
Student Anthropologist, Volume 3, Number 4 

 8 

 
Fostering Community  

among African Migrant Christians in Massachusetts  
Louise Beryl 

Teachers College, Columbia University 
 
 

Abstract 
This article examines how social relationships and the feeling of “community” are 
fostered among African migrant Christians. It draws on data generated from participant 
observation, direct observation, and semi-structured interviews as part of a larger 
ethnographic study of families predominantly from the African Great Lakes Region who 
attend two born-again churches located northeast of Boston. Departing from classic 
assimilation theories of immigrants in the U.S. (e.g., Gordon 1964; Park 1930; Portes 
and Zhou 1993; Warner and Srole 1945), I contend that psycho-social well-being of 
immigrants is an integral part of integration. Moreover, religion as an institution and as a 
system of meaning (Alba et al. 2008) serves to promote that well-being, particularly for 
the African diaspora, which is a smaller, heterogeneous immigrant group in the U.S. 
who often have strong religious affiliations. In order to understand this better, I present 
the characteristics and practices through which intimacy is cultivated (Bielo 2009) to 
engender the feeling of community and build bonding and bridging social relationships 
(Dryden-Peterson 2009) among a more or less heterogeneous group of African 
migrants. Particularly in the case of bridging social ties, I show how cert,ain 
distinguishing characteristics that suggest difference are minimized (e.g. country of 
origin, ethnicity, maternal language, and/or immigrant status), whereas others that 
suggest similarity (e.g., “African” and “believer”) are maximized. This study 
demonstrates that religion is crucial in the study of immigration, an intersection that was 
once an important area of scholarly interest (e.g., Herberg 1955) and has only recently 
reemerged (Alba et al. 2008).   
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Introduction 
 Across from a fire station on a quiet street in a Boston suburb, a small two story 
building stands rather unremarkably. There is a small, ruffled green awning with white 
numbers that identify its address, but no other symbols to indicate that it is the home of 
Grace Church.1 On Monday evenings, I make my way upstairs to a small, unadorned 
room, except for the small red, green, blue, and yellow chairs for children stacked along 
the wall, and warmly greet the four to eight women usually gathered there. A few relax 
casually on the blue-gray carpet, while others sit on adult-sized chairs to create a loose 
circle around which a toddler or two wander. Their conversations in Luganda switch to 
English for my benefit, but their rapid rate of conversation and spirited laughter do not 
diminish.  
 They begin their weekly “mother-to-mother” Bible study meeting with 
testimonies, which describe what they are thankful for or how they have been 
challenged during the week and how God has provided for them. Helen, a Ugandan 
immigrant who came to the U.S. in 2001 and has become the group’s de facto leader, 
opens the meeting with her usual refrain, “When two or three are gathered in His name, 
He will hear us.” After Helen gives her testimony, it is Sharon’s turn. She thanks God for 
“His provision.” She shares that she and her husband came to an important realization 
this week: they had contemplated moving from their two-bedroom apartment, which 
they share with four children, to a bigger house in a different suburb. However, they 
realized that the size of their physical house was less important than having 
“community,” which they had found through the church. They enjoyed “coming 
together and fellowshipping,” developing a “community because you’re family.” If they 
moved, they would be farther away from that community. Helen interjects to comment, 
“So you created your own family here.” Sharon turns to me to clarify, “I came here by 
myself.”  
 Ruthanne, a Ugandan immigrant with a husband and two-year old son, then 
begins her testimony. She prefaces it by sharing with me that she lost her mother two 
or three weeks ago. She explains that everyone in her family is so depressed, and she 
has been sad too, but now she has told herself that she no longer wants to be sad. She 
wants to “live the legacy she [her mother] left behind” — her mother taught her and her 
siblings “strength.” Echoing Sharon, she says that she also has felt the “community” 
here because everyone called when they heard her mother had passed away. She 
thinks that if she had been in Atlanta, GA, where she first settled after coming to the 
U.S., that that would not have happened because there was “no sense of community” 
there. The way the community supported her here, she explains, “resembl[es] things 
that happen in Uganda.” She adds, “I appreciate communities like this.”  

                                            
1 The names of institutions and participants in this study have been changed to pseudonyms in 
accordance with IRB protocol.   
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 The women continue going around the circle with their testimonies and then 
transition to a discussion about the chapter they are reading from The Power of a 
Praying Parent (2007[1995]) by Stormie Omartian. Later, they close their two-hour 
meeting with singing and personal prayers, which they share simultaneously out loud in 
Luganda and English.  

