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Abstract 

 

Demon-Haunted Worlds: 

Enchantment, Disenchantment, and the Universal Church of the 

Kingdom of God 

 

Justin Michael Doran, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Thomas A. Tweed 

 

This report analyzes the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus (Universal Church of 

the Kingdom of God)—a Brazilian neo-Pentecostal church—by its capacity to enchant 

everyday life in modern, disenchanted worlds. It provides a history of the church, a 

cultural biography of its founder, and a description of the church’s demonology and ritual 

life. It argues that through ritual performance, members come to embody the church’s 

discourse of biblical sacrifice. This process enchants their lives and sanctifies their 

participation in modern, disenchanted institutions such as late capitalism and medical 

science. It further argues that previous scholarship has interpreted neo-Pentecostal 

churches from an implicitly ethical perspective that is rooted in Western modernity. This 

perspective, in turn, has led to unwarranted dismissiveness toward church members’ self-

reports of the empowerment they experience through their religious life. 



 vii 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1: Introduction ........................................................................................1 

THE DISENCHANTMENT OF THE WORLD .......................................................3 

Chapter 2:  Making Sacrifices: Edir Macedo and the History of the IURD ....7 

EDIR MACEDO’S NEW LIFE IN RIO DE JANEIRO ...........................................8 

THE IGREJA UNIVERSAL DO REINO DE DEUS ................................................14 

Chapter 3:  Embodying Sacrifice: Ritual Life in the IURD ............................25 

THE INSTITUTION OF CHURCH DISCOURSE.................................................26 

DEMONOLOGY AND SACRIFICE ....................................................................30 

IURDIANO TESTIMONIES ..............................................................................40 

Chapter 4: Interpreting Enchanted Lives in a Disenchanted World ..............43 

Appendix ...............................................................................................................48 

Bibliography .........................................................................................................50 

 



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

More than a hundred years ago, in a “tumble-down shack” in Los Angeles, a 

pastor preached to his congregation that the Holy Ghost would sanctify them and 

Pentecost had come again. In response, a great mass of people accepted Christ into their 

hearts and spoke in other tongues. A contemporary critic, George Barton Cutten, doctor 

of psychology, reassured the readers of his book Speaking with Tongues, that these 

“gifts” were not an indication of being favored by God. They are simply an indication of 

“low mental ability.” Moreover, he explained, “the present manifestations are apparently 

not diminishing, but will probably decrease as knowledge accumulates, and as natural 

inhibition and control develop.”
1
 Today, if you want to witness those “apparently not 

diminishing” manifestations, you can walk a few blocks over from Azusa Street, to an old 

movie theater on 7
th

 and Broadway. Every Friday night, you will find a group of 

evangélicos invoking the Holy Spirit, speaking in tongues, and throwing the devil out of 

their lives.2 Despite a century of rationalization, institutional modernization, and the 

accumulation of knowledge: the charismata persist. Their world remains stubbornly 

enchanted. 

Since it was first articulated by Max Weber in the early twentieth century, the 

“disenchantment of the world” has been a core component of secularization theories. 

However, scholarship has moved away from Weber’s related hypothesis that modernity 

eliminates traditional religion. The resurgence of Christianity across Latin America 

                                                 
1
 Cutten, Speaking with Tongues, Historically and Psychologically Considered, 6,10. 

2

 Although evangélico (Spanish and Portuguese) translates literally into English as “evangelical,” they refer 

to groups with very different forms of Christian practice between the United States and Latin America. 
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played an important role in pushing scholarship away from this version of the 

secularization hypothesis. Consequently, there has been an effervescence of new theories 

of secularization that attempt to eliminate the dissonance between the modernization of 

Latin American societies and the simultaneous rise of charismatic forms of Christian 

practice. In a sense, scholars are still trying to explain why modern people are getting 

slain in the Spirit. 

To understand this persistent tension, I will look closely at that old movie theater 

in Los Angeles, the Catedral de la Fé. In the Catedral, members of the Iglesia Universal 

del Reino de Dios (IURD) or the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, perform a set 

of rituals that imbue their daily lives with biblical sacrifice. These rituals and the 

discourse that frames them were institutionalized during the 1980s and 1990s, in the 

Sudeste of Brazil—the region that contains both Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. In the last 

thirty years, they have animated a church that now claims up to 8 million members 

globally. Within the church’s discourse, these sacrificial practices empower Christians to 

“Pare de Sufrir! [Stop Suffering!]”—to quote the church's widely-circulated Latin 

American slogan. From the perspective of the academic study of religion, these practices 

enchant the modern world.3 

This essay makes two scholarly interventions: it shifts the IURD’s position within 

                                                 
3
 
Because the IURD moves across several languages, I will be using English, Spanish, and Portuguese 

terms. When retaining non-English versions of a word within the body of the text, I do so because the term 

or idea has a particular meaning in the original language; this is especially the case for words use with 

technical meanings within the church. When deciding between Spanish and Portuguese, I retain the 

Portuguese word when it is being used in a Brazilian context, or if it is produced within the official 

church’s discourse. Spanish translations are used when the local context is Spanish-speaking. For example, 

“Pare de Sufrir” is produced in Spanish because I am referring to its use across Latin America (which is 

predominantly Spanish-speaking.) The Portuguese phrase would be Pare de Sofrer. 



 3 

the scholarship on Pentecostalism and complicates theories of enchantment and 

disenchantment. Because the IURD exemplifies the successful so-called neo-Pentecostal 

churches in Latin America, scholars and journalists have glossed its practices as 

examples of the prosperity gospel and spiritual warfare. This essay treats those practices 

as historically and culturally distinctive, and situates them within Brazil’s rich religious 

history. Furthermore, I suggest that attending to those practices complicate theories of the 

disenchanted world. Most scholarship assumes that enchantment and disenchantment are 

mutually exclusive. I will argue that iurdianos (members of the IURD) enchant their lives 

within disenchanted worlds. In other words, the church enables members to enchant their 

participation in the disenchanted spheres of modern medicine and late capitalism. 

THE DISENCHANTMENT OF THE WORLD 

The “disenchantment of the world” is one of the central points in Max Weber’s 

constellation of sociological theories. As with many of his ideas, it is difficult to separate 

disenchantment from Weber’s larger theoretical model of modernity. Moreover, 

disenchantment has a life of its own in the study of religion. This essay depends on one 

particular articulation, which appears in Weber’s Science as Vocation. In that 

formulation, disenchantment is the result of internalizing the modern process of scientific 

rationalization. There are other formulations of disenchantment, with varying levels of 

nuance, but this one had a strong and clear influence after Weber’s sociology of religion 

and modernity. 

Science as Vocation is the transcript of a lecture given by Max Weber in 1918 at 
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Munich University. In it, he addresses the practicalities and social consequences of the 

modern scientific profession. In the process of speaking about the vocation of science, 

Weber concisely describes how the world comes to be disenchanted. In Weber’s 

framework, science links inextricably to modernity because, as a special sphere of 

cultural activity, science is “chained to the course of progress.” And modernity means 

progress. Science is also “the most important fraction of the process of 

intellectualization,” a term that Weber used in conjunction with rationalization. An 

increase in the practical knowledge of everyday life, such as knowing how a streetcar 

operates, is not one of the consequences of intellectual rationalization, Weber stresses. 

Instead, he explains: 

It means something else, namely, the knowledge or belief that if one but wished 

one could learn it at any time. Hence, it means that principally there are no 

mysterious incalculable forces that come into play, but rather that one can, in 

principle, master all things by calculation. This means that the world is 

disenchanted. One need no longer have recourse to magical means in order to 

master or implore the spirits, as did the savage, for whom such mysterious powers 

existed. Technical means and calculations perform the service. This above all is 

what intellectualization means.
4
 

The processes of intellectual rationalization, to which science and disenchantment 

are linked, is a thread that runs through Weber’s sociology. Rationalization undergirds 

modern systems of capitalist labor employment, law and bureaucratic order, and medical 

science.
5
 Rationalization makes these institutions calculable, which immunizes their 

operations from extraneous symbolic meaning or supernatural causation. In essence, the 

rationalized, modern institution is one that spirits hold no sway over. And the 

                                                 
4
 Weber, “Science as Vocation,” 137ff. Emphasis added. 

5
 Riesebrodt, “From Patriarchalism to Capitalism”; Turner, For Weber. 
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modernization of the world entails the increasing rationalization of its institutions. 

Most scholars today do not seem to think of modernization as Weber did. It is no 

longer an inescapable process that is spread by Western civilization’s increasing mastery 

of the world. The notion of disenchantment persists, however. In his 2009 tome, A 

Secular Age, Charles Taylor takes disenchantment seriously as a component of 

modernity. Secular worldviews, which dismiss the role of the supernatural in everyday 

life, are made possible by what Taylor calls the immanent frame. The immanent frame is 

a narrative arc for Western modernity that places secularism as the next inevitable step in 

the progress of history. This view of modernity, as a closed system that leads to 

secularism, ignores the immanent frame’s inherent contingency—it is a narrative, not an 

inescapable reality. Taylor views disenchantment as one of the central components that 

enables the widespread adoption of the immanent frame. Once the citizens of the world 

are free to dismiss the causal role of supernatural forces, “we can rationalize the world, 

expel the mystery from it (because it is all now concentrated in the will of God). A great 

energy is released to re-order affairs in secular time."
6
 In effect, disenchantment created 

the attitude that the world is predictable and controllable; it enabled the institutions of 

Western modernity. 

