:xviii–xix, 33–38), as well as rurality and ranching culture, whose association with 
machismo I discuss below. However, machismo is associated with Hispanic rather than Afro-Caribbean or 
indigenous origins (cf. Fuller [1995] on Peru).

3much like arguments in anthropology about “culture areas” (see, e.g., Herzfeld 1987, Hays 1993), many 
scholars working in the region have critiqued and struggled with the meaningfulness of speaking about 
“Latin America.” However, even the most anti-essentialist Latin Americanists reluctantly find “Latin 
America” meaningful, as both a lived reality and an analytical tool, citing, for example, the region’s: shared 
centuries of broad precolonial and postcolonial historical and geopolitical patterns; similar national politi-
cal institutions and movements, and shared regional ones; shared economic institutions and orientations; 
shared religious institutions and movements; shared languages; contemporary linkages through region-
wide media networks; and inhabitants’ self-conscious identifications as Latin Americans. In a fairly recent 
edited volume on Changing men and masculinities in Latin  America, for instance, the anthropologist 
matthew Gutmann confesses, with some hesitation, that: 

Despite our efforts to accentuate historical particularism and global contextualism...I was struck 
by the creeping suspicion—and I do not think I was alone in this feeling—that despite differences 
of class, ethnic group, region, and generation, it was not just in the popular imagination that Latin 
America was seen as constituting in some palpable sense a coherent area of historical and cultural 
commonalities... (2003:16)

4See, e.g., Gutmann (1996:221–222, 236–240) on a generational shift in the term’s connotations. Compare 
Tamez (1987) with Ramírez (2008)—their shared title (Against Machismo) shows anti-machismo’s spread 
from liberation theologists to young middle-class men.

5The PSA, featuring haunting scenes of a battered family living in fear of an abusive husband and father 
ends with a series of battered women saying, first in succession, then together, “If it happens to one of us, 
it happens to all of us,” before the voiceover narrator concludes with “machismo es violencia.” See https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8-fzhAmlSs. Last accessed on January, 16 2018.

6Cf. Gomensoro et al. (1998), Chant (2001), Olavarría (2001a, 2001b, Burin, Jiménez Guzmán, and meler 
(2007), Herrera (2012), and cf. Amuyunzu-Nyamongo and Francis (2006).

7Damnatio ad bestias is the Latin name for an ancient style of execution, popular as entertainment for most 
of Roman imperial execution, whereby the condemned was fed to, or otherwise allowed to battle to the 
death, hungry animals such as lions.

8In this case, Chinul writes of using the deluded mind itself as an instrument of enlightenment, but the par-
allels between the Wesleyan and Korean Buddhist efforts to harmonize broader religious disputes in a way 
that was useful to the laity are striking. Chinul’s attempt to synthesize the subitist and gradualist views of 
salvation are comparable in ways to methodism’s desire to harmonize conversion experiences with further 
efforts at spiritual “perfection,” or maturation. And Chinul’s predecessor, Wonhyo, had in the 7th century 
flouted convention, like Wesley, to preach in public and even in disreputable places like taverns, much as 
the Wesleys used music to evangelize in such places; and Wonhyo’s attitude towards the various schools 
of Buddhism was every bit as syncretic and eclectic as Wesley and the Anglican patristics tradition that 
nurtured him, earning Wonhyo the title “National Preceptor who Harmonizes Disputes.”
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9The other two precipitating events to “hitting rock bottom” in the interviews I conducted were the deaths 
of loved ones and problems with employment. most interviewees blamed themselves and their machismo 
for some (or all) responsibility, for both the departures of partners and children (or their own ejection from 
the home, which is more common) and their employment issues. However, many also seemed to grasp 
the structural elements of their crises. “There are many men—I speak from my own experience,” Ulises 
told me, “there are many men who feel this, many men who feel like this! [hammering the table] Frustrated! 
They feel angry! They feel impotent...knowing that, whatever salary they could earn—it isn’t enough to 
cover the mountain of necessities at home.”

10Omar’s ex-partner was, to my knowledge, not interviewed, making this account partial.

11Me puse como loca, alternatively translatable as “I became like [a] madwoman.”

