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Local Impacts of Religious Discourses on Rights to Express 
Same-Sex Sexual Desires in Peri-Urban Rio de Janeiro

Jonathan García, Miguel Muñoz Laboy, Vagner de Almeida, Richard Parker

Abstract: This article reports on a study that examined how religious discourses of inclusion and 
exclusion—in Roman Catholic, evangelical Protestant, and Afro-Brazilian religious traditions—affected 
people’s rights to express same-sex sexual desires, behaviors, and identities in the socioeconomi-
cally marginalized urban periphery of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Using extended ethnographic observa-
tion of institutions and religious events over a period of 2 years, the authors identified how sexual 
rights were constructed within religious discourses and conducted ethnographic interviews with 45 
religious leaders. In the low-income and violent urban periphery of Rio de Janeiro, religious leaders 
and institutions play key roles in molding community inclusion and exclusion. A comparison of the 3 
major religious denominations shows a diversity of discourses about same-sex sexual desires and their 
impacts on community formation. 
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As belief systems and as social institutions, religious sys

experienced as an institutional force that creates criteria 

ing the comparative study of religion using the tools and 

methods of the social sciences to focus on the beliefs, 

argued that religions can be understood as systems of 

and that provide the conceptual foundation for people’s 

lief systems can contribute to the construction of social 

solidarity, particularly through the collective efferves-

cence

Given these general theories of religion as a social 

discourses and institutional practices shape understand

ings of personal integrity and communal coalescence, and 
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sitions could affect the expression and embodiment of 

ample, has depicted the internal negotiation that occurs 

Having internalized the conventional Christian 

Christians often experience a substantial amount 

gay Christians generally demonstrate a higher de

gree of anxiety about the exposure of their sexual

1

sexuals can integrate their religious and sexual identities 

churches, such as the Metropolitan Community Church, 

solve the complicated internal negotiation of identity by 

politicizing an alternative to hegemonic readings of reli

researchers have focused much more on sexual identity 

contemporary the teachings of Jesus, but these are lo

cated in the center of the municipality of Rio de Janeiro 

1  For other studies and theoretical discussions about nego

metropolitan periphery of Rio de Janeiro that comprises 

Because much of the Christian discourse has been 

against homosexuals as a heuristic category, the litera

health, and gender has been mostly disassociated from 

both empirical and theoretical debates about religion 

and sexuality, again not considering contextualizing fac

has not focused on marginalized religious groups, such 

peri-urban

by religious beliefs, becomes an important factor in the 

inclusion and exclusion—in Roman Catholic, evangelical 

 

sires, behaviors, and identities in the socioeconomically 

Throughout our analysis of religious leaders’ narratives 

ferent organizational structure of the aforementioned re

courses affect the expression and acceptance of sexual 

Method

This ethnographic study of religious discourses 
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2

3

Target Site

The peripheries of the municipality of Rio de Janeiro, 

the Baixada Fluminense, offer an excellent opportunity 

landscape of Rio de Janeiro is one of the most diverse in 

although the number of Catholics has decreased from 

cluding the Assembly of God, the God is Love, and the 

Quadrangular churches, accounted for approximately 

socioeconomically marginalized communities identify 

2  This article is based on data collected from the research 

national study is being conducted in four sites, at the follo

 

 

r 

or at r

3  This article is also based on data collected from the 

usually have more education and higher social status 

The dramatic geography in Rio de Janeiro is charac

poor live relatively close to each other, that unequivocally 

have found that a large section of the Brazilian popula

tion has multiple allegiances to both Catholicism and such 

these groups have been a major source of mobilization re

consequences of these socioeconomic inequities in the 

form of high crime rates and the development of a drug 

economy that has exacerbated community and police vio

reports from the city of Rio de Janeiro’s Department of 

The sociocultural landscape of the Baixada Flu

creating a group of cidades dormitório

rate of violence, relative to other Brazilian cities and me
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Furthermore, the Baixada Fluminense has a dearth 