In Taylor’s reformulation, disenchantment continues to be imagined as exclusive 

from enchantment. Enchantment recedes at rationality’s advance, or escapes into 

enclaves of pre-modernity. Moderns do not enchant the world’s disenchanted spheres. 

However, as I suggest in this essay, members of the IURD enchant their fully modern 

                                                 
6
 Taylor, A Secular Age, 80. 
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lives. Through the performance of sacrifice, iurdianos imbue the modern world, 

including its rationalized institutions and immanent frame, with the presence of demons 

and the power of the Holy Spirit. Devotees perform these rituals to stop their suffering. 

Modernity becomes enchanted with demonic problems and holy solutions. 
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Chapter 2:  Making Sacrifices: Edir Macedo and the History of the 

IURD 

The story of the IURD is also the story of Edir Macedo. Macedo is the church’s 

founder, its doctrinal father, and is currently serving his lifetime appointment as its 

highest-ranking bishop. He is also one of the richest and most powerful men in Brazil, 

with a net-worth nearing 1 billion U.S. dollars.
7
 He was born in 1945 to a lower-middle 

class Catholic family in the city of Rio das Flores, which is about a two-hour drive north 

of the city of Rio de Janeiro and on the border of Minas Gerais. He moved to the city 

with his family as a young man in the 1960s, a crucial period for the religious culture of 

Brazil, a time when new forms of Pentecostal Christianity spread through an urbanizing 

population.  

Edir Macedo’s story of moving to Brazil’s cultural capital and finding Christ 

reveals the multiple religious flows that influence the IURD today. According to the 

church’s own discourse, Macedo’s life story affirms that personal sacrifice to God has the 

power to overcome suffering. The IURD’s discourse of sacrifice brings together its ritual 

practices of financial offerings, tithing, miraculous healing, and exorcising demons into a 

cohesive system that has its roots in biblical myth. The formation of this discourse is 

embedded within Macedo’s life; that exemplary biography, in turn, becomes incorporated 

into the church’s discourse. In short, Edir Macedo’s narrative, which informs his church’s 

ritual practices and discourse, distinguishes the IURD from other Latin American neo-

Pentecostal churches. In the next section of this essay, I will show how those distinctive 

                                                 
7
 Antunes, “The Richest Pastors In Brazil.” 
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features contribute to member’s claims about the church’s remarkable potency for 

enchanting lives. But first, to set the context, I will tell the story of Edir Macedo and the 

Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus.  

EDIR MACEDO’S NEW LIFE IN RIO DE JANEIRO 

On the first of August, 1960, at 6:30 in the morning, a voice speaking Portuguese 

with a thick North American accent was broadcast over the city of Rio de Janeiro. It said, 

“É tempo de ouvir uma mensagem de Nova Vida.” [It is time to hear a message of New 

Life.] The voice was Robert McAlister’s—a minister from the Pentecostal Assemblies of 

Canada, and a recent immigrant to Brazil. He had been a missionary to many different 

nations in the previous five years, but after visiting Rio de Janeiro for an evangelistic 

campaign in 1958, the voice of God told him that this was the place he would preach the 

Gospel. To that end, he brought his wife and two children to live in the Santa Teresa 

neighborhood of Rio de Janeiro, and began broadcasting the “Voz da Nova Vida [Voice 

of New Life]” on Rádio Copacabana.
8
 The broadcasts were the greatest success of 

McAlister’s career to date. In that early period, the only places for interested souls to 

meet were the offices adjacent to the recording studio. After only a few months, though, 

he brought in enough followers to require a separate space for church gatherings. To that 

end, he rented out the auditorium of the Brazilian Press Association (Associação 

Brasileira de Imprensa), where he held church services and continued the process of 

evangelizing Brazil with the gospel of the New Life. McAlister’s “New Life” affirmed 

                                                 
8
 “História Oficial de Robert McAlister”  
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God’s power to heal the sick, provided material abundance, and cast out evil spirits.
9
 

The 1950s and early 1960s was the era of what Paul Freston calls the second 

wave of Brazilian Pentecostalism.
10

 That wave included the arrival of Aimee Semple 

McPherson’s institutional progeny, the Four-Square Gospel Church in 1951, and the 

foundations of O Brasil para Cristo in 1955 and Deus é Amor in 1962. Brazil was rapidly 

urbanizing during this period, with poor families moving from rural villages into the 

cities of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. It was also a period that saw the adoption of radio 

and television media technologies among the poor and middle class. The second wave 

Pentecostal churches innovated on both of these fronts. They met these new urban 

migrants outside of the traditional churches, ministering to people in tents, and in 

repurposed spaces such as movie theaters and warehouses. They also were the first 

churches to broadcast on radio and television. In the words of then-president Juscelino 

Kubitschek, Brazil would move “fifty years in five.” This was Brazil’s advancement to 

modernity, and the second wave of Pentecostalism was there to capitalize on it.
11

 

The message of McAlister’s initial crusade was that the power of God was active 

in the world, and the faithful would be given the gifts of the Holy Spirit. This initial 

crusade led to McAlister founding the Igreja Nova Vida—Church of the New Life. Like 

many of the Pentecostal movements working in Brazil in this period, the Igreja Nova 

                                                 
9
 
McAlister, Como Prosperar, 1978; McAlister, Crentes endemoninhados, 1975; McAlister, Bênçãos e 

Maldições, 1991. 
10

 The first wave of Brazilian Pentecostalism occurred shortly after revivals in the United States resulted in 

the foundation of the classical U.S. Pentecostal denominations, 1906-1913. The first wave in Brazil was 

most notable for creating the Assembléias de Deus, which remains the largest Protestant denomination in 

Brazil today. 
11

 Freston, “Pentecostalism in Brazil,” 120. 
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Vida emphasized the power of the Spirit to heal the sick. Miraculous healings performed 

during services were common, and their successes were affirmed over the radio. The 

movement also focused on the new middle class, and had a serious concern for demons. 

Converting the middle class seemed to be a personal concern for Robert McAlister, who 

was the middle-class son of the Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada’s superintendent, 

Walter McAlister. Robert McAlister also decided to base his ministry in the middle and 

upper class Zona Sul of Rio de Janeiro.
12

 He decided not to work with the classical 

Pentecostal structures within Brazil such as the Assembléias de Deus, which ministered to 

poor, rural Brazilians. McAlister seemed intent on converting the respectable, Roman 

Catholic brancos—the white middle class. Ultimately, the Igreja Nova Vida would not 

become the Pentecostal alternative for the largely Catholic middle class. Instead, 

McAlister’s church spoke to the new lower-middle classes that were coming to occupy 

the margins of the city through the process of urbanization.
13

 

Through his contact with these new converts, many of whom had engaged with 

the Afro-Brazilian possession traditions, McAlister became concerned with Satan’s 

influence in Brazil. Like other Protestants, McAlister collapsed the Afro-Brazilian 

traditions into the generic “macumba,” or black magic, when he published his 1968 book, 

Mãe-de-Santo. The text focused on describing “macumba” through one woman’s story: a 

mãe-de-santo named Georgina Aragão dos Santos Franco. A preface to a later edition of 

the book describes its contents ominously: “This is the incredible story of a Bahiana, 

                                                 
12

 Zona Sul is the more affluent southern side of Rio de Janeiro. 
13

 Mariano, Neopentecostais, 51-53. 
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whose knife scar on her right arm predestined her from birth to be a mãe-de-santo, 

serving the orixás, and sacrificing to the exus from the age of nine.…You will feel 

disgusted by Georgina Aragão dos Santos Franco, enclosed in a fetid room, smelling of 

dried blood that covers the entire body, as she [conducts the] ‘fazer o santo.’”
14

 What 

differentiated McAlister’s treatment of the “macumba” demons from that of the classical 

Pentecostal and Catholic accounts, was that for him these demons were authentically 

powerful forces in the world.
 15

 Although they were satanic, they were real.
16

 And not 

only did the Holy Spirit grant the power to heal, it granted the power to expel these 

demons from human lives and bodies. 

 One of the many seekers drawn to the promise of the New Life was Elcy Bezerra. 

