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Addressing the paradoxes of gender in Pentecostal churches attended by converts of 
African or Latin-American origin in Brussels, it is argued that religious and migra-
tory experiences are intimately intermingled in these spaces and that, in most 
cases, the geographical shift experienced by male believers has led to questions 
regarding their “traditional” masculinity. Their capacity to hold the role of bread-
winner has often been undermined and they experience a kind of vulnerability 
against which religious gendered ideology often provides assurance and self-es-
teem by affirming men as heads of the religious space and chiefs of the household 
unit. Pentecostal masculinity, although adhering to a model of hegemonic patriar-
chal masculinity regarding the sexual division of domestic tasks, the recognition 
of men’s formal authority, and an exclusive focus on young women as the purity 
“capital” of churches, also reveals significant ruptures with that model: religious 
discourse values domestic involvement, sensibility and gentleness, encouraged and 
valorised as masculine characteristics. This hybrid posture of Pentecostal masculin-
ity appears as a contrasted gender repertoire allowing men of the church to oscillate 
between various identifications and social locations according to specific situations 
and different contexts of enunciation.
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monic masculinity.

Reconfigurações pentecostais de identidades masculinas em Bruxelas: a pro-
dução de masculinidades morais  O artigo trata os paradoxos de género nas 
igrejas pentecostais com fiéis africanos e latino-americanos em Bruxelas, argumen-
tando que as experiências migratória e religiosa estão intimamente ligadas nestes 
espaços e que, na maioria dos casos, a mudança geográfica vivida pelos homens 
crentes conduziu a que questionassem a sua masculinidade “tradicional”. Estes 
homens veem muitas vezes ameaçada a sua capacidade para assegurar o sustento da 
família e experimentam por isso alguma vulnerabilidade, que a ideologia de género 
da sua religião contraria dando-lhes maior segurança e autoestima, ao afirmá-los 
como dirigentes do espaço religioso e chefes de família. Se bem que a masculini-
dade pentecostal adira a um modelo de masculinidade patriarcal hegemónica no 
que respeita à divisão sexual das tarefas domésticas, ao reconhecimento da autori-
dade formal dos homens e à visão das jovens mulheres como detendo a exclusivi-
dade do capital de “pureza” destas igrejas, ela revela também ruturas significativas 
relativamente a esse modelo: o discurso religioso valoriza o envolvimento domés-
tico, a sensibilidade e a brandura, encorajados como características masculinas. 
A masculinidade pentecostal torna-se assim um repertório de género variado, 
permitindo aos homens a oscilação entre várias identificações e  posicionamentos 
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INTRODUCTION

Over the past 30 years, Pentecostal churches, mostly composed by followers 
from Subsaharan Africa and Latin America, have blossomed in Brussels.1 Their 
presence and growing success have gone hand in hand with the intensification 
of the migratory flows, in the last three decades, from these two continents. In 
my work, I investigate the relationship between the religious experience and 
the migratory route of the Euro-African and Euro-Latin-American Pentecostal 
actors in Brussels (Maskens 2012, 2013). My fieldwork consisted of spending 
time with followers of mainly (but not exclusively) two different Pentecostals 
churches in Brussels. The first, La Parole Vivante, is a foothold in a big US 
transnational Pentecostal denomination (the Church of God, of Cleveland) 
and gathers around 3000 followers in Brussels. The majority are Congolese 
but there is also a wide range of other Africans, Latin-Americans and European 
nationalities (cults are mostly given in French); the second is the Centro Jesús, 
a local church of the Assemblies of God which gathers around 60 believers 
from different countries of South and Central America and is located near the 
South Station in Brussels; their cults are given in Spanish.

In these meeting spaces, the converts work collectively to realize the trans-
formation process encouraged by this religious scenario, which consists of 
applying the “perfect plan of God” to their lives. Carriers of missionary ambi-
tions, the believers give new contents to their position by redefining the place 
that is assigned to them in the context of post-colonial Belgium. The religious 
membership operates as a marker of distinction, a process particularly striking 
in the field of gender and sexuality within the assemblies.

Conversion to Pentecostalism may also lead to gender conversions.  Gender 
is understood here according to the definition of the American historian Joan 
Wallach Scott (1988: 42), as “a constitutive element of social relationships 

1 I would like to warmly thank Ruy Blanes, Annelin Eriksen and Rijk Van Dijk for their insightful 
and generous comments on a previous presentation of this text in Bergen, Norway, in March 2014. 
I thank also Kate Nialla Fayers-Kerr for her support.

sociais em função das situações específicas e dos diferentes contextos de 
 enunciação.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: masculinidade, igrejas pentecostais, migração, agência, género, 
masculinidade hegemónica.

MASKENS, Maïté (mmaskens@ulb.ac.be) – Université Libre de Bruxelles, Belgium.



THE PENTECOSTAL REWORKING OF MALE IDENTITIES IN BRUSSELS…  325

based on perceived differences between sexes.” The historian adds that “gen-
der is a primary way of signifying relationships of power,” as the specific 
ground of Pentecostals masculinities will testify. Ideologies and religious prac-
tices contribute to, define, and more specifically produce particular sexual 
identities.

During my immersion in these religious settings, my attention was first 
drawn to women’s experiences and their social status in churches. The large 
female presence at these congregations – even if women’s submission to men, 
as called for by Saint Paul, continues today – could be surprising. This has led 
me to ask what advantages Pentecostal affiliation brings to the women of the 
assembly given the apparently oppressive and patriarchal character of this reli-
gious ideology. Moreover, this “emotional” Protestantism is often associated 
with a feminine religiosity, characterized by concepts still thought of in the 
contemporary western secular world as typically feminine: spontaneity and 
the expression of one’s emotions.

This interest in the condition of women in churches falls within the scope 
of the rupture with the “triple marginalities” these women generally suffer as 
described by Nancy Eiesland (1997). First, women are commonly excluded 
from leadership in religious spaces. Moreover, until recently in the scientific 
field, women have often been absent from analyses which consider men’s 
experience as illustrative of the whole religious experience. Finally, these pious 
women are excluded from feminist studies. Indeed, feminists suggest that they 
are “mystified” by themselves, in other words, they have a “false conscious-
ness” (Eiesland 1997: 100). Absent or marginalized, viewed as vulnerable or 
eternal victims of men, women have been “saved” in socio-anthropological 
research by the concept of agency, a notion born in the wake of feminist and 
gender studies to theorize the way women resist, subvert, negotiate or still 
inhabit the patriarchal gender norms (Butler 1993; McNay 2000; Hollywood 
2004; Mahmood 2005; Bracke 2008). As Adriaan Van Klinken (2011: 123) 
put it, men, as gendered beings, were excluded of the analytical benefits of the 
concept of agency because of the trajectory at first “feminist” of the term.