 

pride parades rather than advocating for rights related, 

encing their sustainability, ideological positioning, and 

ganizations appear to put very little pressure on the gov

Ethnographic Observations

We conducted extended ethnographic observation 

and terreiros

Although these data are part of an ongoing study, the 

observations included in this analysis cover the period 

Ethnographic Interviews

tors, priests, mães and pais de santo

the Catholic institutions, because Catholic priests often 

recruited through convenience sampling, an inductive 

Data Analysis

litical, and cultural factors in order to generate concepts 

that correspond to the realities and narratives of study 

struction of HIV and AIDS through the eyes of religious 

processes of bureaucratization and the differences be

into or exclusion from religious communities can affect 

ties are embraced, accepted, or rejected in each of the 

cused on acolhimento

understanding the implied meanings of informants’ nar

ratives through other forms of evidence, such as archival 

Results

Catholic Responses

Structures. In order to more comprehensively un
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discussed in this article, the Catholic Church clearly has 

stipulated in chapter 2 of its Catechisms of the Catholic 

Church,

and homosexuality that 

2357: 

of forms through the centuries and in different cul

presents homosexual acts as acts of grave depravity, 

2358: 

2359: 

freedom, at times by the support of disinterested 

friendship, by prayer and sacramental grace, they 

can and should gradually and resolutely approach 

in seminaries as a form of socialization and indoctrina

tion of future Catholic religious leaders, according to the 

tendências radicadas

Church considers homosexual tendencies as sins, “these 

dencies” as “an extension of late adolescence to be over

some responsibility is placed on the spiritual mentor if 

he is unable to dissuade a seminarian from these ten

In the discourses of the Catholic priests and lay 

sex desires and behaviors is evidenced in different forms 

Children, the Pastoral for Family, the Pastoral for AIDS, 

diocese a certain level of autonomy to decide on issues 

Discourses of lay pastoral leaders and priests. In 

sexuality is part of the daily lives of their members, but 

carried out more strongly in the urban periphery of met

ropolitan Rio de Janeiro than in the municipality of Rio 
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We found that most of the informants in our study 

 

Church because the Church has a posture of Pontius Pi

acolher

instances in Christian religions, the term acolhimento 

had been very active in church activities but turned 

forced him to, but because he felt himself to be a sin

man and told him that he could continue his church ac

tivities, that God loves everyone; furthermore, the priest 

did not try to persuade the young man to cure his homo

church members have autonomy and agency regarding 

sion section of this article, especially because a number 

Some of the silences, lacunae, and contradictions 

through our ethnographic participation in activities 

ligious leaders and community members, the other for 

hygiene and affectivity as integral to sexual pleasure 

prazer sexual hygiene

communi-

ties of misery,

funk parties.

people “to feel pleasure throughout the body, to see that 

are dangerous due to violence that usually results from 

periphery of Rio de Janeiro is a conjunction of cidades dor-

mitories
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suggested that sexuality includes not just the relation

sexual act, but can be more broadly expressed as inter

subjective affection in the various permutations of gen

companionship, and even friendship is included in this 

director continued, “sexuality begins at birth,” through 

affection and through the cultural attributions given to 

The presentation about health and prevention of 

saúde e prevenção

it did not compromise the position of the pasto

ral, considering that to get approval for such a 

and global discourses on violence, discrimination, 

both language that reaches youth and also quoting 

crimination based on nonheterosexual expression 

the young person’s psychological development as 

turning a blind eye, denying that sexuality is a rel

Sem a sexualidade não hav-

eria curiosidade. Sem curiosidade o ser humano 

não seria capaz de aprender

and learning about discrimination and diversity, 

and facilitating environments for equal opportuni

ties for formal education in schools are presented 

terms of broader issues, such as health, HIV prevention, 

tion must be highlighted, because a major question in the 

As our results highlight, both Catholic and Pentecostal 

churches and community groups in Brazil have a num

the Catholic Renovation movements told us, 

Problems from childhood can lead to repressed 

desires that can lead to symptoms such as homo

Throughout the narrative, this leader recounted 

The CCR movement’s training to be a good father, for 

Brazilian sociologists Lúcia Ribeiro and Solange 
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regarding sexuality and reproductive health, they have 

sitions and progressive priests can coexist in an almost 

Sometimes even the most progressive Catholics 

Church, given that these priest are part of the same 

ecclesiastic hierarchy; but on the other hand, be

cause they are situated among and in direct contact 

apparent in the case of religious leaders such as clergy 

Evangelical Responses

Structure. 