For many years, Elcy had suffered from asthmatic bronchitis. Her family had moved to 

Rio de Janeiro in 1960 from Rio das Flores on the border of Minas Gerais. Their first 

recourse for Elcy was to seek medical treatment. Unfortunately, the treatment was both 

expensive and ineffective. Next, they prayed to their santinhos, the Roman Catholic 

saints that could heal her.
17

 The santinhos did not fulfill their promises. They also went to 

the Spiritist center, Santo Antônio de Pádua, where a medium passed his hands over 

Elcy’s body. Nothing worked. Then, one day, while she was lying in her hospital bed, she 

heard over the radio the voice of New Life, inviting her to attend services in the 

auditorium of the Brazilian Press Association. She did, and she was cured by the power 

                                                 
14

 Quoted in Gonçalves da Silva, “Neopentecostalismo e Religiões Afro-brasileiras,” 210. Translation mine. 
15

 
Mãe-de-santo is the proper title of a priestess in both Umbanda and Candomblé. It literally translates to 

“Mother of the Saints.” The phrase ‘fazer o santo’ refers to the mãe-de-santo’s ritual work, and translates to 

“the work of the saint.” 
16

 Gonçalves da Silva, “Neopentecostalismo e Religiões Afro-brasileiras.” 
17

 Santinho is a diminutive for santo, or saint. It refers to saints that someone has particular affection for. 
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of the Holy Spirit. It was there, in 1963, that her 18-year-old brother, Edir Macedo, was 

baptized in the Holy Spirit and became a member of the Igreja Nova Vida.
18

 

Macedo had come to the church through Elcy reluctantly.
19

 Although he was 

Catholic, and interested in the powers wielded by the Spiritists and the Umbandistas, he 

had never committed to any of them. As a child, he had been perpetually self-conscious 

because of a birth defect that caused his fingers to be small and crooked. The other 

children called him dedinho—little finger. From this constant teasing came a mean-streak 

which he directed at the local "aleluias"—members of the Assembléias de Deus. As a 

teenager, he would ride by them on his bike and yell at them, persecuting them for their 

heterodox Christianity.
20

 A major element of this was his participation in Christian 

rituals, especially repeated baptisms and tithing.
21

 He was initially attracted to the Igreja 

Nova Vida because it had cured his sister, but while he attended services for a year, he 

did not convert. As he continued to participate, the church’s rituals began to transform his 

religious life from what he would later call a “convinced” Christian to a “converted” 

Christian.  

Then, everything changed for Macedo when he suddenly found an authentic 

experience with God. While listening to the church sing together, a feeling swelled up 

inside of him: 

In that exact moment, tears were running down my eyes. I ran to God because I 

was suffering. I was moaning in pain, hurt, begging for relief. I saw my sin and 

                                                 
18

 Macedo, Nada a Perder, 73ff. 
19

 Edir Macedo’s full name is Edir Macedo Bezerra, hence Elcy’s last name. Today he goes simply by Edir 

Macedo, and for simplicity I refer to him here only as Edir Macedo. 
20

 Ibid., 51. 
21

 Ibid., 97ff. 
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fled. I ran out. Who could save me? The Holy Spirit convinced me of my sins. I 

found myself lost in an endless hell. I screamed for help. Who can save me? And 

the same spirit, the Spirit of God, pointed me to the only One who could reach 

me: The Lord Jesus Christ. … At that moment, I loved Jesus. The greatest of 

treasures. The most prized possession. The unequaled wealth. The Holy Spirit 

revealed to me the Lord Jesus. I found my God.
22

 

What Macedo recognized in that instant was the diffuse, incessant suffering of his 

life. From the poverty of his childhood in Rio das Flores where his deformity alienated 

him from other children, to the anomie of his new middle-class life in Rio de Janeiro, 

Macedo saw that he was suffering. And he realized that his suffering was caused by sin, 

for which there was only one cure. He was cleansed by the Holy Spirit and brought into 

the loving embrace of Jesus Christ. Macedo’s perception of his own suffering, and the 

power of the Holy Spirit to cleanse him, would be the basis for his later ministry. His 

conversion experience started him down a path that would remap his world around 

Pentecost. In that new world he would have the power to command demons, heal the 

sick, and live a life of abundance. 

Macedo looked very much like what Robert McAlister had envisioned: although 

he came from a poor, rural family, he had a solid job as an official for Loterj, Rio de 

Janeiro’s state lottery. He attended school at the Escola Nacional de Ciências 

Estatísticas, and worked briefly for the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística 

(the Brazilian census bureau) in 1970. That background helped him become a leader in 

the church and was eventually ordained as a pastor.
23

 The Igreja Nova Vida during this 

period had adopted an episcopal church polity, which was a stark contrast from the 

                                                 
22

 Ibid., 108. 
23

 Macedo, Nada a Perder, 75. 
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classical Pentecostal churches of Brazil that eschewed hierarchies. It was clear to Macedo 

that the episcopacy served to maintain the founder’s intentions: to convert the middle 

class, and to spread the gospel of the New Life. Although he did not disdain the episcopal 

form, Macedo disagreed with the leadership. 

THE IGREJA UNIVERSAL DO REINO DE DEUS 

In 1974, Macedo left the church. The story of his departure has as many versions 

as there are narrators. Some claim that the dispute was over his desire to conduct 

missionary work in the favelas, a practice that went against McAlister’s middle-class 

aspirations.
24

 Many others interpret his departure as part of an ongoing ambition for 

leadership.
25

 Macedo himself describes the process as an amicable one, but one that 

demonstrated his unique vision for the church. He rejected a particular evangelization 

method developed by an Argentinian Pentecostal evangelist named Juan Carlos Ortiz. 

That method focused on small-scale bible study groups that would split once they had 

expanded beyond a certain size. Macedo thought the method was limited, and made his 

opinion known. That and other disagreements eventually led him to the conviction that 

the only way to follow his vocation was to leave the Igreja Nova Vida and to start his 

own church, one that incorporated the innovations he could not accomplish within 

McAlister’s hierarchy.
26

  

One of the young pastors that left the Igreja Nova Vida to join Macedo was 

Romildo Ribeiro Soares, more commonly known as R.R. Soares. He grew up in a small 

                                                 
24

 Lehmann, Struggle for the Spirit, 122. 
25

 Freston, “Pentecostalism in Brazil,” 129; Kramer, “Possessing Faith,” 49. 
26

 Macedo, Nada a Perder, 117, 150. 
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town in the state of Espírito Santo, to the Northeast of Rio de Janeiro. Like Macedo, 

Soares had moved to the city for economic reasons with his family in the 1960s. The 

story that Soares prefers to tell about his calling to do the work of God highlights the 

moment that he first saw people watching television in the general store of his small 

town: “[Everyone was] wide-eyed. I thought, ‘This business of television is good,’ … 

One day, I’ll be on television, talking about the Lord.”
27

 The appeal of the Igreja Nova 

Vida for Soares did not come through his family, but through a book. After reading T.L. 

Osborn’s “Curai os enfermos, expulsai os demônios” [Heal the sick, cast out demons], he 

was convinced of the power of spiritual gifts. This led him to the gospel of the New Life. 

Macedo and Soares shared similar aspirations for expanding their ministry beyond 

McAlister’s church. He was also connected to Macedo in a decidedly more direct way: he 

married Maria Magdalena Bezerra, Edir Macedo’s sister. 

The two cunhados (brothers-in-law) struck out on their own together, and at first 

joined the Casa da Bênção, another Pentecostal church, where they were ordained as 

pastors. Their participation in this church was short-lived, but it provided them with the 

connections and motivation for their next venture: the Cruzada do Caminho Eterno. This 

crusade, much like McAlister’s fifteen years earlier, was a precursor to the 

institutionalization of a new set of doctrines and practices. That step was taken within 

three years, when Macedo and Soares rented an old funeral parlor in the Abolição 

neighborhood of Rio de Janeiro. Joined by Roberto Augusto Lopes, a former bishop of 

the Igreja Nova Vida, Soares and Macedo founded the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus 

                                                 
27

 Cohen and Cardoso, “Pastor eletrônico.” 
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on July 9th, 1977.
28

  

The early period of the IURD involved rapid institutional and leadership changes. 

Many of the men who joined the church during this time would form the core of the 

church’s hierarchy. R.R. Soares, however, would not be one of them. Conflict between 

Macedo and Soares arose over family issues, specifically the lending of money by their 

families.
29

 Ultimately, the two would part ways over institutional differences, with Soares 

founding his own church, the Igreja Internacional da Graça de Deus in 1980. Although 

his church would not match the success of the IURD, it remains one of the larger 

Pentecostal denominations active in Brazil today, with R.R. Soares still leading it. He 

also remains a successful and famous televangelist. 

While R.R. Soares was departing the IURD and forming a new church, a young 

man from Niterói—the city across the bay from Rio de Janeiro—was coming into the 

Pentecostal fold through the mother church of the IURD, the Igreja Nova Vida. Renato 

Suhett, the middle class son of a school teacher and merchant, had his conversion 

experience in 1981 at the age of 20.
30

 What made him stand out from the other converts 

was his musical abilities. Suhett was a talented guitarist and singer who composed, 

performed, and recorded a soft, emotive style of devotional music. Like Macedo and 

Soares before him, Renato Suhett was not satisfied with the ministry of Robert McAlister 

and the Igreja Nova Vida. Shortly after his conversion, he became acquainted with the 

up-and-coming Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus. In an interview with anthropologist 
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Eric Kramer, he recalled his reason for joining the IURD in terms of activism and 

exorcism:  

There is a time in the beginning of a conversion in which you turn into an activist. 