12Quesada City is frequently referred to as San Carlos, although Quesada is located in San Carlos County 
(Ciudad Quesada de San Carlos). It is located in the Alajuela province in the Huetar/Zona Norte (Northern 
Zone).

13Although San Carlos remains little examined by qualitative or ethnographic research, such research 
has been conducted to its north in Nicaragua, to its west in Guanacaste province, bordering the Pacific 
(Edelman 1999; Chant 2001, 2002a, 2002b; Stocker 2005), the Limón province occupying the Atlantic 
Coast to its east (Sharman 2001, Caamaño 2006), and the populous greater metropolitan area of the 
Central Valley (Sandoval 1997, Downe 1999, mannon and Kemp 2010). 

14These churches “did not result from schisms [like the Holiness-Pentecostal movement-based churches], 
but instead were independently founded in the 19th century by charismatic prophets in the United States” 
(Gooren 2001:172).

15This tripartite approach to a comparative investigation of the local religious arena has been also been 
used to spectacular effect by Burdick (1993) and others to reveal more about religious pluralization. See 
Gooren (2008), Steigenga (2001:170), plus Willems (1967), mahmood (2008), O’Neill (2010:31–56).

16This church was initially named Maranatha until a 2008 schism, when the founding pastor succumbed 
to cancer. After faith healing efforts failed to preserve the pastor’s life: his junior pastor and presumed 
successor led the wing who opposed this “excessive” focus on “miracles”; the pastor’s widow (owner of 
the church building) led another, which favored the distinctly Pentecostal origins of the congregation. Two 
churches emerged from the schism along these lines, though both maintained an emphasis on personal 
transformation, “praise and worship” music, altar calls for healing and prayer, and an emphasis on family 
issues, with both pastors offering marital counseling.

17In 2012, Wém’s San Carlos chapter had formally disbanded due to diminished funding (cf. Gutmann 
1996:198ff on CAVI), although a renamed core group remains.

18For various reasons (including Western histories of gender-segregated sociality, quite different historical 
attitudes toward male and female drinking in Latin America, and the explicit question of gender identity 
in many support groups), Al-Anon has usually served as a “women’s AA,” “working the steps,” rather 
than a group for alcoholics’ families per se. This has impacted the development of support groups, which 
are largely gender-segregated, though some are desegregating, including the largest AA group in San 
Carlos. For more information on gender-segregated support groups and other groups in Latin America, 
see Endnote 32.

19Hombres Íntegros can be translated as “men of integrity” but also “whole men” (as in pan íntegro, “whole 
[grain] bread”).

20Although HI only met twice a month, many of its members were also present on Sundays at Dios es 
Fiel for the service and meal, and I spent additional time with these men at various official and unofficial 
gatherings, including a weekend retreat. 

21See Endnote 33. So thorough was this religious-therapeutic hybridity that tracing support group cul-
ture’s contemporary precise influence and genealogical contribution in every case became impossible, 
but see below on Wuthnow, martin, etc. Both small evangelical churches and Catholic masses I attended 
in San Carlos discussed mental health issues and psychological health in terms familiar to the move-
ment (contrary to the view that sees evangelical and therapeutic discourses as competing, contrastive 
discourses [Bellah et al. 1985:93–110]). This “triumph of the therapeutic” (Rieff 1987), everywhere visible, 
was nowhere more memorable than in an adult Sabbath school I sometimes attended: Adventist daily 
study guide asked congregants to consider the interdependence of psychological and spiritual problems 
and consider where they did and did not overlap, leading to an animated sharing of ideas and experiences 
about the relationship of the psychological and spiritual, which was ultimately agreed to be quite complex.
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22Loggers made pastureland of many Central American forests as the region became a beef exporter 
(Williams 1986:113–117), reducing Costa Rica’s forest coverage from 3/4 to 1/3 from 1965–1979. 

23The nondescript ganadero (rancher) is also frequently used in Costa Rica.

24For San Carlos, see Romein (1995). For Costa Rica, see Arias (2001), Chant (2001, 2002a:111–112), 
Herrera (2012), mannon and Kemp (2010), Sandoval (1997). For Latin America, see esp. Pérez Sáinz 
(1999), but also Endnote 6. On Latin America’s high levels of gender segregation, even vis-à-vis similarly 
developed countries, see Deutsch et al. (2002). See also Esping-Anderson (1999).