Juxtaposing differences in Pentecostal organiza

the most obvious difference is that organizational struc

Pentecostal churches included in this sample, member

of God is one of the most structured of the Pentecostal 

sembly of God are governed regionally; the administra

the counselors having the right to vote on issues and the 

the smaller churches may meet in a small center or even 

can be felt by the individual as a dominant cultural and 

Discourses of pastors. In Pentecostal churches, 

in our sample understood nonheterosexual desire and 

practice as a spiritual or psychological pathology that 

found the direct use of biblical rhetoric in Pentecostal 

carne
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sexual modes of sexual transgression, these churches 

cestas básicas

cannot be considered disconnected from understandings 

possible because the rapist and the prostitute are all sin

an additional stigma in society apart from the gravity 

does the language of sexuality, albeit some of it delineat

most accepting of the churches agreed that in order to 

Pentecostal pastors using the discourse of acolhimento, 

mosexual people are living aberrant lifestyles and are 

encouraged to convert to heterosexuality through prayer 

couraged to resist sins of thought and action, and mis

cause of the evolutions and facilities of a society that 

refers to sexual liberty, incentivized by our State, 

In fact, this focus on the sexuality of youth is very 

brought together evangelical pastors and approximately 

ers and signs installed throughout Pentecostal churches’ 

For example, one sign posted in front of a church de

day against homosexuality, a day against Macumba

falling outside of religious norms, such as sex outside of 

sexuality requiring a cure, and sex outside of marriage 

Considering the discourses of pastors from evan

damnation due to homosexual desire is considered an 

renouncing Satan through sexual conversion is a strong 

session of discharge 

sessão de descarrego
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from the demons causing this illness of the spirit and 

from God for homosexual acts, a curse that then infected 

5
; one particular pastor anachronisti

cally responded by saying that AIDS began in Sodom 

6

To illustrate a different position, one Pentecostal 

7
 The pastor’s brother repented and returned 

nises…they have anal sex,” as a cause for the propagation 

of HIV, not considering that anal sex also occurs in het

culto

preach for you to stop being a prostitute, but I do 

to the movements’ ability to confront gendered pathogens 

of poverty, such as domestic abuse, the alcoholism of their 

6  Christianity frequently associates sexual deviance, and 

sodomy

.

homem-sexual 

homem-sexual and homosexual are phonetically 

his reality, bring it closer to my reality and try to 

pai de santo

tinction offers some insight into the types of negotiations 

that occur regarding acolhimento, as they are shaped by 

sexualities, the Catholic Church has more infrastruc-

tural capital regarding such issues, through formation 

instruction in seminaries and formal education of Cath

noted, Catholicism is “more and more disinterested in 

offering guidance for everyday life, thereby suffering a 

deep axiological emptying” for an “immense number 

differential education level and the formal indoctrina
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Most important, this more direct connection be

tions means that the discourses of evangelical pastors 

position to mold the social ecology of neighborhoods in 

church leaders and pastors have surprisingly similar dis

Church, the uniformity in public position on the issue 

of homosexuality creates an atmosphere of ostracism or 

conformity, especially for nonheterosexual youth living 

Religions of African Descent

Structure. 

membership because, due to persecution and syncretism 

ligious institutions is high in the periphery of Rio de Ja

organizations, noninitiates may participate in parties 

translated from mãe pequena,

ekedes ogans, 

ebami  

and ebomi  

and iawos

The term abiá

terreiro 

structure are its origins in family and communal regula

and pais de santo experience higher levels of stigma for 

these religious leaders and other community organiza

tions, one of them even receiving government funding to 

function; hierarchies apply only to the internal structure 

 

Brazilian religions are straying from their African heri

Although Pentecostal and Catholic identities are also 

stitutionalized and could be perceived as less legitimate 
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The Umbanda belief system is rooted in a combi

theistic African beliefs and has incorporated aspects of 

in Umbanda, members visit but do not inhabit the cen

long period of initiation, a process that creates boundar

in rituals is more open to noninitiates in Umbanda than 

Discourses of mães or pais de santo. Most infor

sex couples can have sexual relationships and marriages 

This anecdote serves to illustrate elements of inclusion 

same types of domestic problems that any relationship 

recalled being young and expressing his homosexuality 

In fact, the majority of the leaders from Candom

general discrimination against the terreiros because of 

 perhaps even because 

our proper experience of nonacceptance…then there 
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In this sample, only 3 religious leaders expressed 