 
The Church as “Community”  
 As I conducted twelve months of ethnographic fieldwork in the Greater Boston 
Area with African migrants and their children, I found myself spending more and more 
time with them at faith-based gatherings, such as the Bible study described above, at 
church services, and at social gatherings, like baby showers and barbecues, which 
were attended by those people who I had seen at church. In many conversations, my 
participants continually likened church and its congregants to a “community,” “home,” 
or “family.” As Sharon explained, it is not about the physical space of church, but rather 
the feeling that is created when people interact, which makes you “feel like you’re 
home,” like in Uganda. Thus, I explore how these feelings and close social relationships 
are fostered among migrants and the role that religion plays. I ask: 1) Which 
characteristics do migrants recognize are salient to their relationships and feelings of 
community, or belonging? Which characteristics of difference are ignored?; and 2) What 
are the practices through which social relationships are fostered? What is unique about 
religious practices, and in particular Pentecostal practices, that engender strong 
communal feelings? This article explores how religion as a system of meaning and as 
an institution (Alba et al. 2008) facilitates the development of meaningful social 
relationships and the feelings of belonging and community. It is critical to understand 
the development of these social relationships, because I argue that these relationships, 
as well as the associated feelings of belonging, enable the financial, educational, and 
linguistic achievements of migrants, which are associated with assimilation and 
acculturation. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 Studies of immigrants in the U.S. have largely focused on documenting and 
theorizing how immigrants “assimilate” or “acculturate” to their new environments. The 
metrics by which this is measured and the theoretical frameworks through which this is 
analyzed have changed. “Classic” views on assimilation presented it as: 1) a process 
whereby different people come together to attain cultural solidarity (Park 1930), 2) a 
process whereby ethnic groups forget old cultural traits and adopt new ones in order to 
be accepted in the new society (Warner and Srole 1945), and 3) a multi-step process 
whereby acculturation is first achieved by adopting key cultural elements of the host’s 
mainstream society (i.e. white, Protestant, middle class values) before achieving full 
assimilation and participation in the host society (Gordon 1964). Since the 1980s, 
assimilation theorists have asserted that assimilation is not the same for all immigrant 
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groups. Some scholars have documented the different patterns of segmented 
assimilation (Portes and Zhou 1993) and the contributing factors that enable or disable 
adaptation, such as aspiration, English language proficiency, age of arrival, length of 
residence, place of residence, and socioeconomics (Zhou 1997). Other scholars have 
argued that immigrants create a hybrid or third culture in their new environment (e.g., 
Bhabha 1994; Gutierrez et al. 1999; McDowell 1999; Smith and Leavy 2008). In these 
more recent theories, scholars have noted that migrants do not necessarily drop 
cultural values, practices, or social connections to their culture or country of origin 
(Gans 1992). In fact, in our more technological, transportable, and otherwise global 
world, many migrants lead transnational lives (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007). And scholars 
have found that many migrants often reject certain values of the host society (Foley and 
Hoge 2007; Huntington 2004), while still remaining loyal to the U.S. (Massey et al. 
1987).  
 In all of these theories, however, the general paradigm encompasses a view of 
assimilation as change defined by cultural values, economic status, political 
engagement, and/or linguistic competence, among others. These are reasonable 
metrics by which to gauge immigrant assimilation or acculturation; however, I argue 
that another important dimension to consider is psycho-social well-being, or attaining 
the feeling of connection, identity, and belonging and developing meaningful social 
relationships (see also Dryden-Peterson 2009). It is about being comfortable in a new 
environment with new people. It is about building relationships within homogeneous 
communities, resulting in bonding social ties, as well as within heterogeneous 
communities, resulting in bridging social ties that cross national, ethnic, linguistic, 
and/or immigration status distinctions (Dryden-Peterson 2009:43-44). This is not to say 
that identity- and community-building happen in the absence of conflict or tension, but 
rather the point is to emphasize that the desire for belonging shapes the aspirations and 
choices of migrant ideas and practices. Indeed, I argue that it is the desire for social 
connection and the development of actual relationships, which in turn support financial, 
educational, linguistic, and other achievements for migrants that become assimilation or 
acculturation metrics.  
 In this study, as my participants illustrate in the opening vignette, religion is 
central to the development of that feeling of belonging and those relationships. 
Scholarship on the intersection of immigration and religion has only recently reemerged 
from a long lapse (Alba et al. 2008; Gozdziak and Shandy 2002). In a recent 
comprehensive study comparing old and new immigrant groups (e.g. Italians and 
Mexicans, Japanese and Koreans, European Jews and Arab Muslims, and African 
Americans and Haitians), Richard Alba, Albert J. Raboteau, and Josh DeWind (2008) 
argue that religion is still an integral part of integration for immigrants, both as a system 
of meaning and as an institution. These are two important thematic lenses through 
which to view the data presented in my study on how the feeling and relationships of a 
community are fostered for African migrants. Religion as an institution provides a space 
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for African migrants to meet and encourages faith-based practices that deepen 
interpersonal connections. Religion as a system of meaning promotes a certain 
discourse that helps to build identity and community.  In both cases, participants are 
“cultivating intimacy,” as James Bielo (2009) describes it (see also Willen 2007).  Thus, 
in this article, I present the characteristics and practices, highlighting those particular to 
Pentecostalism, through which intimacy is cultivated to engender the feeling of 
community and build bonding and bridging social relationships among African migrants 
that attend two born-again Christian churches in Massachusetts.  
 