You want activity. And I saw that in the Universal Church there were some 

possibilities for me to exercise my...to do something. (...) The only difference 

between the Nova Vida and the IURD was that the Universal Church was open 

every day. The church expulsed demons, which for me was awesome. The Nova 

Vida church was more discrete (with exorcism). It was concerned more about 

love, involvement with God, etc...
31

 

For Suhett, although the Igreja Nova Vida was his entry point into Pentecostal 

Christianity, it was the power of the IURD to act in the world through exorcism that 

motivated his pastoral work. 

Suhett’s charisma and popularity translated into quick advancement in the IURD. 

Within six years, at the age of 26, Suhett was an ordained bishop in the church. Much of 

his success stemmed from the continued popularity of his music, which Macedo admired. 

In fact, Macedo and Suhett collaborated on the two-sided vinyl LP, Canção do Amigo, 

the cover of which features Edir Macedo walking across the field of the Estádio do 

Maracanã, home of the 1950 FIFA World Cup. He holds his jacket over his arm, in front 

of stands filled with people. The song sounds like a slow-jazz love ballad. 

Macedo spent much of the late 1980s abroad, trying to establish a foothold in the 

United States through a congregation in New York. In the first few years, U.S. services 

were held in English, and missionary activities were focused on settled, middle-class 

white and black Americans. Even while the church continued to expand in Brazil, the 

churches abroad struggled to retain membership. Then Macedo changed tactics: services 
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would be held in Spanish, and churches would be planted in neighborhoods with mostly 

immigrant populations.
32

 The new strategy proved immensely successful. By 1989 the 

IURD had enough money to fund Macedo’s purchase of Rede Record, the third largest 

(now the second largest) television network in Brazil. This unprecedented flex of power 

by evangélicos propelled the IURD into the spotlight of Brazil’s news media. 

Newspaper coverage of the IURD had been, to put it mildly, uncharitable. Many 

articles portrayed the church as exploitative, and Macedo as an unrepentant charlatan. 

The threat that the church now posed through its control of a major media outlet escalated 

the stakes for critics in the public sphere. As a result of this rhetoric in the news media, 

the newly re-democratized Brazilian state began to act on suspicions about the legality of 

Macedo’s church. In a struggle that would become definitive in Brazil’s formation of the 

church/state relationship, Edir Macedo was imprisoned on accusations of charlatanism, 

curandeirismo, and embezzlement. However, he was released by a judge eleven days 

later for lack of evidence. His imprisonment has been used by Macedo as a symbol for 

the persecution that evangélicos face in Brazil. A photograph of Macedo behind bars 

appears on the cover of his authorized biography, and his arrest is the subject of the first 

few chapters of his autobiography. 

At the height of this tumultuous period, Macedo promoted Renato Suhett to 

bishop of Brazil. At that time, that position had jurisdiction over the entire country, with 

its roughly five hundred churches.
33

 Although this position would normally be 
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subordinate to Macedo’s role as head of the church, it held substantially more influence 

while he was planting churches abroad. This period was also a time of remarkable growth 

for the IURD, due in no small part to Suhett’s efforts. In 1991, he released the album 

Tantos Caminhos, which sold more than 1.5 million copies.
34

 He continued to pastor at 

the church’s headquarters in São Paulo, where he became beloved by the largest 

congregation in Brazil. An article published in Vinde, an evangelical magazine, in would 

later describe this period as one where Macedo was losing control to the “bishop of 

love.”
35

 The number of IURD churches in Brazil doubled during the era of Suhett.  

Starting in 1992, Macedo began dividing the episcopal jurisdictions of Brazil into 

smaller sections, a process that would eventually eliminate the position held by Suhett. 

By 1993, the church was divided into enough sections that ecclesiastical power in the 

nation was controlled by a college of bishops, which were appointed by Macedo. Suhett 

was reassigned. In late 1993 he became the bishop of California, and took up his pastoral 

duties at a new church, in an old movie theater on Broadway, in downtown Los 

Angeles.
36

 

Suhett later described his experience to Joseph Treviño, a journalist for LA 

Weekly, as a demotion: “I was very sad because I knew I was there not by the hand of 

God, but by the hand of the man who wanted to see me far away from Brazil… But the 

people [in Los Angeles] made me happy. I have never seen people as marvelous as them. 

They gave their all.” Suhett left the IURD in 1995. According to Suhett, he disagreed 
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with the IURD’s growing emphasis on campaigns of financial sacrifice.
37

 He described 

this and other practices that demand donations from church members as the “prosperity 

gospel.” In his interview with Eric Kramer, Suhett explained:  

To me the theology of prosperity is the greatest disgrace, the greatest poison 

which exists within Protestantism because it cauterizes the person. It puts 

ambition in the heart of a person by telling him that he can get rich overnight[…] 

This doesn’t correspond to reality and so the person gets frustrated. He feels let 

down by God, the church, by everything. The theology of prosperity is a deadly 

poison and the IURD rests upon this foundation today.
38

 

After several years of running his own church, the Igreja do Senhor Jesus Cristo, 

he was ordained as a minister in the Anglican Church. He is now an important figure in 

the ecumenical charismatic movement in Brazil, the Igreja Católica Apostólica 

Carismática. 

After Suhett’s departure, the church became embroiled in a controversy that came 

to crystallize public opinion about the new evangélicos in Brazil. The controversy began 

with the airing of a telenovela that was a thinly-veiled, highly critical fictionalization of 

Edir Macedo’s life called Decadência, which translates to “decadence.” Decadência aired 

in twelve episodes from September 5th to September 22nd, 1995. In the telenovela, a 

young, lower-middle class man named Mariel from the suburbs of Rio de Janeiro has 

fallen in love. The object of his affection is Carla, the beautiful heiress of a wealthy and 

powerful family. Although normally she would be unattainable to a man of such modest 

means, Mariel and Clara have history. When Mariel was very young he was orphaned 

and delivered by a Catholic priest to Jandira, the governess of Carla’s estate. As Mariel 
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grew into adulthood, Jandira convinced Carla’s family to employ him as their chauffeur. 

Through long drives and years of close contact Carla and Mariel begin a secret 

relationship, hidden from Carla’s parents. But one day her parents catch Mariel and Carla 

in the throes of passion and cast him out of their house, accusing him of rape. This sparks 

a series of events that eventually leads Mariel to convert to Pentecostalism and rise to the 

height of political power in Rio, all the while plotting revenge on Carla’s family even as 

his affections for the young heiress continue to smolder. The plot hits all of the 

conspicuous melodramatic tropes of Brazilian telenovelas, but stands apart for its focus 

on the new Brazilian evangélicos.
39

 

Perhaps the most over-the-top image from the series comes when Carla first 

discovers what has been going on at Mariel’s church. Instead of emphasizing modesty 

and song-filled worship like the congregants in the initial church scenes, Mariel’s new 

service is a warped inversion of the stereotypical Pentecostal service. It begins by Mariel 

bringing a woman wrapped in a blanket on stage and ripping away her coverings, 

exposing her naked body to the church. He then drinks a glass of hard liquor and pours 

two bottles onto an open bible. As Jandira lights the bible on fire, the camera focuses on a 

flame-shrouded Mariel, interspersing his maniacal laughter with images of his 

congregants filling large burlap sacks full of cash and belongings. The image of the sack 

as a means for carrying donations is a direct reference to an exposé of donation practices 

of the IURD by Rede Globo, which published images of church workers with giant 

burlap sacks filled with donations on their back. 
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Very shortly after Decadência aired on October 12th, 1995, another controversy 

erupted when Rede Globo rebroadcast a portion of an early morning telecast of a sermon 

by IURD pastor Sergio Von Helde. In the sermon, Von Helde argued that the worship of 

Nossa Senhora da Aparecida (the patron saint of Brazil) signaled the idolatry of Roman 

Catholics, and of Protestant Brazilians who revere Brazil’s patron saint as a national icon. 

To emphasize his point, Von Helde tapped his foot on a plaster image of the saint. His 

message was both common to evangélico discourse and relatively tame. The media 

firestorm that erupted afterward portrayed Von Helde as an iconoclast and an advocate of 

violent religious intolerance. Edir Macedo provided two sets of responses to the 

extremely negative public reaction to Von Helde. The one most prevalent in his early 

responses quoted 1 Corinthians 13:11: “When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I 

understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish 

things.”
40

 Macedo portrayed himself as someone who recognized Von Helde’s actions as 

inadvisable, but agreed with the underlying message. 

This also echoed his response to an earlier exposé aired by Rede Globo that 

included footage of Macedo advising his pastors to tell miserly church members to “Dá 

ou desce [Give or get out.]”
41

 In subsequent interviews, he explained away his demeaning 

tone in the footage as an immaturity that he had outgrown, and again he reframed the 

context of the video as an attack by the hegemonic Catholic powers at work in Rede 

Globo. After publicly supporting Von Helde’s losing legal battle, Macedo began 
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refiguring his response into what is most prevalent in his latest recollections: Von 

Helde’s iconoclastic act was retribution for the offense of Decadência. Although when 

Von Helde was released from prison Macedo reassigned him to a position in the United 

States (which was a demotion), Macedo continued to use the event to portray the 

Brazilian news media as critical and repressive toward all evangélicos. The best example 

of this theme is the tone of his 2007 authorized biography: O Bispo.
42

 The structure and 

primary content of the book—framed by the striking cover image of Macedo reading a 

bible behind prison bars—is the several legal battles he has fought against his political 

enemies and the lawsuits brought against him by Rede Globo. The biography’s author 

discusses the Von Helde case at length in the section titled “O Acusado [The Accused.]” 