sapatão

machista

homosexual identity is evident in the narrative of a fe

receive female energies in religious ceremonies, but this 

put it, “They sleep in the terreiro, and you see many gay 

The last example of nonacceptance came from a 

identities, basing his beliefs on heteronormative gender 

against homosexuality in his religion, but propounded 

8
 The aforementioned pai de santo, for ex

ample,  

ample, he said that if a male has the propensity to receive 

another at parties or religious events, especially about sexu

a female energy during states of trance, “He cannot be 

norms in heterosexual instances, but he is stricter in the 

In contrast to the other religious traditions in the 

generally have more respect for sexual diversity and 

alistic practice, terreiros are independent of each other 

Pentecostal churches, terreiros are also fractionalized to 

ligious leaders are involved in a number of social move

these religious communities requires a long process of 

issues in their daily lives but still consider themselves 

Despite the seemingly small number of people practicing 

Brazilian culture” giving “this group great visibility on 

eral openness to diversity in sexual desires, behaviors, 

Discussion
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to the social organization of the religious institutions, 

and their closeness to the lived experience of their fol

expressed the juxtaposition of church doctrine and real 

leaders, they are compelled to adhere to dogma, and as 

structural organization affects discourses about sexual

and traditions, necessitating accountability to doctrine, 

gious leader and his or her discourses are legitimate if 

social problems, such as HIV infection and adolescent 

pregnancy, and church doctrine require accountabil

doctrine but necessary for prevention of HIV and other 

creation of pastorals that address marginalized popula

priests articulate the gospel and the doctrine of the Vati

can behind the pulpit, lay religious leaders form groups 

including the Charismatic Catholic Renovation and the 

terreiros do not have the same type of accountability is

disease and discussing complex personal issues, including 

ligions of African descent have an internal hierarchy that 

leaders and structures are negotiated have implications 

for the sexual integrity of individuals, especially as they 

in both Catholic and Pentecostal narratives differenti

ate the sinner from the sin, thereby leaving a gap be

 This attitude cre

sire, behave, or identify as vulnerable and supposedly 

outlined a heuristic differentiation that can describe this 

gious identity by establishing it as an unimportant part 

pressing longings and not practicing sex outside their 

identity integration through assuming the identity of a 

gious and sexual identity, but our sample did not include 

any churches of this type because they are located in the 

center of Rio de Janeiro and in Copacabana, not in the 

of Rio de Janeiro and thus are not very accessible to 

the Catholic Church in Brazil has provided some spaces 

for diverse sexuality through pastorals, especially in the 

gelical leaders typically are socioeconomically closer to 

their congregants than are Catholic priests, a Pentecostal 

for the descriptions of God’s forgiveness of sinners that 
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religious narrative and teachings to condemn the behav

regulated, especially because the home is a space for hu

of as belonging only to the public sphere, not to such pri

Such violations can foment violence and other forms of 

desires, behaviors, or identities but also pertinent to do

sexual desires are pathologized by some religious lead

ers, it is clear that physical health and spiritual health 

can be said to come together at the moment of physi

by demons; both of these Christian religions maintain 

that the religious subject can be cured of sexually deviant 

evangelical discourse, this possession involves a joining 

subject are one, just as men can be possessed by mas

Conclusion

This article has considered the discourses of reli

gious leaders from three major religious traditions in 

sexualities and religiousness if they do not conform 

culture and religion, for example, to be as important as 

government policy or the judicial system as areas of con

tention and targets for social and public health interven

 

sex desires are considered sins of thought, much less of 

These interpretations emerge from cultural systems 

Therefore, religious leaders and institutions are some

lities, desires, and identities, religious institutions have 
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consider demon possession or psychological trauma li

secure space for community building for nonheterosexu

als is alarming because it compromises sexual liberties 

healthcare is very limited and violence is highly preva

that campaigns against nonheterosexual sexualities are 

mainly targeting youth, and that the HIV epidemic is ex

Moreover, young men in Brazil have been particu

larly vulnerable to the HIV epidemic, especially if the cat

egories of homosexual and bisexual are aggregated and 

tice, they do not capture the entire picture, especially 

considering that identities and practices are negotiated 

termed men who have sex with men

Brazilian MSM are part of a recent larger trend to

health services, factors resulting from socioeconomic 

tance of religious communities and leaders in shaping 

religious cures for homosexuality may certainly be cru

cial in addressing the HIV epidemic in Brazilian young 

people, especially because youth are a particular focus 

an undeniable force in opening discourses about sexu

organizations have been responsible for responding to 
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