Methodology and Sample: Ethnography of the African Diaspora in a Religious Context 
 To be perfectly candid, I did not set out to study African migrants specifically in 
church settings; however, in the Greater Boston Area, I quickly learned that this is 
where they congregate. They do not live in ethnic enclaves in an urban area; rather, 
they settle (or are resettled, in the case of refugees) in suburbs that have a lower cost of 
living. And even in these suburbs, they are scattered across multiple towns. Thus, 
church on Sundays, as well as mid-week services and small group meetings, provide 
opportunities for this migrant population to connect and support one another 
emotionally, spiritually, and materially. This makes sense given that 62.7% of Africans 
are Christian (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2011) and that African migrants 
make up only 4.1% of the total foreign-born population (Migration Policy Institute 2012). 
As a result, African migrants are more likely to be part of religious congregations than 
other immigrant groups and more likely to worship in heterogeneous ethnic groups 
(Foley and Hoge 2007). Moreover, the countries from which participants emigrated 
overwhelmingly identify as Christian — DR Congo (95.7%), Burundi (94.1%), Rwanda 
(93.4%), Uganda (86.7%), Kenya (84.8%), and Tanzania (59.6%) (Pew Forum on 
Religion and Public Life 2011).2  
 In spite of their smaller numerical presence in the U.S. when compared to other 
immigrant groups, African migrants are a valuable segment of the population to study 
because of their diversity. In a study on how the feeling of community is fostered, this 
group presents an important theoretical and empirical case study of how relationships 
develop across national, ethnic, linguistic, and/or immigrant status boundaries. To that 
end, I compare data collected through participant observation, direct observation, and 
semi-structured interviews with attendants at two churches: Grace Church, which has a 
congregation of mostly Ugandan immigrants; and Spirit Church, which has a more or 
less multinational congregation made up of immigrants and refugees from 11 different 
African countries (predominantly the DRC and Rwanda). These two churches were used 
as case studies in the exploration of social relationships: the congregation at Grace 
Church was more similar demographically speaking in nationality, language, and 

                                            
2 To be sure, there is diversity in faith traditions among African immigrants, including Islam and 
African Indigenous Religion (Olupona and Gemignani 2007). 
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immigrant status, whereas the congregation at Spirit Church was more diverse. Despite 
the difference, participants from both congregations described church as a 
“community,” “home,” or “family.” These churches are a part of a network of about five 
self-described “African churches,” which are located in several suburban areas 
northeast of the city of Boston. Both churches fall under the Protestant wing of 
Christianity, and most congregants generally identify themselves as born-again 
Christians, who have accepted Jesus as their personal savior, undergone a water 
baptism, and thus become born-again. Spirit Church has a Pentecostal affiliation; 
whereas Grace Church identifies more generally as “evangelical.” Pentecostals and 
charismatics are the world’s fastest growing group of Christians. And Africans are no 
exception to this trend (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2006). 
  Collectively, the participants in this study mainly come from the African Great 
Lakes Region, which includes the DRC, Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, Kenya, and 
Tanzania, although some participants did emigrate from other sub-Saharan African 
countries. With the exception of Uganda, Swahili is often the lingua franca in the region 
and in the diaspora, since there is tremendous linguistic diversity. In addition, in the 
U.S., English becomes the other lingua franca. Because of the heterogeneity of the 
participants in this study, I have chosen to use the term “African” in some places, 
because it is an inclusive term that encompasses all of their countries of origin. 
Moreover, it is a term that my participants frequently use. Although there is a danger of 
essentializing difference, most of my participants did not see this as troubling. In fact, it 
is potentially surprising that such close interpersonal relationships did develop among 
these diverse populations given the current and historical interethnic violence that has 
plagued the African Great Lakes Region from which they emigrate. That being said, in 
some areas of the paper, I choose to disclose the national origin of the participant 
speaking to show the diversity in their countries of origin. Migrants at times would 
identify themselves as African or by their countries of origin, depending on who was 
present and the conversation at hand.  
 