In this section, the author uses the Von Helde incident to frame Macedo’s prosecutors as 

part of a political coalition bent on repressing the theology of all evangélicos that are 

outside of the Catholic mainstream.
43

 

After the controversies in the mid-1990s, the church became a permanent fixture 

of Brazilian public discourse, especially as it related to discussion of the state’s role in 

regulating religions. In 2004, a series of court cases attempted to restrict the circulation of 

Edir Macedo’s book on demonology, Orixás, Caboclos e Guias: Deuses ou Demônios? 

One case, in Bahia, involved a request by the State Attorney of Bahia to ban the book 

from circulation because it was offensive to Afro-Brazilian religions. Another court in 

Rio de Janeiro ordered the church’s publishing house to pay $120,000 to a young boy 
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whose picture had been included in the book with the implication that he was a 

practitioner of black magic. 

Despite the ongoing negative press and controversial status of Macedo and the 

IURD, the church’s influence continues to grow. On February 18th, 2013, The New York 

Times published an article descriptively titled, “Eagerly Awaiting Release of Brazilian 

Evangelical's Autobiography.” The event that the journalist was covering was the SoHo 

release of Macedo’s autobiography, “Nothing to Lose.” More than 200 people were in 

line outside the bookstore to purchase a copy of the reflections of what the Times 

journalist described as “a superstar.” She went on to say that, “he is believed to be the 

richest member of a clique of Brazilian Pentecostal pastors challenging the traditional 

dominance of the Roman Catholic Church. Several business magazines estimate that he is 

worth $950 million. He is the owner of Rede Record, one of the largest television 

networks in Brazil.”44 
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Chapter 3:  Embodying Sacrifice: Ritual Life in the IURD 

Just as sacrifice emerged as a theme in his life story, the model for religious life 

that Macedo institutionalized in the IURD is structured around the performance of 

sacrifice. Sacrifice, more than any other ritual act, defines one’s relationship to God; it is 

articulated by the hierarchy, ritually performed in church, and embodied in everyday life. 

Successful embodiment of sacrifice, church leaders suggest, results in the cessation of 

suffering. In this section, I examine the three phases of IURD sacrificial practice: 

discourse, performance, and embodiment. The discourse of sacrifice requires both the 

production of devotional literature and its distribution within the church. Members then 

enact that discourse by performing the church’s rituals of sacrifice. Through the self-

disciplining call and response between discourse and performance within the church, 

practitioners come to embody sacrifice. By embodiment, I refer to Pierre Bourdieu’s 

notion that people incorporate fields of practice and discourse into their habitus.
45

 

Embodiment, in this sense, means that the community standards and shared meanings 

within which one operates become one’s framework for experiencing the world. 

Embodying sacrifice means that iurdianos come to experience their everyday activities as 

reflecting biblical myths of sacrifice that imbue their lives with sacred meaning and 

supernatural power. This embodiment of sacrifice enchants their worlds. 

The most revealing sources for how devotees understand this process are the 
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testemunhos of church members.
46

 These self-reflective testimonials describe, in detail, 

church members understanding of sacrificial discourse, their performance of ritual acts, 

and how those performances changed their lives. Additionally, the testemunhos 

themselves, in turn, shape the church’s discourse as public videos that prescribed and 

exemplify correct practice. They also give voice to how iurdianos personally understand 

the power of sacrifice to stop suffering in their lives. As members engage in this process, 

both the cause and resolution of their suffering are framed within an enchanted world. 

Although this enchanted world is fraught with demons, the faithful arm themselves with 

the Holy Spirit. 

THE INSTITUTION OF CHURCH DISCOURSE 

The IURD’s polity produces and maintains its discourse. The church continues to 

follow an episcopal structure for church governance. A hierarchy of bishop divides the 

globe into regions and presides over them. Bishops are appointed from within by the 

existing hierarchy, at the head of which sits Edir Macedo. There are two conferences of 

bishops: those with Brazilian jurisdictions, and those who minister to the rest of the 

world. The conferences meet at separate times of the year, and their proceedings are kept 

private. Although bishops are in control of churches within their jurisdiction and have 

discretionary power to appoint (and employ) pastors at the local level, they are ultimately 

responsible to the center of power in Brazil. 

The vast majority of bishops are Brazilian, and they are all men. There is more 
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diversity at the rank of pastor, and even more at the rank of assistant pastor, but the 

church hierarchy is overwhelmingly male and Brazilian. 
47

 From the top down, the 

bishops tend to be brancos, or white men. As one moves further from the centers of 

episcopal power, racial and national diversity increases. At smaller congregations, local 

pastors and assistant pastors are closer in class and race to their congregants. In the large, 

central churches outside of Brazil, like the Catedral de la Fe in Los Angeles, or the 

Cenáculo de la Fe in Houston, the difference between white, wealthy Brazilian pastors 

and their racialized, working-class congregants is stark. 

The racialized, gendered, and classed hierarchy of the church does not seem to 

engender hostility among lay members. Although the Brazilian biographies and thick 

Portuguese accents of influential pastors play substantial roles in sermons, the seeming 

inaccessibility of church governance to local members does not seem to faze congregants. 

This is almost certainly mitigated by the inclusion of the position of obreiro, or church 

assistant. These unpaid church laborers (which would be a more literal translation of the 

word obreiro) are critical components in the orchestration of any church service in the 

IURD. There will usually be three to four times as many obreiros as pastors and assistant 

pastors. Most of them are local women, and many are elderly. They are easily identifiable 

by their prescribed garments: a dark colored skirt below the knee, a matching four-

buttoned dress shirt with a rounded collar, and plain dark shoes. Scarfs and buttons with 

the church’s logo are common accessories. The aesthetic bears a remarkable resemblance 
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to airline stewardesses of the 1990s. 
48

 Men wear dark slacks with a white dress shirt, and 

matching ties. They much more closely resemble the typical aesthetic of crentes in 

Brazil: the classical Pentecostals Macedo derided in his youth as aleluias. Obreiros are 

indispensable to the ritual functioning of the church. They collect the donations, 

distribute ritual items (including the Eucharist) and attend to guests. They are the 

mediators between local iurdianos and the church institution. This hierarchy, from 

Macedo, to bishops, to pastors, to obreiros is the organization through which the 

ecclesiastical discourse operates.  

The IURD vigorously publishes and distributes its literature through small books 

and pamphlets. Recently, this literature has been authored by a growing group of 

celebrity bishops and their wives, but earlier in the church’s history they were written 

primarily by Edir Macedo.
49

  The full-length books are sold at specialty bookshops or in 

the anterooms of church buildings. They are also sold online and many of them are 

translated into Spanish and English. Pamphlets are distributed during services or given 

freely by proselytizers during their evangelizing efforts. These methods are common to 

the majority of Christian ministries today, but the IURD has made innovations to this 

distribution process in several ways. 

Pamphlets and other quasi-ephemeral printed products are sometimes returned 

during services. That is, pamphlets are given out to church members, but they are also 
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given back to the church. The reason for this exchange is that the physical form of the 

literature are imbued with religious significance. Sometimes, pamphlets are ritually 

blessed by an invocation of the Spirit during the service. For instance, during one service, 

I was given a glossy piece of paper, about the size of a bookmark, with a rose on one 

side. On the other side was a bible verse, with several blank lines below it. As I received 

my paper rose, I noticed that other paper roses were being collected. At first I thought 

that I was supposed to fill something out on my rose and give it back, but I quickly 

realized that members of the church had brought the roses with them from home. I soon 

found out why. As the exchange completed, the pastor asked us to raise our paper roses in 

the air as he prayed. The paper roses were blessed so that they could be taken home and 

filled with personal prayers. When they were brought back, along with an oferta 

(donation), they would act as a material connection between the Holy Spirit, the church, 

and the individual church members. 

Sometimes the books are sold directly through the service, in an explicitly 

economic exchange. While attending a service in Copacabana, in the Zona Sul of Rio de 

Janeiro, the pastor began to read from one of the books published by the church. The 

book, called Casamento Blindado (“armored marriage”) was written by Bishop Renato 

Cardoso and his wife Christiane. Christiane is Macedo’s daughter, and Renato his son-in-

law. The pastor in Copacabana used the book as part of his sermon, and then had obreiros 

carry around copies of the book to sell for 20 reais (slightly more than 10 U.S. dollars at 

the time.) As fate would have it, I had already purchased a copy of the book at the 

Cenáculo de la Fe in Houston, Texas, where Renato Cardoso was the head pastor. 
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Ultimately, the act of receiving pieces of church literature is so integrated into liturgy it 

becomes a meaningful act in itself. The result of this meaning-integrated distribution 

system is that the church’s theology and doctrine pervades the religious lives of 

iurdianos.  