When examining the abundant literature on gender and religion ( Campiche 
1996; Voyé 1996; Eiesland 1997; Lawless 2003; Mate 2002; Hallum 2003; 
Fancello 2005; Sackey 2006), I realize that, in the studies focusing on religious 
women’s experiences, men appear not so much as dynamic subjects but as a 
given, an unchanged and independent variable always holding the same role 
in different gender scenarios, in particular that of the oppressor. It is precisely 
this fixed, reductive aspect of this description of religious masculinities that 
fostered me to investigate this field. I concur here with Adriaan Van Klinken 
(2011) on the fact that male power is simply assumed and contested rather 
than explored. This attention to religious men’s agency also matches with 
Björn Krondorfer’s (2009) work, where he investigates “critical men’s studies 
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in religion” and states the existing risk of reverting to a “long tradition” of rep-
etition of male dominance in the field of religion.

My own interaction with male followers through what is commonly called 
“fieldwork” also prompts me to question forms of masculinity in these reli-
gious spaces. As time passes, I realize followers engage with me according to 
their own gender conception. Ethnographic relations are hybrid, an experi-
ence that doesn’t fit very well with the form of interaction in these religious 
spaces, especially as a female meeting with male individuals. Some men clearly 
shun my company, apparently uneasy by my inquisitive or even adventurous 
behaviour. Indeed, I didn’t have any male referents (a father, brother or hus-
band) during my visits at these religious gatherings. I share this very same 
situation with other female followers but, unlike them, my scientific approach 
forces me to adopt a proactive posture. My conduct deviates radically from 
the way women are supposed to behave in this religious setting: as a discrete, 
modest and devoted agent, although some degree of feminine exuberance is 
tolerated if the woman has a high charismatic capital.

Barbara Rose Lange, American anthropologist and violinist, lived through 
a similar experience when she tried to integrate into a group of gypsy musi-
cians in a Hungarian Pentecostal church in the 1990s. Within the framework 
of the musical performance of the cult, her attempts at participation were 
ignored. The musicians even expressed their tension through specific physi-
cal movements. These marks of resistance inform the anthropologist that her 
presence as a woman in the group of male musicians was not welcome. Indeed, 
in a general way, the public exchanges between men and women (married 
or not members of the same family) in these cults are seen in a suspicious 
light, entering rather quickly into the category of “fornication” (Lange 1996: 
68). In a broad sense, religious believers see themselves as the last bastion of 
morality in a Europe viewed as “decadent.” The domain of sexual practices is 
then the object of profound criticism. Setting the scene as such, faithful Pen-
tecostals construct their differences in the register of sexuality. Attempting to 
make order out of transformation and pursuing an ideal of distinction, these 
religious actors (mainly women) need therefore to be unlike the locals, whom 
pastors have denounced for their permissiveness and “lax” sexual practices 
(partially legal prostitution, lack of public “decency,” legality of same-sex mar-
riage, pornography accessible to young people, STD prevention campaigns in 
the schools…) (Maskens 2011).

This paper is guided by the desire to answer two questions. The first one is 
articulated around the specificity of male experience in the church: what is the 
definition these men give to their masculinity? What I mean here is masculin-
ity as a range of “norms, values and behavioural patterns expressing explicit 
and implicit expectations of how men should act and represent themselves to 
others” (Miescher and Lindsay 2003: 4). The second question deals with the 
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normative religious injunction to “live in the difference,” and how this trans-
lates at the level of masculine identities; in other words, I want to understand 
why these men perceive themselves as different from those they deem to be 
non-religious men.

FROM “OLD MAN” TO “NEW MAN” NARRATIVES

Conversion in Pentecostal Churches is a central and structural theme of 
religious thought and concrete organization. As such, the concepts of trans-
formation, change and rupture are crucial in understanding the Pentecostal 
work on gender identities. Indeed, conversion is thought as a moment of rup-
ture between a past life and a “new” life. Specific narrative tools are used in 
order to ritualize this religious change. To publicly and regularly testify to this 
change is at the heart of the religious missionary apparatus and constitutes a 
keystone in the worldwide diffusion of the movement. Religious models guide 
the performance of sexual identities. For the men, this transformation implies 
a behavioural change.2

For Jean-Jacques, a Congolese pastor responsible for a small assem-
bly of about 50 people situated in a precarious neighbourhood of Brussels 
( Molenbeek), this imperative for transformation requires a phase of “break-
ing.” He warns his believers during the cult: “The seed that God puts in you 
does not avoid that your personality remains!”

His expression is testimony to the effort of self-development that new male 
converts must do; far from the presumed spontaneity of the transformations 
assumed in most conversion narratives. It is thus necessary to fight, by means 
of prayers, to tame the male chauvinist or rebel character of some believers 
(“philanderers” / “womanizers,” “fighters,” “disobedient”). The discourse of 
Jean-Jacques calls for certain adjustments of the personality of male converts. 
He explains how to sort out diverse features of the Christian personality:

“Because when the Bible says ‘it is necessary to crush the flesh,’ the first 
thing which it is necessary to crush, is the character that you have. If you are 
a philanderer, a womanizer, it is necessary to break it because that is a part 
of your emotional features. If you are a disobedient person, who does not yet 
accept the obedience due to your own parents, there is a problem. Because 
to serve the Lord does not exclude this propensity of the character to rebel. 
Thus, often, we say that a good pastor has to pass by the stage of breaking; 
that means he has to break with all the education he received which is 

2 The religious speech has no monopoly of the imperative of men’s transformation – we think 
here of the feminist movements, the speech of certain NGO or still some masculinist movements, for 
 example.
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 opposite to the ethics and the morality. Because there are always people who 
support the idea that it is good to hurt somebody. In our Congolese societies 
for example, we tell you: ‘fetch this child and hit him hard’ and it is normal, 
that doesn’t shock anybody. But to serve the Lord, if you are a fighter for 
example, or emotionally disturbed, or if at every slightest problem you are 
going to dash into the fight, it is necessary to avoid all these behaviours by 
the prayer, we will break that.” [Jean-Jacques, pastor in Molenbeek.]