Findings: Characteristics that Foster Community 
 Congregation members of both Grace and Spirit Churches continually referred 
to church as a “community,” “home,” or “family,” suggesting that it was a comforting or 
familial place or haven. The frequency of these references and the choice in descriptive 
words towards others who share a similar faith led me to look more closely at what 
inspires these feelings of connection. Participant explanations suggest three important 
dimensions: 1) certain demographic characteristics of congregants, 2) spiritual/religious 
characteristics of congregants, and 3) pan-African cultural characteristics.   
  Demographic characteristics: Church members noted the importance of culture 
in explaining why church felt like “community,” “home,” or “family.” Magda, a nineteen 
year old who emigrated from Tanzania following her parents, told me that Spirit Church 
“feels like home,” because there are “people from my country” who speak Swahili. 
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Nationality and language of congregants emerged as the two most salient demographic 
characteristics participants identified. As Pastor Elijah of Spirit Church explained, Spirit 
and Grace are part of a network of what he calls “African churches” in the Greater 
Boston Area. True Light and Grace Churches have Ugandan pastors, and the latter 
preaches in Luganda. Good Faith Church has a Kenyan pastor, who conducts services 
in English. The fifth, La Foi, is French Congolese. In other words, he too suggests that 
the nationalities of the pastors and the language of preaching attract people who 
identify with those characteristics. In spite of the diversity in maternal tongues among 
participants, and particularly those that attend Spirit church, I did not notice it as a 
divisive factor in creating bridging social relationships. They used English or Swahili in 
many cases as a lingua franca. But that being said, participants did note the importance 
of having at least a few members of their church speak their same language.  
  Spirit Church presents a more complex case, because its membership is more 
diverse than other churches in the network. Attendants come from 11 different African 
countries and speak a wide variety of languages (with varying proficiencies). So why is 
it that some Africans choose to attend Spirit, as opposed to another church in the 
network? One possibility could be geographic proximity between a congregant’s home 
and the church; however, many congregants traveled the long distance from home to 
church by foot, car, or public transportation, depending on their financial means. Many 
congregants often offered to pick up others who did not live within walking distance or 
have access to private or public transportation. Rather than geographic proximity, 
migration experience seemed to explain more a congregant’s choice of church. As one 
Congolese woman pointed out, refugees tend to go to Spirit. Although Pastor Elijah at 
Spirit at first dismissed migration experience as a factor, he later reconsidered and 
reflected that more than fifty percent of Spirit members came as refugees to this 
country. He too came to the U.S. as a refugee from the DRC (also living in Tanzania and 
Kenya) more than twenty years ago. He speaks four languages, although primarily 
preaches in English and occasionally in Swahili (church service is simultaneously 
translated in these languages thanks to church volunteers.) Thus, Pastor Elijah’s 
multicultural background, multilingual proficiencies, and migration experiences seem to 
parallel those of his congregants, and thus attract other African migrants like him.  
 Spiritual/Religious characteristics: In addition to particular demographic 
characteristics, congregants noted how the spiritual or religious characteristics of 
congregants played a role in their relationships with others. As the opening vignette 
illustrates, Sharon’s feeling of “community” had to do with “fellowshipping” — or 
coming together to worship in a particular way. Likewise, Imani, a woman in her late 
twenties who emigrated from Sierra Leone in 2006, emphasized that the style of 
worship mattered. She had been a Methodist but was unhappy with her church in the 
U.S. and the way they worshipped. She described Methodists as too focused on 
“doctrine” and “prescriptive or prescribed.” When she came to Spirit, she felt at “home” 
and more “free.” Her feelings of community, like Sharon’s, emerge from recognizing 
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and identifying with others who worship in a particular way. Although there is a relative 