Edir Macedo would deny that these books and pamphlets are works of systematic 

theology. In fact, he dedicated an entire book to decrying the practice of theology: A 

Libertação da Teologia or The Liberation of Theology—an inversion of the phrase 

teologia da libertação/liberation theology. He eschews the term because “theology does 

not help people grow in their faith, produces no good, and only increases the capacity of 

theologians for their endless disputes and continuous disagreements between 

themselves.”
50

 The result of this attitude is a complex literature with various internal 

tensions, but one through which a coherent religious system is communicated. Each work 

within the church’s corpus, whether written by Macedo or others, adheres to a consistent 

discursive framework.  

To demonstrate how the church enables the enchantment of the world, I will focus 

on two tropes within the discourse: demonology and biblical sacrifice. These two tropes 

are especially revealing because they represent two sides of the problem of suffering. 

Demons are the supernatural agents that act in the world to create suffering. Sacrifice is 

the biblically sanctioned practice that allows the faithful to overcome suffering. 

DEMONOLOGY AND SACRIFICE 

The most extensive articulation of the IURD’s demonology is expressed in 
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                                                the first book that reflected Macedo’s 

concern with demonology and the discursive frame for the church’s practice of libertação 

or exorcism. 
51

The book was published in Portuguese in 1988, and translated into 

Spanish. By 1996 it could boast on its cover that it had sold more than 2 million copies.
52

 

Its title is difficult to render in English, because each component refers to titles used in 

the Afro-Brazilian tradition, Umbanda—as well as Candomblé and other related 

traditions. The most recognizable of these is orixá, which is a term common to the 

Yoruba-derived traditions of the Caribbean. Along with the other titles, caboclo and guia, 

it refers to the powerful spirits with whom practitioners of Umbanda engage. The 

question the title poses represents the driving question of the book: are these Afro-

Brazilian supernatural entities deuses ou demônios—gods or demons? 

They are demons. Just as Robert McAlister did in his 1968 book Mãe-de-Santo, 

Macedo affirms that the power of “macumba” rituals is real, and so are the entities to 

which they refer. However, as the book explains in 28 chapters spanning 287 pages, these 

powerful spirits are actually the agents of Satan. In a section entitled “How do demons 

cause sickness?,” Macedo explains that “Satan and his demons are the cause of all of the 

misfortunes that affect man, directly or indirectly.”
53

 And he wrote the book to help those 

who have dabbled in these dark arts to come to Christ; something which the IURD has 
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succeeded  in doing with thousands of poor souls.
54

 

Macedo’s demonology brings the details of each of the metaphysical traditions he 

refers to into one, single explanation. Although Candomblé, Umbanda, Quimbanda, and 

Kardecist Spiritism have diverse names for their spirits and deities, in reality they are not 

gods, but disembodied, evil spirits who inhabit human bodies because that is their only 

means for exercising their power in the world. Importantly, they are capable of producing 

small favors in exchange for human devotion. However, “with rituals, dances and 

offerings, they induce human beings to open their lives to the forces of hell, so that they 

become the slave of the spirits, paying an incredibly high price for the small favors 

received, which keep you fooled.”
55

Besides being possessed through employing or 

participating the demon-controlled magical traditions, one can also become possessed by 

simply being in contact with already-possessed people. In fact, the most common way for 

Christians to become possessed—which they often do, as IURD liturgy reveals—is by 

being involved with Umbandistas and spirits.
56

 Although this possession can manifest 

itself as the complete control of a person’s body and life by a demon, possessions can 

also be partial. Partial possessions involve a demon clinging to the body of a person, 

causing problems in their lives but not taking over their body directly.
57

 

These demons can be cast out of your life. Macedo outlines the process for doing 

so: the 10 passos da libertação, or the 10 steps of liberation. The first step is to accept 

Jesus Christ as your personal savior. The next nine steps focus on becoming a member of 
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the IURD: come to liberation services, be baptized, be baptized in the spirit, live a holy 

life, read the Bible daily, avoid non-Christians, come to church, faithfully tithe and make 

offerings, pray unceasingly and be vigilant. Most of these ten steps reflect the broader 

Pentecostal attitude toward living a good Christian life. In fact, besides coming to 

liberation services, the first six steps read like a 19th century guidebook for joining the 

Holiness movement in Methodism. The differences are important, however, for 

understanding how the IURD’s demonology is linked to other components of its 

discourse and practice. The first step is participation in libertação, which are special 

church services that typically occur on Friday. This parceling out of services for 

particular rituals is a key component of the church’s innovation of having services every 

day of the week, each dedicated to particular problems. The other steps that are particular 

to the IURD are avoiding non-Christians (or “bad company,” as Macedo calls them) and 

making ofertas or offerings. Avoiding bad company follows naturally from the 

particulars of Macedo’s demonology: bad spirits spread from person to person. The 

power of ofertas to dispel demons also follows from Macedo’s religious thought, but 

from his theology of sacrifice, which I will discuss later. Orixás, Caboclos, e Guias: 

Deuses ou Dêmonios represents the discursive framework for the IURD’s demonology, 

but its performance happens on Friday nights. 

Most demon possessions in the church occur through a ritual calling out of the 

demons, by the power of the Holy Spirit. Full possession performances vary from church 
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to church, and differ substantially between the U.S. Southwest and Brazil.
58

 Even without 

a possession performance, church members are encouraged to exorcise the demons from 

their lives by casting them out with the chant Sai!, Leave! When a full possession 

performance does occur, however, the entire congregation teems with energy. The 

practice of exorcising the demons is led by pastors, and the most moving performances 

involve the pastor commanding the demon to speak. The pastor will often command the 

demon to restrain itself from violence, which forces the possessed’s body to twist its arms 

behind its back. This posture, of leaning forward, with arms behind the back is common 

to most of the services I have been to. What is also common is the voice that comes out 

of the person: deep, raspy groans that say terse, violent sentences. They are frequently 

interspersed with bouts of laughter and crying. 

The goal of the pastor’s interaction with the demon is to command it. The demon 

is commanded to name itself, and to describe what nefarious acts it has been conducting 

in the possessed’s life. Demons in Brazil tend to have the names of orixás or other well-

known spirits. The problems that demon creates are multiple and various. There seems to 

be a tendency to identify demons primarily with drug abuse and mental health problems, 

but because, within the church’s discourse, they are the source of all suffering, the 

demons that live inside iurdianos cause every kind of problem. In a recent exorcism 

supervised by Edir Macedo himself on IURDTV, a young woman called Viviana asked 

for libertação. Macedo made a point of explaining that he would conduct the exorcism 
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for free, in the name of Christ. After an invocation of the Holy Spirit, the young pastor 

that would perform the exorcism succeeded in bringing out the boss demon (there can be 

several demons inside the possessed at once.) It named itself when commanded; it was 

Beelzebub. The lord of the one thousand demons living inside Viviana. The pastor then 

commanded the demon to manifest as it does in the macumba rituals, in response to 

which it began to dance. IURDTV then split the screen, showing video of a “macumba” 

ritual where people seem to be dancing in the same way. The pastor then commanded her 

to speak in tongues; the demon obliged. And demons like this one, the pastor explained, 

are everywhere. The performance began its climax when the pastor commanded the 

demons to leave Viviana’s life. He commanded them, to “leave her husband! Leave her 

child! Leave her home! Leave her financial life! Everything, everything, everything! All 

of the demons, leave!” After several repetitions, the pastor succeeded; the demon left and 

Viviana reemerged, exhausted and grateful.
59

 

Another major trope in the church’s discourse, one that enables lay members to 

harness the Holy Spirit in their daily lives, is sacrifice. Specifically, the church portrays 

sacrifice as the central theme of both the Old and New Testaments of the Bible. Unlike 

the church’s demonology, which is clearly articulated in a few comprehensive books, 

sacrifice is a subject that appears in most of the church’s literature. One work that 

foregrounds the performance of sacrifice, though, is Como Fazer a Obra de Deus: no 

Altar ou no Átrio (henceforth Como Fazer) or “How to do the Work of God: on the Altar 

or in the Lobby.” This book, which was written by Edir Macedo, synthesizes multiple 
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strands of church doctrine into a guidebook for incorporating Christian practice, 

especially biblical sacrifice, into everyday life. Whereas Orixás, Caboclos e Guias 

mapped the supernatural world that iurdianos inhabit in the present, this book decodes 

the meaning of everyday actions in light of Christian history.  

The titular metaphor of Como Fazer is between the “altar” of priestly ritual and 

the “lobby” of lay activity. This refers in particular to the work of obreiros, but is also 

extended to all lay members of the church. Macedo explains that, “domestic work, for 

example, executed by a genuine Christian, is also the work (obra) of God.”
60

 This is 

because, if she is Christian (Macedo explicitly imagines this hypothetical domestic 

worker as a woman,) then her hard work will be a testament to the Christian faith. This 

testament, in turn, will prompt admiration, curiosity, and, eventually, conversion. In 

essence, all work is the work of God, provided that one is a genuine Christian and Como 

Fazer is a guidebook for becoming one. Besides fulfilling the typically-Pentecostal 

church requirements, such as water baptism and the baptism of the spirit, Macedo focuses 

on other practices in and out of church as expressions of the underlying faith indicates a 

genuine Christian. And, he states unequivocally, that “sacrifice is the highest expression 

of the practice of faith.”  