This quote illustrates the ideal figure of Christian men: male converts must 
swap their seductive ambitions for the cultivation of peace and dialogue. The 
male believers are encouraged to “fight” against what is sometimes presented 
as their deeper “nature,” or in other words, to work on their behaviour and 
actions so that these start resonating with the peaceful figure of Christ. In this 
religious context, the “strong man” is quiet, moderate, and obedient; he never 
gets angry, masters his physical strength and shows a constant loyalty to his 
wife. The “stage of breaking,” this “crushing of the flesh” involves the repres-
sion of certain features of the “hegemonic masculinity” that are contrary to 
the Christian ethos.

In another assembly, the Spanish-speaking Centro Jesús, a couple from 
Ecuador who were carrying out missionary work in Europe were received by 
pastor Diego in the autumn of 2007 in Brussels to testify, in front of the 
Assembly, God’s action in their lives:

“Wednesday, 7:12 pm. The Peruvian pastor thanks the members of the 
assembly for being there and numerous this evening for the ‘special worship 
for families.’ Without transition, he intones a song entitled To Jump as Kids, 
accompanied by an electric guitar and drums. In every chorus, the believers 
jump up as if they were children to express, according to the words of the 
song, ‘the enjoyment of the Lord.’ Pastor Diego then asks us to welcome a 
couple of ‘children of God,’ Hugo and Alfonsina, who have specially come to 
give their testimony for us this evening in Brussels. He asks the Lord to bless 
them and to bless the ‘words that will come from their mouths.’ The Ecua-
dorian couple rise then to the altar. Their four daughters sit in the front row; 
the youngest gives the full room a sweeping glance and she seems satisfied. 
Pastor Hugo speaks by presenting his wife: ‘I present you my wife, Alfon-
sina, she is the woman who stole my heart.’ He hands us over to her, and 
she pursues this by preaching in two voices, asking the assembly ‘to fasten 
their seatbelts,’ to get ready to receive words ‘which are nothing but God’s 
words.’ She continues by warning the assembly: ‘Good intentions alone are 
not God’s will.’ That is why, according to her, it is urgent ‘to cut family 
ties because dependence on your family prevents you from being a member 
of God’s family.’ The woman pastor then illustrates her comment with the 
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lives of a series of biblical characters and gives a kind of tree points recipe to 
insure a successful and ‘harmonious’ family life. Then, Pastor Hugo adds a 
fourth point to those expressed by his wife; it is, he says, ‘about something 
which has already stolen many blessings from families! It is [about] the lack 
of forgiveness. When we do not forgive, on both sides [he mimes a pyramid 
of conflicts growing with his hands], it is the higher sin, I am going to give 
you a technique, a thermometer, to know if we forgave the other one: if 
things that previously made us angry, we do not speak about them anymore, 
then we know that forgiveness is in the home.’ He addresses then the assem-
bly and asks: ‘Who has never had problems in his marriage? The one who 
gets up, pray for him, for he is a liar!’ [The believers laugh]. He continues: 
‘The victory is in the management of the conflicts.’ He turns to elements 
in his personal life: ‘Before, my life was a life of vice, of lust. I drank a lot, I 
liked parties, I went out. In the village, I had several girlfriends and my wife 
knew it, but she did not want to see, so she closed her eyes. [His wife, who is 
held next to him, agrees sadly]. Then we accepted Jesus and in two nights, all 
our defects were erased. At first, the first night, I apologized to her, several 
times. I approached her to speak to her, but my wife was irritated, because 
she did not want to speak to me anymore. She rejected me. I, for my part, 
was resigned to losing the woman of my life. I wanted to become better. 
When you look for God, he changes even the tone of your voice. Then, the 
next day, my wife came to apologize to me. She had a dream and she had 
seen Jesus writing my name in a book, like that, in the hand, he wrote ‘Hugo’ 
in his book. Then she knew and she forgave me.’ The South American pastor 
moves on to the necessity of changing our homes, since ‘we live [during] the 
ultimate time, the evil increases in the world… If we look around, we see 
how the enemy is inclined to destroy our families. Eight out of ten classma-
tes of our daughters have divorced parents. Figures are alarming and people 
find it normal. But we are not going to let go, by means of God, we can 
achieve everything!’ He concludes his preaching by recalling the main qua-
lities of the Christian husband: loving, affectionate, attentive, generous and 
responsible. He reminds those wives who walk in ‘the steps of Jesus.’ Then 
he asks the couples present in the room to come to the front of the assembly. 
The couples get up and stand in front of the stage. He asks them to hold 
hands and to embrace. The pastor encourages them: ‘Go, you can make it. 
Don’t be afraid of being ridiculous, we never miss a little romanticism in this 
world!’ And he asks the husbands to pronounce a sentence to their wives: 
‘My love, I apologize to you.’ Then he suggests changing the roles and it 
is women’s turn to apologize to their husbands. The believers are looking 
straight in each other’s eyes. Some cry openly, others are very discreet. The 
children, the teenagers and the single members of the assembly contemplate 
this spectacle from the audience.” [Author’s fieldnotes.]



330  MAÏTÉ MASKENS etnográfica  junho de 2015  19 (2): 323-345

In this rhetorical account, the conversion is presented as a radical rupture 
with an “old” macho way of life with its specific virile behaviours, geographies 
and temporalities. Hugo multiplies “guilty” experiences in the village, his wife 
knowing about his infidelities. The encounter with God changes his masculin-
ity. God changes him even to the “tone” of his voice. The new Hugo realizes 
that he is losing the “woman of his life” and in his narrative, he becomes 
faithful, loyal, attentive and affectionate. He encourages believers to connect 
with their “romantic partner.” From a mujeriego,3 Hugo becomes an affectionate 
husband. Seduction has no more “power” over his life. His preoccupations 
have been refocused into the domestic sphere. His life is no longer outside but 
inside the home, close to his family.