structure to Pentecostal church service each week, testimonies from congregants and 
the pastor can make it feel more personal, spontaneous, and emotional (Shoaps 2002). 
It is not unusual for congregants to cry or cry out in response to their conversations 
with God or hearing others describe their conversations, visions, or experiences. This 
style of worship is characteristic of Pentecostal and charismatic churches worldwide 
(Robbins 2004) that many of my participants sought out. 
  Pan-African Cultural Characteristics: Of the five African churches, Spirit Church 
has the most diversity in terms of number of countries lived in, languages spoken, and 
differences in migration experiences. Paradoxically, this diversity is often downplayed 
by members who gloss over national, ethnic, linguistic, and immigrant status 
differences among them and identify with other congregation members as “African.” 
When I asked assistant Pastor Kadmiel why he first attended Spirit, he first pointed to 
its spiritual/religious characteristics as a church of born-again Christians practicing true 
Christianity and then added that congregants are “more related to my culture.”  He 
explained that they share similarities since they all come from “Africa.” I questioned his 
use of the general term, inquiring whether he recognized the cultural diversity on the 
continent. He pushed back, though, and said that if you put all “black Africans” 
together, they have a lot of similarities, especially in the way “we worship.” He 
explained that it is evident in the music, food, dress, and type of preaching. Pastor 
Kadmiel was not the only one who felt this way. I repeatedly heard Spirit Church leaders 
and congregants refer to their common “African” heritage and culture during sermons 
and casual conversation. In the use of the term, people blurred differences in their 
ancestry. Moreover, they tended to blur any assumed line between culture and religion. 
As Pastor Kadmiel highlighted above, people are “African” in the way they dress and in 
the way they worship. Some scholars have even argued that the spread of 
Pentecostalism in Africa is attributable to some degree to African “roots,” which are 
evident in the “‘orality of liturgy,’ ‘narrativity of theology and witness,’ emphasis on 
participation, use of dreams and visions in worship, and model of mind/body 
correspondence that promotes healing by prayer” (see discussion in Robbins 
2004:126). Pastor Kadmiel and others’ willingness to ignore certain differences and 
identify as “African” reveals how powerful religion is in the development of relationships 
and the feelings of belonging in a way that non-religious, social organizations or 
institutions cannot. Religion, and in this case Pentecostalism in particular, affords the 
opportunity to transcend certain boundaries and connect with others through faith first 
and foremost. This proves true particularly in the diaspora where there can be great 
diversity among migrants. 
 In sum, particular demographic, religious, and cultural characteristics play a key 
role in the selection of one’s church, which engenders a sense of “community,” “home,” 
or “family.” In some cases, certain characteristics may go unrecognized, such as type 
of migration experience; however, in other cases, certain characteristics are fully 
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recognized, such as specific country of origin, language, denomination, and style of 
worship, and even homogenized in some cases under the umbrella term of “African.”  
 It is important to realize that the feeling of connection within this heterogeneous 
population, particularly at Spirit Church, is no small matter. The congregants of Spirit 
Church come from a region that has historically experienced interethnic violence 
resulting in the death and displacement of millions of people. But at Spirit, for example, 
Hutus and Tutsis, two ethnic factions from the Great Lakes Region, worship and pray 
together without much, if any, tension (or at least during my fieldwork). Thus, this begs 
the question of how these heterogeneous, or bridging, social relationships develop 
(Dryden-Peterson 2009)? Is it just that they are in an unfamiliar environment and thus 
look for people who share some cultural and/or spiritual characteristics? Perhaps to 
some extent, but I argue that this is not enough to sustain relationships, nor promote 
the feelings of community and belonging that my participants expressed. Deeper 
bonding and bridging social ties are nurtured through particular religious practices of 
language and interaction. This is more fully examined in the next section.  
 