25I chose this term because of emic discourses about spirituality, whose importance becomes clearer 
throughout this section.

26In this passage on the connection between working class masculinity and the body, Bourdieu writes 
that “[T]he values of masculinity in the working-class...” (“often badly understood by intellectuals”) “are 
inscribed in the body...[T]he attachment to the values of masculinity, physical strength, [is] characteristic 
of people who have little to fall back on except their labor power, and sometimes their fighting strength...I 
say that the idea of masculinity is one of the last refuges of the identity of the dominated classes” (1993:4).

27Although this “traditional” division of social space in Latin America was partly dissolved by urbanization 
and rural-to-urban migration, these changes initially circumscribed women’s movements even further 
(Caulfield 2000, cf. Chatty 1978).

28Brusco (1995) abandoned congregatational-level analysis for a movement-based one, identifying the 
“evangelical movement” as a “women’s movement.” Burdick’s (1993:8) “religious arena” approach placed 
choice and competition at the heart of his model, without limiting himself to market metaphors. See 
Smilde’s (2008) fairminded review of religious economy thought, cf. Chesnut (2003).

29Brusco (2010:11,135), foregrounding the numerical predominance of women and in conversation with 
molyneux, dubbed evangelicalism a “women’s movement.”

30most contemporary psychological and medical research on Twelve Step groups acknowledges that they 
(as well as other support groups), despite their non-professional and variable character, play a powerful 
role in transforming the behaviors, attitudes, and identities of participants—whether the groups tackle ad-
diction or other aspects of coping or (inter)personal development. For example, see De Vidas (2000) and 
Rasmussen (2004) on LGBT support groups, cf. Herdt (1992). See Docherty (2004), Ussher et al. (2006), 
and Winzelberg et al. (2003) on cancer support groups. See Andronico (1996) and Addis and mahalik 
(2003) on men’s support groups for a number of issues, cf. Torrey (2006). Initially, accounting for self-
selection when measuring the effectiveness of support groups was challenging, but since then scholars 
have devised other measures (e.g., see Walitzer et al. 2009, Zemore et al. 2009). 

misgivings about spirituality of the program, however, have encouraged journalism on these programs 
that appeals to audiences with anti-religious prejudices and misrepresents critics of these programs as 
speaking for scholarship on addiction. For example, The Atlantic and on NPR’s All Things Considered 
gave glowing coverage to a recent book by Lance Dodes claiming there was no evidence for the ef-
fectiveness of AA (Glaser 2015:50–60, NPR 2014, Dodes and Dodes 2014). yet the book was publicly 
and roundly rejected by the psychiatric community and practitioners-policy makers working on addiction 
treatment (e.g., Kelly and Beresin [2014] at Harvard medical School, DuPont [2014] at Georgetown) as well 
as by psychoanalysts (Roth 2015). They all pointed out that Dodes and similar authors ignore nearly all of 
the scientific evidence on support groups in general, on Twelve Step programs specifically, and on AA in 
particular—in particular the uniquely longitudinal Adult Development Study, or “Grant Study,” at Harvard 
medical School, led by George Vaillant (1995, 2012).

Thanks in part to longitudinal work like Vaillant’s, “the field [of psychology] has moved beyond asking 
whether AA and 12-step treatment works, to investigating how and why they work” (Kelly and Beresin 
2014). Psychological evidence suggests that “[t]he reason why 12-step based interventions so often do 
better than others” is because the practice of “sharing” “engage[s] people with groups like AA, which in-
crease people’s ability to cope with the demands of recovery, and foster critically important social network 
changes within the communities in which they live every day” (2014, emphasis added). In short, much of 
the research suggests the role of new social support networks (cf. Litt et al. 2009).

31Notable exceptions include Brandes (2002), Gutmann (1996:198–213), Orozco and Hondagneu-Sotelo 
(2013).