The figure of the “macho man,” because of the Mexican origin of the term, 
has a particular relevance in the Latin-American religious context.4 In the 
Churches composed by followers from African sub-Saharan countries, this 
figure is not so prominent. What seems obvious, in these transnational uni-
verses which bring together people from different backgrounds, is that there 
is a plurality of masculinity models coexisting in these assemblies. Indeed, 
these religious spaces are dense with people from diverse ethno-national ori-
gins implying great diversity. If we were to focus only on the story of African 
masculinity, which has been called by some commentators a “patchwork of 
patriarchies” (Bozzoli 1983), we would have to analyze in detail the mascu-
linity models integrated by each follower according to their socialization in 
a particular African socio-historical context. We would also have to look at 
the colonial situation in which the West, by imposing its masculinity norms, 
has caused disruptions in the varieties of gender regimes in current use.5 As a 
matter of fact, it would also be useful to sort out the continuities, to describe 
the contradictions, to search for concordances, conflicts or resonance of these 
different norms.

Masculinity studies show that there is not one model of masculinity, but a 
lot of masculinities, a multiplicity of forms of “being a man” in a society and 
at a given historical moment. This masculinity is multiple, historic and contin-
gent but also relational and contradictory (Hodgson 2001). The male actors 
are thus confronted with several competitive or contradictory alternatives and 

3 Mujeriego is a pejorative Spanish terms that means “womaniser.”
4 The term “macho man” emerges during the Mexican revolution of 1910 and will know its 
peak thanks to the cinema and to the nationalist literature of the 1930s. Afterwards, this term will 
take negative connotations which will concentrate in the figure of the “male chauvinist” (Machillot 
2011).
5 Numerous historians underlined the gender dimension of colonialism and of imperialism more 
broadly. They observe how masculinities of the colonized were weakened by its loser’s status. This 
loss of power moves the colonized man closer to the world of the women according to the definitions 
imposed by the colonizer (see Mackenzie 1989; Sinha 1995; Joly 2011).
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their way of being a man is constituted by their commitment to, their resis-
tance against, or their subversion of the various male models proposed by their 
social worlds. It is in this space of negotiated gender standards that Adriaan 
Van Klinken (2011) sees the possibility of reading male agency. These various 
models don’t have the same weight in a social setting, since they are not valued 
in the same way, and this is what permits the distinction of a dominant model, 
which Bob Connell called the “hegemonic masculinity.” This is the form of 
masculinity which prescribes the image of the “real man” in a given society. 
This hegemonic form stands out as a model throughout the daily socialization 
of boys and girls, and other forms of masculinities are subordinated, collu-
sive or marginal to it. The dominant model does not exclude the existence of 
alternatives but it distinguishes itself because it enjoys a wide social adhesion. 
The author takes then the hegemonic north-American masculinity as an exam-
ple: “Few men are Bogarts or Stallones, many collaborate in sustaining those 
images” (Connell 2002: 61).

This complex heterogeneity constitutes the major reason for largely focus-
ing on male contemporary religious experience, given such a diachronic view 
of the phenomenon: the process of religious homogenization of masculinities 
and the implications of these “transformations” on the process of “being men” 
in the assembly. What then does the Pentecostal reworking of masculinities 
consist of? What are the possibilities of redefining the ways of being a man 
in the assembly? How do men understand and appropriate these new gender 
norms? We will see that it is again ambiguity that is at the heart of Pentecostal 
transformations of gender identities.

On the one hand, the religious discourse on masculinity comes to 
strengthen, to support, to consolidate, to biblically legitimize male domina-
tion, the ascendancy of men over women, patriarchy, the primary power of the 
men in and outside the assembly. I resume those processes by the emic expres-
sion of “strong men,” this strengthening taking quite a particular acceptance 
in the migratory context as we will see in what follows. On the other hand, 
the Pentecostal work on masculinities also breaks with the dominant cultural 
model of masculinity, the local “hegemonic” masculinity. The Pentecostal man 
distinguishes himself from the “ordinary” man because he is projecting him-
self as sensitive, communicative and responsible, an exemplary father, whose 
concerns are concentrated on the well-being of his family. Collectively such 
attributes are for “men of heart.”

After all, the Pentecostal work of masculinity such as it is practiced in 
 Brussels (but also in other European capitals and in other continents) is char-
acterized by the polarized and paradoxical power to challenge and to adapt 
itself at the same time – to be both “strong men” and “men of heart” –, to 
produce breaks in continuity (Willaime 1999).
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RELIGIOUS “STRONG MEN”

Christendom, as a view of the world, contributes generally to the definition 
of a gendered morality. This sexual ideology draws upon, in the discourses of 
the Pentecostal pastors, frequently quoted biblical references. One of them, 
concerning the legitimate form of the relations between men and women, is 
Saint Paul’s famous order which encourages Christian women to be subjected 
to their husbands (Ephesians, 5: 22-24). Such references justify ways in which 
inequality between the sexes structures gender interaction, and this encour-
agement is representative of a kind of patriarchal heteronormativity which 
is present in religious writing (Delaney 1998). This one patriarchal norm is 
put into practice during religious activities through a preferential association 
between the men of the assembly and positions of power. The idea of “gender 
justice” is absent here in the religious ideology of male transformation. As 
Cucchiari (1990: 691) showed, the Pentecostal experience follows differen-
tiated outlines: the women are more inclined to live religious experiences in 
connection with the Holy Spirit, while the religious experience of the men 
of the assembly is more associated with the words, writings and the formal 
power of definition.

However, contrary to the Catholic model which automatically excludes 
women from Ministry (Voyé 1996), the Protestant churches eventually 
admitted women pastors during the second half of the 20th century for the 
Reformed and Lutheran Churches (Willaime 1996: 30). This evolution has 
been the result of a series of social-cultural changes to which Protestantism 
was not insensitive. In the Pentecostal worlds, it thus happens that women 
speak and step upon the altar or become pastors even if these events are rare. 
Whatever their status, their voice is more conditioned than that of the men. 
When women take the floor, their discourse is full of oral cautions and they 
have to refer to God ceaselessly to guarantee their legitimacy. This entity 
appears as an indispensable part of women’s religious agency (Hollywood 
2004). When women rise to the altar, it is sometimes to remind their sisters 
of the imperative of intrinsic submission in gender relations, as did “Maman” 
Jessica, a Congolese representative of the group of the women, in a presen-
tation where she performed a public act of submission during a convention, 
April 15th, 2006:

“I want to speak to my sisters. The church begins at home, there is no use 
to come to the church if we leave the house in a mess. To me, my husband is 
my witness, before coming to church, I take care of the house, cook, I must 
be subjected to Dad, Roger, [everybody applauds and shows approval by 
chanting ‘Alleluias!’ ‘Amen!’] I must be subjected to my mother-in-law. God 
said, ‘If you want that I use you, you have to be subjected.’ I regret, my sis-
ters. I preach God’s word. My sisters, juvenile delinquency begins at home. 