Practices that Foster Community 
  Even though demographic, religious, and cultural characteristics are powerful 
enough to initially attract people together, they do not fully explain how meaningful 
social relationships are fostered, particularly across national, ethnic, linguistic, and/or 
immigrant status differences, to the point that people refer to one another as a 
“community” or “family.” Remember, this is not just about where people spend their 
time on Sunday or any other day of the week, but rather how people make major life 
decisions, as illustrated by Sharon’s case presented in the opening vignette. I argue 
that there are certain practices, or processes, that nurture the development of 
relationships and the feeling of connection and belonging. Many of these practices are 
unique to religion, particularly Pentecostalism, in contrast to other social organizations. 
Some practices are cultivated deliberately, or consciously, on the part of church leaders 
and members; in other cases, processes are unconscious, or at least not made explicit. 
Regardless, I have identified four practices: 1) social activities and interactions; 2) 
institutional and faith-related practices; 3) self-othering discourse; and 4) fictive kinship 
terms.  
  Social activities and interactions: Both church leaders and members organize 
activities during which people have a chance to socialize with one another informally 
and share important life events, holidays, or other special celebrations together. To 
exemplify how church members “care,” Elinore, a Rwandan immigrant who attends 
Spirit Church, points to the fact that together church members at Spirit Church 
celebrate baby showers, cook, attend one another’s weddings, and go to each other’s 
houses when loved ones have passed away. Many of these events are announced 
during church service on Sunday, and some of them, like baby showers, immediately 
follow service. At first, I was surprised that after a lengthy two and a half hour service 
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that went beyond lunch hour, many people still attended these affairs. But as Pastor 
Elijah once remarked, “There is fellowship in eating together,” as the church 
congregation transitioned from Sunday service to a celebratory meal downstairs. Just 
as a family would, “So as a church, we want to eat together.” The fact that church 
members are willing to attend social events even after a long service is a testament to 
the fact that they value spending time with one another. Along with the sharing of food, 
organized activities around life events, holidays, and other special occasions create 
opportunities for adults and children to develop close relationships.  
  Social interactions also happened spontaneously but in equally powerful ways. 
As Pura, a Ugandan immigrant who attends Grace Church, explained, church members 
reached out to one another when they needed help. This certainly proved true for 
Ruthanne (introduced in the opening vignette), who received calls from church 
members when her mother passed away. In moments of personal suffering, 
spontaneous outreach serves to bolster close interpersonal feelings among church 
members. Similarly, church members also reach out to those in the congregation whom 
they do not know. For example, Pastor Elijah solicited donations of household 
necessities and cash offerings for newly resettled refugees from his congregation on 
different occasions. Spontaneous outreach, whether grounded in pre-existing 
relationships or not, as well as organized social activities are critical practices through 
which feelings of “home,” “community,” and “family” are fostered. 
  That being said, it could be argued that social activities and interactions are 
characteristic of many organizations and clubs and thus not unique in this case. I argue, 
though, that they do feature prominently and in particular ways among Pentecostals.  
Pentecostalism promotes a ritualization of life with multiple services throughout the 
week, long services (some overnight), and a strict moral code that shuns drinking and 
drugs, among other things, and encourages people to a life of prayer, routine fasting, 
and mission work (Robbins 2004). At a concert to promote the mission work of one 
congregant, I spoke again with Elinore about the twenty dollar admission ticket and the 
one hundred and fifty dollar admission ticket to an upcoming conference sponsored by 
Spirit Church. To me, these prices seemed steep, especially for immigrants with limited 
capital. Elinore pointed out, though, “We don’t drink... [or] go to clubs.” Looking around, 
she continued, “[This] is our happiness.” Thus, social activities not only provide 
opportunities for congregants to get to know one another better, but also serve to 
reinforce, albeit perhaps subtly, the religious connection between them and regulate 
their day-to-day lives.      
 Institutional and faith-related practices: Even more than organized activities and 
spontaneous outreach, institutional and faith-related practices and activities serve to 
strengthen relationships through an explicit spiritual dimension. These particular 
activities create opportunities for people to reflect, worship, or act on a spiritual mission 
together on a weekly basis. First and foremost, the act of attending church service on 
Sunday is a foundational institutional practice, which creates opportunities for 
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interpersonal spiritual reflection and interaction. The service follows a fairly routine 
sequence of events. For example, at Spirit Church, we opened in prayer, shared 
announcements and welcomed visitors, sang a few songs led by a “praise and 
worship” team of singers, gave tithes and offerings, listened to the Word of God, sang a 
few more songs, closed in prayer and then adjourned. Although these practices can be 
interpreted as spaces for individual spiritual reflection, I argue that among born-again 
Christians in particular they are also important for interpersonal interaction. For 
example, prayer at Spirit, like at many other Pentecostal institutions, is conducted out 
loud. In some cases, the Pastor will “lead” a prayer, while attendants simultaneously 
speak their own prayers out loud next to one another (see also Corwin 2012). In some 
cases, people become emotional, crying out and weeping. Essentially then, prayers 
become shared public practices, which “cultivate intimacy” (Bielo 2009). Intimacy is 
created on two levels in these cases. On one level, people can listen to others’ prayers 
and learn a lot about their hopes, fears, and private lives. This can happen between two 
people who simply sit next to each other in church and do not know each other well, or 
this can happen with people who know each other very well. I have heard the pastors at 
Grace and Spirit Churches encourage husbands and wives to pray together, as well as 
parents to pray with their children. In several interviews, parents revealed that they learn 
a lot about their children through their prayers.  
 On another level, intimacy is cultivated by the fact that people believe in praying 
in a similar way. For Pentecostals and charismatics, this is not just about praying out 
loud but also about praying, or speaking, in tongues. This is a distinguishing 
characteristic of Pentecostalism, for it is considered one of the gifts that can be 
bestowed upon believers by the Holy Spirit (Robbins 2004). It happens when a person 
suddenly begins to speak in another language, which is unintelligible to the speaker or 
to a listener. It is believed that when speaking in tongues God is literally speaking 
through someone. Another gift recognized by Pentecostals and charismatics is the 
interpretation of tongues, which means that when someone is speaking in tongues 
another person can interpret what God is saying. Believing and participating in this 
practice, and arguably witnessing it happen, is another way intimacy is cultivated. Thus, 
I argue that this style of praying is one example of religious practice, and unique to 
Pentecostalism in particular, that fosters close communal and familial relationships.  
 Evangelizing, and talk about evangelizing, is another example of a faith-based 
practice that is particular to Pentecostals, charismatics, and other evangelical 
Christians (Robbins 2004) and deepens a feeling of connection. Evangelizing is the act 
of declaring your faith and sharing the Word of God to someone who is not a believer in 
God and/or Jesus. Although this means that it often occurs in the presence of non-
believers, the subsequent discussion of the experience is an important practice in 
bringing believers together. This often happens in the context of Bible studies, which 
serve as educational spaces that foster close interpersonal connections, as the excerpt 
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below reveals (Bielo 2009). In this youth Bible study, Imani, the volunteer teacher, asks 
students to reflect on their experience with evangelizing: 
 