32See Endnote 18. For descriptions of gender segregation in Latin American support groups, see mäkelä 
et al. (1996:171–172,176–178). See Brandes (2002) and Gutmann (1996:198–213) for ethnographic per-
spectives on all-male AA groups and all-male support groups for anger management, respectively. See 
Ramírez (2008) and Duncan (2013) on women’s Neuróticos Anónimos (NA) groups. See Peris Blanes 
(2013) on NA’s impact on popular culture and relationship to both consciousness raising groups and 
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base communities associated with liberation theology. See De Vidas (2000) on abuse support groups 
exclusively for LGBT Latinos. See Orozco and Hondagneu-Sotelo (2013) on Jesuit- and evangelical-led 
support group recovery programs.

33See Bastian (2001) on hybridization. See Gill (1998) on the region-wide correlation between evangelical 
growth and promotion of Catholic base communities. See Peris Blanes (2013) on the mutual influences 
of Neuróticos Anónimos, consciousness raising groups, and liberationist theology. See Hartch (2014) on 
Pentecostal-Catholic dialectics and “the rise of the laity.” See Steigenga (2001) on Catholics and non-
Pentecostal evangélicos adopting Pentecostal/charismatic practices, see Chesnut (2003) on Pentecostal 
“pneumatics” influencing Christian and non-Christian religious movements in Latin America, and see 
Steigenga and Cleary (2008) on the regional spread of “conversion” and conversion narratives. See below 
and Napolitano (1998), on the influence of evangelicalism and its gender-and-the-family focus on the 
Catholic mFC (Christian Family movement).

34See Kurtz (1991); cf. Peterson (1992). See Brandes (2002) and Jarrad (1997) for examples. Also see 
Endnote 21.

35E.g., Chong (2011), O’Neill (2010), and Van de Kamp (2013). Also see Endnote 33.

36This could be interpreted two ways: that men from AA could literally deliver good testimonials (narra-
tives), or that they were “true” converts (i.e., those who could testify that their lives had been changed—of 
prime importance in evangelical eyes).

37By the late 4th century, the Spirit was God, according to the trinitarian formula of the Cappadocian 
fathers.

38New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) throughout, unless otherwise indicated.

39Here, a conjugation of naphach (to puff, blow) is used.

40Cf. Endnote 33 for literature on these changes.

41See Bielo (2009) for what is hopefully a pioneering example of an anthropological application of a com-
parative Wuthnovian approach to small groups like Bible studies.

42most constitutions include proscriptions against permanently delegating authority to persons or com-
mittees (the 9th Tradition) and portray democratic governance as spiritually guided (the 2nd Tradition: 
“There is but one ultimate authority—a loving God as He may express Himself in our group conscience. 
Our leaders are but trusted servants; they do not govern”). See Endnote 43.

43See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twelve-step_program#Twelve_Steps. 

44Alcoholics Anonymous material on the 9th Tradition emphasizes that experienced members “do not 
drive by mandate; they lead by example” (1986:135). mäkelä et al. conclude that, internationally, all forms 
of leadership are subordinated to “the formal equality of members...much more substantively than...in 
many other organizations” (1996:46).

45E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1968) and Bernard Semmel’s The Methodist 
Revolution (1973) spearheaded this social history. They contested popular readings of Élie Halévy’s (1961, 
1971) research on 19th-century England that characterized methodism as a popular opiate, dampening 
revolutionary energies. Thompson, Semmel, and others laid out an extraordinary history of voluntary, 
democratic forms of working-class and middle-class social organization and self-consciousness trace-
able to methodism and its “revolution in values” (see cf. martin 1990:36–39,42–46). Watson’s (1987:134-
145) dissertation material on Halévy, Thompson, Semmel, and Troeltsch’s depiction of methodism as 
a unique combination of Church and Sect. Lawrence (2011) examines methodism’s influence on the 
Anglophone family.

46Brusco (2010 [1995]:130–131) pointed to the central role of “home services” and the domestic sphere 
in evangelical growth, but cf. Bielo (2009). See O’Neill (2010), Chong (2011), Van de Kamp (2013), Orozco 
and Hondagneu-Sotelo (2013) on cell groups as “Christian support groups” (O’Neill 2010:xiii). See Smilde 
(2007, 2008) on the social support network view of evangelical growth. See also cf. mahmood (2008).