THE PENTECOSTAL REWORKING OF MALE IDENTITIES IN BRUSSELS…  333

In this country, we have to respect husbands. Applaud the brothers! You 
the dads, pastors, you are leaders. Take your responsibilities! [The assembly 
applauds] God does not need omelettes.” 6

In this extract, “Maman” Jessica recalls the major principle valorising certain 
forms of gender relations in these religious spaces. She recalls the imperatives 
of submission and the domestic role of women (the house as their kingdom) 
and, correlatively, the role of men as heads of family. This message, carried by 
“Maman” Jessica’s feminine voice, is one of male precedence. It is the dom-
ination of women by men that is highlighted here in spite of the “regrets” 
expressed.

WEAKENED MIGRANT MEN

In the migratory context that has seen the emergence of these churches, the 
discourse of strengthening the male power, illustrated through its biblical roots, 
takes particular meaning.

First, for the vast majority of the followers, masculinity seems to have 
been shattered during diverse migratory experiences. As Abdelmayek Sayad 
(1999) has shown for the case of three generations of Algerian men migrating 
to France, the social cost of migration is considerable. In his exploration of 
the dimensions of suffering brought about by migration, the uneasiness takes 
on various forms and intensities: from culpability generated by a sentiment 
of abandon to the problem of absence or oblivion, in the country of origin, 
towards different pathologies of exile (melancholia, excessive pessimism or 
mutism). For the French-Algerian sociologist, the capacity of the migrant to 
counter this social cost of migration resides in his ability to give a deep mean-
ing to his existence marked by mobility. In this context, a strong religious 
affiliation can provide migrants with a particular perspective on the meaning 
of their lives as this contribution exemplifies. Pentecostal affiliation seems to 
temper the difficulties faced by migrant men. At the beginning, the resettle-
ment of migrant men often constitutes a self-reflexive starting point – by effect 
of contrast – on the appropriate forms of gender relations. In this Western 
European country where these men try to settle, gender standards are differ-
ent and sometimes contrast with the norms they have incorporated during 
their former periods of socialization, the form that appears “normal” to them. 
Often, taken aback by the type of relationship between men and women in 

6 In this French-speaking context, the use of omelette takes a particular significance. French speakers 
use the suffix -ette to form nouns with an idea of smallness (example: camion is a truck and camionette is 
a small truck). In the preaching of “Maman” Jessica, the use of the expression omelette is a pun to refer 
to “reduced” men.
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this new context, male followers refer to the religious message to criticize this 
specific configuration. Similarly, other researches, such that of Sharon Suh 
(2003), show how Korean Buddhists in America use religion to understand 
the relationship to the homeland which happens, in part, in gendered ways. 
Men assert an identity through religious activities that construct distinctively 
male spaces in the temple, in response to the degrading aspects of the male 
immigrant experience (Suh 2003).

The discourse of many current believers in Brussels is close to a reaction 
against various “modern” changes in the sexual field, as a result of several years 
of the feminist struggle that has contributed to “erode masculine authority in 
the household” (Illouz 2012: 125). In a certain sense, Pentecostal churches in 
Brussels are keeping with a broader movement of protest against a universal 
tendency of women participating in the “globalized” world and market econ-
omy (Brouwer, Gifford and Rose 1996: 219).

Therefore, in this context, a lot of male followers take up arms against 
gender relations as they are represented in Belgium. The issue of equality and 
leadership are questioned. According to Félix, a follower of about 30 years 
from the DRC, women’s role in Belgian society is not appropriate: “When I 
get together with white people here, there is some stuff I cannot tolerate, or 
I cannot accept. When [in quotation marks] ‘women take up authority over 
men and decide everything,’ I find it hard. I can’t help thinking something is 
wrong!”

The migratory situation and the resulting new economic order influences 
gender to a great extent. The loss of economic status changes gender inter-
action. Various scholars have underlined the challenge to men’s authority in 
migratory contexts (Hirsch 2007; Kibria 1993; Pessar 1995). In Belgium, 
this loss of masculine privilege is expressed also through the denunciation by 
men of the “favouring” of women in the local economy. Men say they suffer 
from this preferential treatment given to women in which their own profes-
sional opportunities are fewer. Speaking about job opportunities in Belgium, 
 Martin, a young Congolese-Belgian explains that, “women find work more 
easily here because Belgium favours women.” According to him, this situation 
is “unbalanced” because women are the only breadwinners and this seems to 
germinate future conflicts. Indeed, the differential status these men mostly 
suffer from in a migratory context deprives them, in some cases, from part of 
the functions and responsibilities they used to have, such as providing food, 
or more generally taking financial care of the family. In such cases, economic 
dependence of these men upon their spouses brings their power into ques-
tion. Some men confess they feel that their identity is at stake, that they are 
no longer able to control their wives as they did in their native country. This 
is maybe why a great emphasis is put on the spiritual responsibility of men 
in the family.
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The contestation of power in gender relations and the tensions which ensue 
from it in the migratory context resonate with other debates and challenges to 
patriarchy that are taking place in Africa. Here also, numerous women assume 
an economic role within the family unit. Indeed, in the case of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the role of breadwinner associated with the Congo-
lese masculinities (Jewsiewicki 2004; Kuyu Mwissa 2008) is more and more 
assumed by the women because of the delicate and generalized socioeconomic 
condition. In her study of the God of Maman Olangi in Congo-Kinshasa and 
in the Congolese diaspora, Bénédicte Meiers (2013) shows how transforma-
tions and economic crises made women’s money a necessity to household sur-
vival, a change men found hard to accept and thus at the root of a lot of gender 
tensions. The association between the breadwinner and male skill becomes the 
object of a competition between men, women and children. In light of this, 
Meiers explains how the religious ideology of the Church of Maman Olangi 
contributes – as in the case of Pentecostal churches – to the recovery of male 
authority.