The consequence of sacrifice, however, is not a harsh life of poverty. In fact, if 

one lives faithfully, as a genuine Christian, one should find a life of material abundance.
61

 

Macedo relies here on John 10:10, “The thief does not come except to steal, and to kill, 
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and to destroy. I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more 

abundantly.”
62

 The thief, he proposes, is “the devil. And where does he come from? On 

earth. Where did the Lord Jesus come? On earth. To do what? Bring life and abundant 

life! … But why are there people who believe in Him and have not seen results? Simply 

because their belief has only been theoretical and not practical. And sacrifice is what 

characterizes the practice of faith.”
63

 In addition to interpreting the rewards of sacrifice as 

a life of material abundance, Macedo explains the value of sacrifice in biblical terms.  

The value of sacrifice today, as it has been for the entirety of Christian history, is 

based in blood. Blood, for Macedo, is the symbol one’s life, and the willingness to 

subsume one’s own will and desires to the will of God. The first sacrifice that pleased 

God was Abel’s, because it contained the blood of his flock, and therefore was a better 

representation of Abel’s livelihood. These blood sacrifices continued throughout biblical 

history, culminating in the ultimate blood sacrifice of Jesus crucified. They continue 

today in the lives of genuine, practical Christians, and, “this continual intercession is 

what expels all the evil influence that blocks the achievements (conquistas) of the 

faithful.”
64

 The word Macedo uses here for evil, maligna, is the same word he uses 

during exorcisms for the demonic spirits of the Afro-Brazilian traditions. In sum, the 

discourse of sacrifice, which is the primary intercession between God and humanity 

throughout history, depends on these three truths: sacrifice is performed in everyday life; 

its value is measured by your deep connection to it; and its result is the power to 
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overcome evil and produce abundance. The main way that these sacrifices are performed 

in the church come in the form of ofertas, or non-regular donations to the church. 

Throughout the year, the giving of ofertas are structured into longer liturgical 

cycles called campanhas or campaigns. These campaigns feature religious themes that 

are revisited in services throughout the week. Usually these campaigns are 

complementary to the services’ daily themes, but pastors often creatively integrate the 

theme current campaign into their sermons. The campaign themes are almost always 

drawn from biblical stories that express some emphasis of the church’s discourse. The 

various themes have shifted over time, but the most powerful, recurring campaign is the 

Campanha de Israel, the Israel Campaign. 

This campaign, which sometimes spans a month or more, focuses on the role of 

sacrifice in the lives of church members. The Campanha de Israel is so-called because of 

the campaign’s ritual culmination: a pilgrimage by bishops and pastors of the IURD to 

Israel. That pilgrimage is taken by members of the church hierarchy in place of lay 

members who participate in the campaign. The purpose of this pilgrimage is to reenact 

biblical sacrifice. Which biblical story the church reenacts varies, but the most common 

is the story of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac. In many ways, the story of Abraham is the 

central biblical myth in the church’s discourse on sacrifice—more even than Jesus’ 

crucifixion. Its centrality is the result of Macedo’s interpretation of Abraham’s sacrifice 

as one of intention, rather than result. That is, what pleases God is not the offering of 

Isaac himself, but Abraham’s offer to sacrifice even that which he is most unwilling to 
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sacrifice.
65

 When the Campanha de Israel reenacts the story of Abraham, the destination 

for the pilgrimage is Mount Moriah, the purported geographic location of the mythical 

sacrifice. 

 During most services while the campaign is in effect, the pastor distributes 

envelopes and themed prayer cards to the congregation, while explaining the meaning 

behind the campaign. Congregants are encouraged to write down prayers, or submit 

photographs of themselves or loved ones, and put them in the envelope along with a cash 

donation. The envelope is then handed in on their next visit, where the church collects the 

prayer materials together and keeps the donation. Frequent participants in the campaign 

will have their picture taken and taped to a wall near the pulpit, to display who is actively 

participating in the campaign that season.   

The Campanha de Israel is an ongoing collection of the material symbols of these 

sacrifices in the form of monetary donations and prayer cards. The campaign culminates 

in a ritual called the Fogueira Santa, or the “Holy Bonfire.” After the donations have 

concluded, several bishops and pastors travel to Israel, taking some of the sacrificial 

materials with them. They then go to the designated historical site from the Bible, place 

the materials in a pile, and sacrifice them in a holy bonfire. While the fogueira santa 

burns, the bishops pray out loud in the multiple languages of their respective congregants. 

Their prayers call for all of the petitions of the participating church members to be 

fulfilled as it is incumbent upon God to do so in payment for their sacrifice. The 

pilgrimage and the ritual fire are video-taped and played in all of the IURD churches 
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across the globe, which completes the Campanha de Israel for that season. 

IURDIANO TESTIMONIES 

Before services begin at the IURD, the church will play video of testemunhos. 

These brief productions are testimonies for the effectiveness of the church’s practices. 

Testemunhos will also be played during the service itself, are broadcast on the church’s 

television programs, and are widely available online. They will also be conducted live 

during church services, where they play a prominent and climactic role in the liturgy.
66

 

Some of these live testemunhos will be recorded and broadcast; others are specifically 

produced for distribution. These versions of testemunhos from the IURD reflect the 

church’s experience with television networks across Latin America over the past two 

decades. They are well-produced and communicate a consistent aesthetic. The interview 

with the church member is interspersed with pictures from their lives and often includes 

an emotionally suggestive musical score. 

In one such testimonio, the power of the Holy Spirit acts on Florina Lopez’s life 

in Brooklyn, New York to solve her modern problems with labor and generating 

capital.
67

 Here is a transcription of her testimonio, translated from Spanish, in its entirety: 

My economic life in Mexico was bad, bad, bad, I didn't have enough money to 

eat. I was raised in a world of poverty with my parents. [A world] of eating tortilla 

with salt, eating tortilla with chile, things from the countryside. And when I got 

here, things got worse, because it was humiliating. Humiliation, with people, the 

money didn't go far. Money, expenses, that I needed for living here for myself, 

then to send for my kids in Mexico. I came with the mentality of finding work, 
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even if it meant cleaning houses, to earn $127 per week. Three to four years went 

by, and there was no other solution but to start picking up cans on the street. … 

When I came to participate in the Monday services [at the IURD] there the pastors 

spoke of a great God, of a living God. And that is what entered me, and awoke the 

faith that was in me. … So then I began to be a tither, that was at first. And then 

the offerings, when I gave offerings my life changed because when I gave the 

offerings I received much more. I was on the street picking up cans, money was 

stretched thin because of the tithe and offerings that I was doing. Money was 

stretched thin, but there I went, maintaining myself for a better life. When the 

pastor spoke of the Campaña de Israel, I said it's all or nothing. There I 

participated in the Campaña de Israel, and when I participated in the Campaña de 

Israel, a great vision came: to open a business. Without knowing anything I 

opened the store … we opened the business with the strength of God and the 

power of God. There I bought my own house, after pushing around a car of tins I 

went on to drive a brand-new car. My business is a bakery, and a very prosperous 

bakery. Now with my experience I'm not worried, I leave it in the hands of God 

and the hands of the workers.[note: not obreros, trabajadores] It's prosperity. All 

the things were given, God gave us the house, God opened the paths to have a 

license, to have everything that we lacked. God gave us the aspiration, helped us 

have these things. Now we have workers, I have like ten that are working in the 

bakery, ten to twelve that maintain the bakery.
68

 

As she reports, by performing ofrendas in the Campaña de Israel, Florina Lopez 

came to experience the church’s discourse of sacrifice in her life. It became the frame 

through which she viewed her suffering and her success. She was a poor woman living a 

miserable life in Mexico, and came to the United States to clean houses for less than 

minimum wage. Then she visited the Iglesia Universal del Reino de Dios and heard the 

gospel of a powerful and living God. She gave her blood offering—the offering of her 

livelihood—in the Campaña de Israel, and she received a vision to open her own 

business. She did. And she bought her own house, and her own car.   

In other testemunhos, the performance of libertação has the same effect. Suely 

Lucena Cascardo in Brazil said that she had “every kind of health problem,” from 
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nervousness to stomach cancer. But after following the steps of libertação, she would 

testify: “It changed my life. … Today, I have my health. Today, I am happy. Today, I am 

free [liberta]. Today, everything is good in my life.”
69

  

These testimonios and testemunhos express how iurdianos come to embody the 

church’s discourse through ritual performance. In the case of the IURD, devout church 

members—who Edir Macedo variously calls, “genuine,” “practical,” or “converted”—

come to embody the church’s world: they sense the demons, they feel the power of their 

sacrifice, they overcome their suffering and live their promised life of abundance. The 

also embody the systems of the modern, secular world. They go to school, they look for 

jobs and buy products with their wages, they seek medical treatment from doctors, they 

testify in court, and they go out and vote. They work within the miracle-free, secular 

world of modern governments and economies, and but their participation is imbued with 

religious significance and spiritual power. They live enchanted lives in disenchanted 

worlds. 
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Chapter 4: Interpreting Enchanted Lives in a Disenchanted World 

The congregants of the Catedral de la Fe in Los Angeles know their church as the 

Iglesia Universal del Reino de Dios, the nearly-identical Spanish translation of the 

church’s original Portuguese name. This is because the majority of IURD churches in the 

United States offer exclusively Spanish-speaking services. Most members that I have met 

are Latinas/os who are part of the ongoing migration flows between the United States and 

Mexico. They live in what Gloria Anzaldúa called La Frontera/Borderlands: a state 

perpetually tied to the U.S.-Mexico border.
70

 While they work and reside in a modern 

society with a functioning and minimally corrupt legal system, sophisticated healthcare, 

protected labor rights, and comprehensive public education, their access to the fruits of 

progress are severely restricted. Instead, they confront a network of racist institutions and 

exploitative employers that systematically deny them both the benefits of modernity and 

the agency to acquire them. Theirs is a world that is haunted by the demons of modernity. 