47See martin (1990:274). See Zald (1970), mjagkij and Spratt (1997), Winter (2002). See also cf. Chang 
(2014). 

48George Whitefield, his early friend and eventual Calvinist competitor, confessed this twice in the histori-
cal record, even using language about fruition and “maturity” (telos, perfection) that Wesley favored: “I 
[now] know the propriety of mr. Wesley’s advice: ‘Establish class-meetings and form societies wherever 
you preach and have attentive hearers; for, where we have preached without doing so, the word has been 
like seed by the wayside.’” In another situation, he said, “my brother Wesley acted wisely; the souls that 
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were awakened under his ministry he joined in class, and thus preserved the fruits of his labor. This I ne-
glected, and my people are a rope of sand” (Etheridge 1859:189).

49See Endnote 30.

50The denominalization and increasing hierarchy and formality that smothered the ability of methodist 
groups to generate supportive peer communities capable of personal transformation (Dean 1981, Watson 
1987:145–147) occurred also in the ymCA/yWCA, which grew from a similar “missionary zeal” to remake 
men and women adrift... in the city in the 19th century (mjagkij and Spratt 1997). Frank Buchman’s mis-
sionary efforts in the ymCA, especially in China, led him to develop the Oxford Group’s co-confessional 
methodology; and Bill Wilson to develop Alcoholics Anonymous by modifying that methodolody’s explicit 
evangelicalism and political ideologies (Petersen 1992; cf. Kurtz 1991:324n36).

51many Anglicans, Lutherans, and Calvinists make distinctions between “justification” (ultimate salvation, 
usually reckoned juridically) and sanctification/holiness. Voluntarism/synergism was largely debated in 
questions about sanctification; Arminian synergism was dominant only in the former.

52methodism, originally an Anglican revival movement led by Wesley as one of the early outdoor preachers 
in England, only became a “denomination” incidentally: the US war for independence broke clerical ties 
with England, forcing both methodists and Episcopalians to form their own church structures. Wesley, 
intending to revive Christian participation rather than convert, considered himself to be an Anglican min-
ister in a long tradition of constructing lay societies that were merely non-schismatic but anti-schismatic 
and ecumenical, ecclesiolae in ecclesia (church groups in the Church Universal), like the Pietists and early, 
pre-schismatic Puritans.

53See cf. Keefer (1984) and Cornwall (1990).

54The term, later used by John Henry Newman, has characterized Anglican latitudinarianism ever since.

55For Wesleys’s personal encounters with Puritans, moravians, Pietists, etc., as well as his influence by 
late medieval pietists, see, e.g., Schmidt (1964), Outler (in Wesley 1964:4–17), Watson (1987:1–38).

56This is essentially the argument about how support groups frame specific problems made by Peterson 
(1992:62f) in the section “Selfishness: the Essence of Sin, the Root of Alcoholism.”

57Perhaps he considered his domestic machismo “darker” for being aimed at loved ones, or at women and 
children (as in the PSA “machismo is Violence”).

58The 1996 Law Against Domestic Violence allows police to eject an accused abuser from the home and 
issue a restraining order for a year.

59Language drawn from AA, which describes itself as a “movement” consisting of a “program” and local 
“fellowships.”

60Although many Catholics have full Bibles, more Catholic homes where I spent time seemed to own an 
abridged publication of the New Testament, the Psalms, and Proverbs.

61Contrast with Bourdieu’s (2002) depiction of a mediterranean, “phallonarcissistic logic” that associates 
masculine activity as “discontinuous,...brief, dangerous, spectacular acts that...mark breaks in the ordi-
nary course of life,” rather than “continuous,...monotonous” practices, coded feminine.

62See Endnote 43 for the 2nd Tradition and Third Step. 

63See Endnote 46 for other relevant sources.

64See also Bateson 2000[1941]:92, where he suggests “ethonomy” would work better for various reasons. 
yet, see also Bateson (2000[1949]), where he continues to find utility in the term.

66See Bialecki (2016) on the lack of what are sometimes called situationist ethics approaches in the pres-
ent field of the anthropology of ethics and morality.
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