In Belgium, when men of the assembly do not complain of being victims of 
discrimination in the hiring process, and when they have access to the realm of 
work, they regret very often that their occupation is below their skill set. These 
work experiences are lived as degrading ones (which is very often also the case 
for their wives). This disqualification in the professional world is not without 
consequences for the way they think about themselves as men. The migratory 
context is a continuation of colonial history (Bancel et al. 2010), since the 
racism of that time contributed to the denigration of the power of African 
men (Fanon 1967). The religious sphere constitutes a place in the margins of 
this daily depreciation where the power of men is reaffirmed and celebrated. 
Pentecostal affiliation seems to temper the difficulties of migrant men by for-
mally claiming the precedence of men over women and by recognizing in the 
same discursive movement the quality and importance of the “female workers 
of the Lord.”

These spaces also constitute places of debate, contest, negotiation around 
the morality or lack thereof of local practices, and sites of evaluation of recent 
sexual evolutions. In a very general way, the western laxness in terms of cus-
toms and sexual practices is the object of deep criticisms during religious 
meetings. The image or, in certain cases, the caricature of the sexual practices 
of others serves then to consolidate the sexual orthodoxy of the members of 
the assembly. The religious condemnation of homosexuality and the legisla-
tive advances with regard to these sexual minorities is recurring (in particular, 
same-sex marriage which has been permitted in Belgium since 2003). Pastors 
warn their flock in the following terms: these illegitimate practices bring only 
the destruction of the individual. The transgression of the moral standards 
has a price. They quote then the first letter to the Corinthians: “Do not you 
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know that the inequitable will not inherit from the Kingdom of God? Do not 
get lost. Distracted, admirers of statuettes, adulteries, liabilities, sodomites, 
thieves, grasping, drunkards, insulters, birds of prey will not inherit from God’s 
reign” (Corinthians I, 6: 9-10).

Certain ministers qualify homosexual practices as ignominies. They use 
metaphors structured around the nature / culture dichotomy in order to rele-
gate these practices to the animal kingdom, to savagery, to bestiality.

For a pastor native of DRC, homosexual practice is comparable to the act of 
eating one’s own excrement. One pastor admitted to having already dealt with 
homosexuals in his church, where he proceeded to organize sessions of special 
prayers to free them from this vice. He concluded by narrating a story with a 
“happy ending” as he said, in which one of these believers, by means of prayer, 
was stopped from being homosexual. This way, the masculinity valued in these 
spaces joins the hegemonic masculinity in the sense of privileging the virility 
of men to the detriment of homosexual identities, perceived as deviant.

PRODUCING MEN OF HEART

If male dominance is confirmed by this religious reading, other processes in the 
margins of this valorisation come to moderate the strictly patriarchal aspect 
of gendered relations. Indeed, the Pentecostal reworking of masculinity also 
implies a subversion of the hegemonic masculinity. Male domination is thus 
established, yet this is limited and redirected towards a model of masculinity 
that we could qualify as alternative. Indeed, Pentecostal affiliation proposes to 
break with certain dominant cultural values.

Two processes contribute to new directions for religious masculinity: on the 
one hand, men are “domesticated,” to use the expression of Elisabeth Brusco 
(1995), and on the other hand, we observe the “feminization of masculinity” 
in these spaces (Mansilla Agüero 2007).

The male domestication
As I expand upon below, gender is a game played by both male and female 
individuals; masculinity and femininity as structural patterns are “worked on” 
by the same religious principles. The first process being summed up is the 
one of domesticity. Indeed, this concept is not exclusively meant as a study of 
women’s issues! If the domestic sphere is, above all, the “kingdom” of women, 
and if this sphere is extended to the religious space by taking care of children 
and housekeeping, men are also “domesticated” in a way. They have to be 
ideal husbands, caring and loving fathers: faithful, loyal and responsible like 
the model of Jesus.

Their concerns are refocused within the household, the domestic unit. In 
this sphere, the man has a position of head but his aspirations have changed to 
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correspond closer to those of his wife (Brusco 1995: 148). If we re-examine the 
speech of “Maman” Jessica above, we can see that after having exhorted her 
“sisters in Christ” to submit to their husbands, Jessica orders the men, those 
whom she describes as the “leaders,” to take their “responsibilities.” “We do 
not want omelettes” she ends with a touch of humour. If the incitement of sub-
mission for the women is very clear, it does not go without the counterpoint 
for the men of the assembly, whom the women expressly ask to shoulder their 
responsibilities.

It is as if the compensation for the repetitive call for female submission is 
that women expect a certain type of masculinity. To a certain extent, women 
say: “OK, we will submit to you men but you will have to live up to our require-
ments.” As Melanie Heath puts it: “by helping ‘men to be men,’ the wives 
promote a hegemonic masculinity that allows men to be involved husbands 
and fathers while maintaining their privilege as men” (2003: 436). This gen-
der configuration is confirmed by other studies about evangelicals that have 
shown how women restore the precedence of men to sustain the harmony of 
the domestic unit (Gallagher and Smith 1999; Stacey and Gerard 1990).

In this context, women do not aim to directly oppose the current patriarchy; 
they rather hope that God will moderate the hearts of the men of the assembly 
(Mate 2002: 566). Their Pentecostal affiliation allows them to formulate, in a 
specific biblical language, certain requirements about the way to be men. The 
contents of this masculinity are thus redefined according to a new structure 
of power. As explained by one of the Zimbabwean Pentecostal interlocutors 
of Rekopantswe Mate, the male authority rests on the bible: “male headship 
is ordained in the Scriptures and […] it is not about tyranny because a man 
who follows the Bible knows better than to be dictatorial, abusive or otherwise 
‘unfair’ to his wife and children” (2002: 554).