“How many of you have led someone to Jesus Christ?” Imani asks. Only 
a few hands are raised in the circle of about 20. Then Yinon asks her 
what she means. She rephrases, “How many of you have preached with 
someone?” The majority of the hands go up, some shyly. Kenaz jumps in 
and says that he once argued with a Catholic girl and got so frustrated 
that he wanted “to punch her in the face.” The Catholic girl argued that 
they can go to heaven through Mary. Zachary jumps in to add that he 
had an argument with others about evolution, because many of them 
believe that we came from a cell. He asks Imani, “Is it good to argue 
about religion... [especially] if [you’re] not going to change them?” For 
example, he says that some Muslim girls think they’re the only “good” 
ones... Imani replies, “Debate is one thing, declare is another.” She 
advises, “Don’t be uncomfortable declaring,” but with debate “be careful 
that you don’t get frustrated.”  
 

In this fieldnote excerpt, the class discusses some of their experiences with 
evangelizing. Although these instances happen outside of the physical space of church 
and presumably away from other believers, the discussion of the experience serves to 
unite people even if the experience is rather frustrating, confusing, and awkward. This is 
another way that intimacy is fostered: Bible study offers a space within which 
congregants share the challenges and frustrations they encounter in their daily lives, 
which in turn promotes feelings of closeness. Discussion about evangelizing, like 
attending Sunday church services and praying, then is an important faith-based 
practice that supports the development of intimate relationships and the feeling of 
belonging. Moreover, these practices create a transcendent community, where material 
or worldly boundaries like nationality do not matter as much.   
 Self-othering discourse: Another important practice for the development of 
social ties is embedded in the example above from the youth Bible study. The practice 
of evangelizing is also an act of positioning oneself as different from others, and the 
ensuing discussion about the experience is an act of positioning oneself as similar to 
others. I call this self-othering discourse. To further explain, let me present the 
continuation of the discussion from the youth Bible study:  
 

Zachary says that he is “scared of Muslims” because they “worship the 
Devil.” Imani is surprised and tells him, “You don’t need to be 
scared...[they] won’t do anything to you.” Salome asks if it is “OK to have 
friends [who] are Buddhist” or any other religion. Imani says ultimately 
no, it is not okay to have “close friends” who follow different religions. 
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She keeps them at a distance. Yinon asks, what if they put faith aside? 
Imani explains that you “can’t put faith aside,” because ultimately “we 
see the world differently.” She clarifies that that is not to say that they 
should not work with others in class or be polite or friendly. But she 
reminds them of scripture and how you can’t fraternize with the “spirit of 
darkness.”  
 

In this portion of the excerpt, a few of the youth question with whom they can be 
“friends.” In the public schools they attend, they interact daily with peers who practice 
different religions, such as Buddhism and Islam. I would imagine that in the often liberal 
and secular space of public schools, students are encouraged to get to know and 
develop relationships with those who are different from them. However, some 
Pentecostals, like Imani, would argue that this is problematic, for it is antithetical to the 
life they have devoted themselves to in becoming born-again Christians. As she 
explains, born-again Christians “see the world differently,” and thus you cannot develop 
a close personal relationship with someone who holds a fundamentally different 
perspective than you. Likewise, Pastor Elijah continually emphasized during his 
sermons, “Either you are a believer or a nonbeliever.” When you become born again, 
“from that moment, you have declared war against the witches.”3   
 This stark contrast drawn between believers and non-believers is what I am 
referring to as “self” and “others,” respectively. The message is that one should seek 
out believers and turn away from non-believers. Formal sermons and informal 
discussions create a particular discourse that focuses on the need to and the ways to 
position oneself as a born-again Christian in contrast to others (e.g., through 
evangelizing) and in connection with others (e.g., by discussing the experience and 
finding others who share the experience and their similar worldview). Thus, self-othering 
discourse also serves as a practice for identity work through the erection of salient 
boundaries to distinguish who is part of a group and who is not. In this process it is 
important to note that certain similarities among participants are highlighted (i.e. the 
fact that they are born-again Christians who believe in evangelizing), whereas certain 
differences are ignored (e.g., national, ethnic, linguistic, and/or immigrant status). Self-
othering discourse is also a common feature of sermons, talk among adults, and talk 
between teachers and even younger children. Positioning oneself as a “believer” out in 
the world (i.e., non-church settings) can be an alienating experience. However, in 
                                            