Most scholarly renderings of the IURD portray the church as an institution that 

capitalizes on its members’ incidental successes. In his 2004 book, Introduction to 

Pentecostalism, Allan Anderson states that “[Macedo] is accused by other church leaders 

of getting rich at the expense of believers, of running the church like a highly organized 

business, and bringing disgrace to the whole Protestant church. He has been arrested and 

imprisoned in 1992 for illegal financial dealings and in 1995 he created controversy when 

he kicked an image of the patron saint of Brazil on his own TV programme.”
71

 Although 
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Anderson introduces some factual errors in this description (Von Helde kicked the saint, 

not Macedo), he repeats a common sentiment: Edir Macedo is a charismatic charlatan, 

and church members are being duped. In another typical interpretation, the IURD gains 

members because it promises power and material reward. In Born Again in Brazil, for 

example, Andrew Chesnut glosses Macedo’s prosperity gospel as saying that “genuine 

faith in God will result in refrigerators, houses, jobs—whatever the believer prays for. 

The former lottery official [Macedo] intelligently perceives that in the context of 

diminishing purchasing power, the prospect of striking gold either through the lottery or 

the church holds enormous appeal.”
72

 Chesnut takes much greater care with the details of 

the IURD, but his summation of Macedo’s theology and its consumption by church 

members parallels Anderson’s characterization. Macedo is surely a charlatan, and even if 

iurdianos really buy what he’s selling, then they almost certainly do so for economically 

rational, material reasons. The problem with these interpretations of the IURD, and many 

other analyses of so-called neo-Pentecostal churches, is that they begin with an implicit 

skepticism. A church that claims spiritual power over the suffering created by late 

capitalism, medical science, and modern democracy—the archetypes for rationalized 

human activity—must be in on the joke. That is, according to many modern observers, 

the IURD profanes itself by engaging with modern institutions. 

In his conclusion to Science as Vocation, Max Weber commiserates with the 

sorry, rational few who still seek enchantment in modernity. He says, “to the person who 

cannot bear the fate of the times like a man, one must say: may he rather return silently, 
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without the usual publicity build-up of renegades, but simply and plainly. The arms of the 

old churches are opened widely and compassionately for him. After all, they do not make 

it hard for him. One way or another he has to bring his 'intellectual sacrifice'—that is 

inevitable. If he can really do it, we shall not rebuke him.” That is, moderns who return to 

the church’s enchanted world must sacrifice their rationality on its altar. And to those 

moderns who embrace the disenchanted world, Weber says, “we shall set to work and 

meet the 'demands of the day,' in human relations as well as in our vocation. This, 

however, is plain and simple, if each finds and obeys the demon who holds the fibers of 

his very life.”
73

 Weber’s demon is a metaphor for vocation: the calling to one’s 

profession. The demands of Weber’s day, unfortunately, were more demanding for some 

than for others. Through modernity’s relentless rationalization, race and gender became 

biological markers for social inferiority and the free market’s rational choice justified an 

unceasing accumulation of wealth concentrated in privileged classes. The inevitable 

consequence of the disenchanted world was that suffering has a material cause and a 

material solution. For those who are denied agency within modernity’s rationalized 

spheres, disenchanting the world is profoundly disempowering. By contrast, iurdianos 

experience a spiritual cause for their suffering, and perform a spiritual solution. If science 

were to hold its candle up to the dark—to use Carl Sagan’s provocative metaphor—and 

reveal the demons on 7th and Broadway, it would find only the ugly faces of 

institutionalized racism and rationalized economic inequality. 

Yet this essay is not an indictment of science, nor is it an endorsement of the 
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IURD’s sacrificial practices. I have argued instead that iurdianos enchant their lives even 

within the rationalized, disenchanted institutions of the modern world. Edir Macedo’s 

own sense of enchantment—born out of Brazil’s modernization—gave birth to an 

institution that millions of Christians across the Americas embrace. The ritual life of his 

church enchants the world with malicious demons and a good and powerful God. 

According to devotee’s testimonies, the sacrifices of church members grant them the 

power to stop suffering in their lives. Those sacrificial practices subject material, 

economic rationality to spiritual meaning.  

Without agents who act in accord with their own material rationality, at least as 

disenchanted interpreters have calculated those interests, the secular framework for 

evaluating ethical good becomes untethered. This ethical untethering challenges some 

interpreters’ fundamental presuppositions, including those in the academy and the news 

media. Thus, despite testimonies that unambiguously attest to an experience of 

empowerment, the public perception of the IURD and other prosperity gospel churches 

continues to be dismissive. Yet the scholar’s role is to analyze and interpret, not to affirm 

or disparage. By interpreting the IURD and other prosperity gospel churches solely 

according to the material good they provide by rational means, we inappropriately 

assume the mutual exclusivity of enchantment and disenchantment and we unwittingly 

introduce an ethical critique from modernity. Interpreters seem to assume that these 

devotees could not possibly be employing a complex cultural practice to inhabit 

overlapping worlds; the church does not really cure parishioners or make them rich. To 

scholars who feel obligated to express their distaste for the prosperity gospel and are 
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inclined to dismiss iurdiano testimonies, I offer only a playful reformulation of Weber’s 

consolation to the modern who longed for the enchantment of a church. These 

discomforted scholars of “neo-Pentecostalism” willfully ignore that the rationalized, 

disenchanted world of academic discourse carries an implicit ethical frame based on 

material self-interest. One way or another, they must make this ‘intellectual sacrifice’ if 

they wish to stay in the academy’s compassionate embrace—this is inevitable. But we 

shall not rebuke them. 
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Appendix 

Complete translated transcript of Fiorina Lopez’s testimonio 

My economic life in Mexico was bad, bad, bad, I didn't have enough money to 

eat. I was raised in a world of poverty with my parents. [A world] of eating tortilla with 

salt, eating tortilla with chile, things from the countryside. And when I got here, things 

got worse, because it was humiliating. Humiliation, with people, the money didn't go far, 

money, expenses, that I needed for living here for myself, then to send for my kids in 

Mexico. I came with the mentality of finding work, even if it meant cleaning houses, to 

earn $127 per week. Three to four years went by, and there was no other solution but to 

start picking up cans on the street. The fears of a migrant is the language, and not 

knowing what is around the corner because one doesn't have a profession.  

When I came to participate in the Monday services, dedicated to the Power of 

God, there the pastors spoke of a great God, of a living God. And that is what entered me, 

and awoke the faith that was in me. And that strength, the weakness and the fear that 

were there before changed with the force of 'I can,' of 'I came to this country not to do 

what I had been doing, but to be a conqueror.’ What conquered the fear and all that, was 

when the pastor asked me to prove it to God.  

So then I began to be a tither, that was at first. And then the offerings, when I 

gave offerings my life changed because when I gave the offerings I received much more. 

I was on the street picking up cans, money was stretched thin because of the tithe and 

offerings that I was doing. Money was stretched thin, but there I went, maintaining 

myself for a better life.  

When the pastor spoke of the Campaña de Israel, I said it's all or nothing. There I 

participated in the Campaña de Israel, and when I participated in the Campaña de Israel, 

a great vision came: to open a business. Without knowing anything I opened the store, 

and the language, and everything, we opened the business with the strength of God and 

the power of God. There I bought my own house, after pushing around a car of tins I 

went on to drive a brand-new car.  
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My business is a bakery, and a very prosperous bakery. Now with my experience 

I'm not worried, I leave it in the hands of God and the hands of the workers.[note: not 

obreros, trabajadores] It's prosperity. All the things were given, God gave us the house, 

God opened the paths to have a license, to have everything that we lacked. God gave us 

the aspiration, helped us have these things. Now we have workers, I have like ten that are 

working in the bakery, ten to twelve that maintain the bakery. And now we sell food as 

well. And lots of people come in, there are days where people are left waiting there, 

sometimes outside, because they don't fit. And every day we are expanding more, the 

tables, expanding the spaces, to be able to attend people.  

[In response to a question card asking to give a word of advice to other 

“conquerors”] That they not be afraid, there is one challenge, to come and look, to come 

and look for the economic life that God gives, and not just the economic life but rather all 

the rest that God has in store for us. With God we conquer fears, with God we conquer all 

that one can't by one's self, I invite all the people who are watching: there is a challenge 

with God, that you won't be defrauded, all the contrary, you will be left happy and will 

have an experience which you never had before. 
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