What this means is that the man has to show an enlightened usage of 
his power based on the consultation with those for whom he is responsible. 
Submission, power and responsibility are invested with particular meanings 
in these spaces: they constitute the trio of normative orders in the heart of 
the relations between Pentecostal men and women. It is the reason for which 
Bernice Martin (2001) asserts that these movements, qualified as “regressive,” 
“patriarchal,” or as “fundamentalists,” have nevertheless contributed to the 
emancipation of millions of women in or from “the South.” The author adds 
that the signs of emancipation are difficult to perceive for the western observ-
ers influenced by the Age of Enlightenments for whom Pentecostalism is above 
all marked by a lack of intellectual sophistication (2001: 57).

This domestication also extends to sexual issues. Pentecostal men and 
women want to distance themselves from the rest of the world by a sexual 
moral order. Women have to be calm and thoughtful of their husbands’ desires, 
and the assembly expects them to be beyond reproach as far as being a vehicle 
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of temptation. Sensuality in Pentecostal rhetoric is understood as a tool of 
Satan, a trap inscribed in women’s bodies, often without her knowing it, set to 
ensnare men. The result of this association is that great attention is paid to the 
sexuality of young girls. As mentioned elsewhere (Maskens 2011), young girls 
constitute the purity “potential” of a congregation. Pastors are concerned with 
female sexuality in the everyday life of their church. Young women are the real 
target of concerned sermons. Young men are generally spared such sermons 
because of the shared common assumption about their sexuality, understood 
as indomitable, uncontrollable. For young men, masculinity is an aggressive 
one, a “virile” masculinity. So, without entering into more detail here, this 
leads us to this point: if we can notice the coexistence of a plurality of mascu-
linities, reworked by the same religious process and differently inhabited by 
the sexes, there is also a kind of temporality affecting the authorized definition 
of masculinities. There are different masculinities embedded in different stages 
of the life cycle.

The feminization of masculinity
The second process at the heart of the Pentecostal reworking of the masculin-
ity, namely the “feminization of masculinity,” also breaks with the dominant 
cultural values. Indeed, as Almeida admirably showed in his study of a village 
in Southern Europe, the hegemonic masculinity, as an ideal cultural model, 
exercises control over all the men by incorporating a specific sociability to the 
everyday life and through discourses which exclude the emotional dimension 
of existence by its identification as feminine (Almeida 1995: 17). The men 
build themselves then in opposition to this feminine counterpart. The expres-
sion of feelings, to cry for example, is reserved for the women only. The reli-
gious spaces take the opposite view of this gender standard and the emotion 
and its manifestations are not only the privilege of women.

The domestication of male followers goes hand in hand with the shaping 
of their personality. Men are encouraged to “be connected” with their nuclear 
and spiritual circle – they must try every day to be connected with God. Men 
have to feed the family literally as well as morally by bringing peace and seren-
ity to the household. Gentleness and affection in these spaces become mas-
culine attributes. Demonstrating this attribute, Mario, a Guatemalan follower 
for more than 40 years, living in Belgium for about 12 years and attending the 
biggest Congolese Church in Brussels, said, after a long prayer during which 
tears were running down his face: “Society says you cannot cry, you cannot be 
sensitive otherwise you are considered gay. But for God, men can cry, be sen-
sitive, love […]. You’re also told that you have to fuck to be a man otherwise 
we say you’re homosexual, but it is wrong too.”

If, in the majority of social worlds, a man crying or showing his fragil-
ity doesn’t fit with what is generally expected of the “stronger sex” and such 
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men run the risk of seeing their masculinity disqualified, in religious spaces 
men can “be connected” safely. This kind of alternative masculinity rejects 
some patterns of a “virile” masculinity, those that don’t fit with their role as 
good fathers, for example, but stays in touch with this model on questions 
such as authority, heterosexuality, and the evidence of “natural” dissimilarities 
between men and women.

To illustrate this alternative masculinity, the comments of Octave are rele-
vant. He is a young Belgo-Congolese man under 30, who described himself as 
“born in the church” and with whom I had an enlivened conversation at his 
home about what it is to be a Christian man in the twenty-first century:

“Well, we have to put things in their context. It’s true that in the Bible, 
it’s like that: a woman is submissive to her husband. But, if you’re a gallant 
man and you know that there is a woman God has given to you, you have to 
do everything possible to take care of her and she too has to do everything 
to treat you well. And if she has to prepare meals and so on to treat you 
well, she will do it but only if she has enough time. Because you should not 
be fooled… we are in Europe in 2006! I have some female friends that have 
little kids: it’s killing them! If you have four, you have a head like that. You 
have to have a heart: if men have to take a vacuum cleaner to help cleaning, 
they should do it! You see, it’s you and your wife that know and it will stay 
in the family circle. My father, he has vacuumed before because my mother’s 
back was hurting or whatever… Or to do the washing-up for example, my 
father has also done the washing-up.”

During this discussion, Octave mentions gallantry, common sense and com-
passion, all qualities that men of the Lord have to demonstrate towards their 
spouses. A Christian man could develop his sensitivity – without running the 
risk of emasculation because his status as head of the family household is 
guaranteed – and as such, they are able to adopt behaviours suitable for the 
context (“we are in Europe,” “we are in 2006”) and call for compassion. Simi-
lar discourses emerge from the analyses of Jacinthe Mazzocchetti in her study 
on the students of Ouagadougou, in Burkina Faso, the country of origin of 
certain pastors and other Pentecostal believers in Brussels. The anthropologist 
describes two believers in the Assemblies of God, a young couple called Michel 
and Christine who also testify to the tendency of a more egalitarian reformu-
lation of the strict distribution of housework. Indeed, the couple agrees to 
assume a distribution of the tasks less centred on the work of women. Michel 
speaks about the fact that he is not hampered by the outsiders’ opinions 
because he is committed to showing a good attitude. Christine denounces the 
negative view of wider society which places a man in flagrante delicto of domes-
tic cleaning, and Mazzocchetti concludes: “if the relationships of domination 
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are reaffirmed within these Churches, relations between men and women in 
the Protestant couples distance themselves from present observed norms” 
(2009: 215).

In our example above, Octave doesn’t question the model of strict sepa-
ration of tasks: it’s clear that women take charge of domestic and child-care 
tasks (they are the ones that “naturally” prepare meals, vacuum and do the 
washing-up), but men have to relieve them if they are suffering. His revelation 
concerning the cleaning actions of his father reinforces the exceptional nature 
of such acts and consolidates the idea of a strict separation of tasks. This 
ambiguity is thus at the heart of the Pentecostal redefinition of masculinity. 
There is a duality of detachment and proximity. Male followers try to distance 
themselves from the culturally dominant form of masculinity as formulated by 
society but, at the same time, they reinforce and consolidate some patterns of 
it by using its religious legitimacy.