3 Pentecostalism is known for creating a dualistic worldview, with the present in tension with the 
past, the church vs. the world, public vs. private life, believers vs. nonbelievers. Thus, those who 
are not believers and that which is not Godly are cast on the side of the Devil. This is a global 
characteristic of Pentecostalism (Robbins 2004). It is interesting to note that my participants, 
who are all African, make a further association between the Devil and witchcraft. I would 
contend that this is the result of a long legacy of witchcraft (or fear of it) in many African faith 
traditions (e.g., Comaroff and Comaroff 1993; Evans-Pritchard 1935, 1976).  
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church, discussion about the experience is an act of positioning oneself as a “believer,” 
which serves to foster deeper connections among “believers.”  
 In reality, not all evangelicals proselytize or proselytize all the time. Many of 
them have close relationships with others who are not evangelicals. But I argue that 
being exposed to and participating in the discourse at church, even if in debate, serves 
to foster communal ties. When a person positions himself or herself as an in-group 
member through certain talk or behavior, it promotes a feeling of belonging, which in 
turn promotes bridging social ties (Dryden-Peterson 2009) within heterogeneous 
groups.    
 Fictive kinship terms: The connection people feel to one another is also 
sustained through the use of certain linguistic terms in reference to one another. These 
references go beyond the label of “believer” or “nonbeliever,” as we saw in the 
examples above, and make use of familial terms. This creates another layer of intimacy 
through a notion of fictive kinship between people who are not related by blood or 
marriage. In one sermon, for example, assistant Pastor Kadmiel preached to attendants 
that we are all “children of God.” Similarly, Pastor Elijah on several occasions 
encouraged certain acts from church members, such as calling others to ask if they 
need a ride to church or giving a special offering to newly resettled refugee families, to 
show that they are “brothers and sisters” in Christ. It could be argued that these 
phrases are not unique to Pentecostal or evangelical churches; they are certainly 
characteristic of other Christian denominations and other religions. However, in 
Pentecostalism, they signify a specific egalitarian connection among congregants. 
Historically and contemporarily, Pentecostals often establish integrated churches that 
cross race, class, and ethnic lines (Anderson 2004; Bergunder et al. 2010; Robbins 
2004). Religious identity is maximized whereas other differences are minimized. Born-
again Christians share the experience of being converted, and this is evident in other 
fictive kinship terms among them. For example, when a church member has brought 
another into the faith, essentially playing a major role in their conversion to become a 
born-again Christian, the church member becomes the “spiritual mother [or father]” of 
their “spiritual daughter [or son],” who is the new convert. The use of familial terms here 
signifies the close personal relationship that is created through this process. 
 In sum, the feelings of “community,” “home,” and “family” in connection to 
church and its members are explicitly and implicitly cultivated through specific 
practices: 1) social activities and interactions; 2) institutional and faith-related practices; 
3) self-othering discourse; and 4) fictive kinship terms. These practices suggest that 
religion as an institution and as a system of meaning serve to promote intimacy and 
thus nurture close relationships among church members. In this study, practices, such 
as evangelizing, praying out loud, and speaking in tongues, show that Pentecostal and 
evangelical churches play an important role in the diaspora for African migrants to 
connect with others and feel like they belong.  
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Discussion and Conclusion 
 The feeling of “community” that Sharon and Ruthanne spoke of during mother-
to-mother Bible study (described in the opening vignette) was a common metaphor that 
I heard from congregants at Grace and Spirit Churches. It is a feeling that suggests 
deeply meaningful social relationships. I have argued that these social relationships are 
not just predicated on shared demographic characteristics, such as nationality and 
language, spiritual/religious characteristics, such as being born-again Christians and 
worshiping in a certain way, or even still pan-African cultural characteristics; rather, 
these social relationships are fostered in the context of religion through particular 
practices: 1) social activities and interactions, such as celebrations of life events and 
personal outreach in times of crisis; 2) institutional and faith-related practices, such as 
praying out loud, speaking in tongues, or evangelizing; 3) self-othering discourse which 
promotes identity formation and community boundaries; and 4) fictive kinship terms, 
such as recognizing someone as your “spiritual daughter.” These practices cultivate 
intimacy among people (Bielo 2009), which then promote the feeling of community. 
These social ties can become bonding social ties among people who already share 
many characteristics, or bridging social ties among people who do not share many 
characteristics, such as nationality, ethnicity, maternal language, and/or immigrant 
status (Dryden-Peterson 2009). Although more bonding social ties occur among 
congregants at Grace Church, a predominantly Ugandan immigrant church, whereas 
more bridging social ties occur among congregants at Spirit Church, a more diverse 
church, all participants conveyed feelings of community and belonging when describing 
why they attend the church. The development of these feelings and actual social 
relationships is also particularly noteworthy in the case of this subset of the African 
diaspora since many migrants have come from countries that are currently or 
historically have been engaged in violent conflict.  
  These cases also demonstrate the salience of religion theoretically in the 
context of immigration. As an institution, religion creates a space that promotes social 
interaction; as a system of meaning, religion promotes the interpretation of personal 
connection through a particular spiritual lens. These cases also reveal the special role 
Pentecostalism can play in the diaspora, for it regulates and ritualizes daily life in an 
unfamiliar environment and encourages practices that promote social relationships 
through belief and spirituality in spite of difference. In the case of bridging social ties, 
certain distinguishing characteristics that suggest difference are minimized, whereas 
others that suggest similarity are maximized. This happens in particular through 
language socialization practices, such as self-othering discourse and fictive kinship 
references. Language socialization is about the ways in which people are socialized 
through language and to use language in order to act and think in certain ways so as to 
become competent members of a particular group (Ochs and Schieffelin 1984; 
Schieffelin and Ochs 1986). Thus, a religious community plays an important role in the 
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psycho-social integration in the diaspora of adult migrants and their children. In these 
communities, they develop close social ties that promote feelings of belonging. 
 These cases also demonstrate the salience of religion in the psychological and 
material success of migrants and their children in their everyday living in the U.S. First, 
the feelings of connection and belonging satisfy important psychological and spiritual 
desires that arise when living in an unfamiliar physical and cultural environment. And 
second, as anthropologists have pointed out over the years (e.g. Bellman 1984; Evans-
Pritchard 1951; Fortes 1953; Karp 1986), social and kinship ties often confer certain 
rights or obligations between two people, which promote material success. In other 
words, the feelings and actual relationships within a community often enable the 
material benefits that are measured in other studies of immigrant assimilation and 
acculturation. This is certainly the case for the African migrants in this study. In addition 
to the psychological and social benefits I noted during my fieldwork, I also documented 
tangible benefits, which ranged from informative advice to actual financial support. It 
included parenting and education information, transportation services, donations of 
household necessities, monetary donations towards the expense of someone’s 
wedding, as well as others. Many of these benefits are not only instrumental for 
everyday living, but also for later economic success.  
 In sum, developing meaningful social relationships with other church members 
and feeling connected can lead to important psychological, spiritual, and material 
benefits. These benefits can ease the emotional transition into a new physical and 
cultural environment and tangibly support migrant families with the information and 
resources they need to survive and feel integrated.  
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