FAILED DOMESTICATION

If this article deals first and foremost with the discursive production of nor-
mativity and consequently authority, it is not to be said that the concrete and 
daily transformation of masculinity is beyond its scope. Indeed, the young 
men who do not show a change of behaviour expected in the religious space 
can be the objects of closer control by the pastoral authorities. The figure of 
the “seducer” does not enter within the framework of Pentecostal masculin-
ity and is thus deeply “disputed.” Anything resembling sexual predation is 
firmly repressed in these spaces. In certain cases, it happens that the religious 
authorities of the church intervene directly during the hook-up scene of cer-
tain believers. This is particularly the case when a male believer’s attempts to 
approach girls or women are made in a visible way within the cult, in front of 
other members of the assembly. This was the case with a young faithful Peru-
vian, who systematically sat next to me during the cults and suggested that we 
participate together in diverse activities. The pastor of this Hispanic Church 
came regularly to interrupt him and to present me to the other persons of 
the church, especially the women, and by doing so showed me the procedure. 
During a conversation, the Peruvian pastor shared his disapproval regarding 
the behaviour of the same believer towards me, referring to the latter as a “phi-
landerer.” Obviously irritated, the pastor explained to me: “Certain believers 
look at all the new persons who arrive at the church and try to seduce them. 
They ‘declare’ themselves to all new believers, then the girls do not give them 
importance. They are not mature, nor responsible, they are not persevering, 
they are not sincere. We have to fight against it.”

In Latin American spaces, the figure of the “macho man” – part of the 
hegemonic masculinity par excellence of this continent – is more thematised 
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and fought for than in the church composed for the greater part of native of 
Sub-Saharan Africans. The Mexican origin and the history of the term explain 
this ascendancy. In the literature on the South-American Pentecostalism, there 
are many authors who bring to light how much the religious affiliation breaks 
with this crucial character in the history of masculinities (see e. g. Hallum 
2003; Austin-Broos 1997; Chesnut 1997; Brusco 1995).

It is also worth noting that male interlocutors, according to their own per-
ception of my position in the church (as a member for some, as a non-member 
for others) constructed their desire differently.7 For Ernest, a male in his thir-
ties, recently arrived from Niger and frequenting La Parole Vivante, the fact 
that I was part of the church was something really valuable. So, additionally to 
the fact that I was Belgian, young, and unmarried, he perceived me as a Chris-
tian. When I explained that I already had a boyfriend, he responded: “It’s a 
pity because I have feelings for you and furthermore, somebody like you who 
live in prayers…” In contrast, in my encounter with the young Belgo-Congo-
lese Octave, in his late twenties, it was precisely my position of externality to 
the church that made me desirable. Two weeks after having done a formal and 
recorded interview, he called me so that I could give him the audio tape back 
because he was uneasy with such comments and wanted to destroy the evi-
dence. I accepted and he came to my home to pick me up in his car and took 
me to a park in the neighbourhood. He stopped the car and grabbed the beers 
hidden beneath the back seat. Then he began to talk about the difficulties in 
a relationship with a girl from the church. They were living together but the 
parents of his girlfriend were really upset with such relations outside marriage. 
He proposed then to have sex in an almost unveiled way and justified himself 
in this way: “because you know, a young Christian girl cannot anymore, it’s a 
chore, while you…” He associated non-Christian women as readily available 
women sexually speaking.

Such situations highlight the tacit dimension of masculinity, far from the 
discursive performance of cults, public testimonies or formal presentation of 
the Pentecostal self to non-converted people. Sometimes I could witness how 
those churches’ messages were put into practice. After a cult where the pastor 
had talked again about the fact that women have to be submitted to men, 
giving concrete examples, Paul, the Rwandese guitarist of the assembly, asked 
to Simone, a single Congolese in her thirties, to clean up the table in the hall 
and he added “you are a women, you have to submit!” Simone accomplished 
this task without flinching. In this scene of power, we can see how the practical 
application of being a man in the church depends strongly on the context and 
could follow multiple lines and intensities of power.

7 For a discussion of the erotic subjectivity of the anthropologist, see Kulick (1995).
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CONCLUSION

The Pentecostal reworking of masculinity takes place as a rupture or transfor-
mation from the “old man” to the “new man” through a non-linear process of 
purification. The man is domesticated: his concerns are refocused around the 
needs and well-being of the household. He is also feminized in a way. These 
normative processes are articulated alongside notions of change, but it should 
not allow us to forget the weight of individual appropriation in these phenom-
ena. The process of transformation will not be imprinted in the same way on 
every believer who conducts a sorting of the multiplicity of discourses on mas-
culinities according to his or her biographic echoes. The religious proposition 
constitutes one possibility among other available stocks.

In a dialectic which associates distance and closeness, men of the assembly 
appear as “new” by distancing themselves from the dominant cultural hege-
monic form of masculinity, so answering the imperative of distinction of the 
religious gathering, and yet, by dressing in the “new clothes of the male domi-
nation” (De Singly 1993), they strengthen certain dominant tendencies – the 
precedence of the male component in the social organization – by leaning on 
the legitimacy of the religious register.

The ambiguity is thus at the heart of the Pentecostal redefining of mascu-
linity. The men of the assembly, particularly those in the age bracket of 35-50 
years, seem to feel their privileges threatened, and this feeling exceeds the 
borders of the religious or migratory spaces because it is shared by numerous 
non-migrant western and non-western men (Welzer-Lang and Filiod 1992). 
However, the threats pressing on the privilege of men seem to become inten-
sified in the migration towards Europe. Migrant men experience greater chal-
lenges to their capacity as providers, and are at the same time confronted with 
other gender ideologies. This potential destabilization of their status finds an 
answer in the religious affiliation to Pentecostalism(s). This religious ideology, 
which redefines the male role by establishing a “biblical” male precedence is 
thus one way, among others, to understand male resistance in the contempo-
rary transformations affecting gendered norms.
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