
Disruption and Re-formation of Protestatism: A transnational perspective on religion and 

migration. 

 

The proposed presentation is located at the intersection of religion, migration and transnationalism. 

It is premised on the idea that when people move, they take their religion and cultural identities 

with them (Spikard and Adegame 2010). In recent decades a great deal of scholarship in the field of 

migration studies has focussed on movement from the global South to the North, with most studies 

characterised by sentiments oriented around social exclusion, integration, multiculturalism, and 

ethnic relations. This research will examine the role that religion, and protestantization in particular, 

plays in people's movement across borders. Through drawing attention to role of religion in the 

imaginaries of migrant visibility, locality and mobility, I hope to discuss the various ways in which 

Protestantism as a normative religious form has engaged with migration. Thus while protestatism 

has motivated, facilitated and shaped migration, I hope to also discuss how Protestantism has been 

informed, disrupted and re-formed by the transnational movement, of people, capital, ideas and 

beliefs . Finally, I will reflect on how migration influences the ways in which religion is re-produced, 

sustained and understood by both migrants and 'locals'. 

Scholars of transnational migration have, over the last three decades, successfully demonstrated the 

numerous ways in which migrants maintain connections to their homelands while simultaneously 

becoming embedded in their new places of residence (Glick Schiller 2003; Itzigsohn 2000; Levitt and 

Glick Schiller 2004). Although transnational practices and connections are not new among migrants, 

scholars have increasingly started paying attention to “the processes by which immigrants forge and 

sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement” 

(Basch, Glick- Schiller and Blanc-Szanton 1994:6). Owing to the cross-disciplinary application of the 

transnational optic, scholars have proceeded to document transnational connections, processes and 

activities in a range of arenas. Religion, however, has only quite recently been brought into studies 

of transnational migration, despite the fact that most religious movements, from their inception, 

were global and transnational in nature.  

Emerging scholarship on migration and religion illustrates that “one way that migrants stay 

connected to their sending communities is through transnational religious practices” (Levitt 

2003:851). Contemporary migrants use religion to stay connected to the places they leave behind 

and to forge new forms of transnational belonging (Carnes and Yang 2004; Guest 2003; Levitt 2007; 

Levitt, Lucken and Barnett 2011). Getahum suggest that for most migrants “religious faith offered 

stability and help resolve tension” (2006 :189). Nina Glick-Schiller for example, has argued that 

“religion provides migrants with a simultaneously local and transnational mode of incorporation that 

may configure them not as ethnics but as citizens of both their locality of settlement and of the 

world” (2009:126). A core part of migrants’ transnational practices and activities are connected to 

religious movements, institutions and faiths – much of which has been significantly shaped by 

protestatization. Here, migrants make use of religious beliefs and communities to support their 

migratory aspirations, while also contributing to the transnational nature of contemporary religious 

movements.  

I will examine the “creative ways in which migrants use the institution of religion and its beliefs and 

practices to organise the entire migration process” (Hagan and Ebaugh 2003: 1147). In particular, I 



wish to argue that transnational religious communities and practices offer not only material and 

inter-personal networks, support and knowledge, but includes a form of transcendental locality that 

migrants draw on to further their migratory careers, and in the process reform understandings, 

articulations and practices of religion. 

 

Transnational migration and religion are, arguably, intimately tied together; most religious 

institutions and movements are fundamentally cross-border phenomena and “contemporary 

migrants extend and deepen these cross-border ties by transnationalizing everyday religious 

practice” (Levitt 2004:2). Protestant Pentecostal and charismatic forms of Christianity are historically 

transnational phenomena (Marshall-Fratani 1998), and are often considered to be among the most 

transnationally mobile forms of contemporary religious movements. Similarly, in the work of Afe 

Adegame (2013) we see the mapping of African Protestantism in the diaspora through a recovery 

and recognition of African agency in global Christianity. Finally, and quite relevant to this project is 

the consideration of that discourse of transnational religion extends also to African indigenous 

religion. In his seminal Black Atlantic Religion (2005) Lorant Matory explores the migration of 

religious practices and imaginaries around the black Atlantic during the late colonial period to 

produce Candomble - a tradition of spirit possession, healing and blood sacrifice - as not merely a 

religion of the marginal but also a religion of the well-travelled and merchants, rendering it as much 

merchant as it is spiritual. What is significant about Matory’s work is that it point to the fact that 

migration also produces new religious form – a trend that Protestantism is certainly not immune to, 

but one which remains under-researched. 

Thus in the postcolony, religious practice and belief constitutes, for many migrants, a key form of 

transnational simultaneous embeddedness. Through participating in the religious communities and 

institutions left behind migrants remain connected to ‘home’, while at the same time forming 

relationships and networks in their new places of residence - prophetic diasporas (Sarro and Blanes 

2009). In this, religious belief and practice can function as a spiritual resource (Williams 2008) for 

obtaining, surviving and maintaining mobility.  

Religion, for many migrants, holds a key role at all stages in the migratory process, and “religion and 

religious symbolisms suffuse every aspect of the transnational migration process” (Obadare and 

Adebanwi 2010:31). Levitt, therefore, argues that studies of transnational migration and religion 

provide “an empirical window onto one way in which religious globalization actually gets done” 

(Levitt 2003:849). Despite recent developments and growing interest, the focus in migration studies 

has primarily been on the role and shape of religious institutions and movements or on the 

relationship between religious beliefs and practice and host country integration. In sociological 

studies of African religion, migration has been considered as a core aspect of religious 

transnationalism, and scholarship has illustrated the central role of religious practices and 

institutions in inspiring, supporting and surviving migratory journeys. Obadare and Adebanwi (2010) 

argue that the focus on religion in migrations studies has been rather one sided. They claim that the 

scholarship, thus far, has only on certain core topics primarily related to immigrant adaptation, 

identity-making, transnational religious institutions and social movements (Obadare and Adebanwi 

2010:31).  



However, in her study of female migrant Indonesian domestic workers, Catharina Williams (2008) 

has illustrated how individual migrants used religion as a spiritual resource in coping with every day 

challenges, and religious networks as communities of support. Asamoah-Gyadu, in his work on 

diasporic African Christianities argues even before physical movement takes place, migrants draw on 

their religious beliefs and use prayer as a practice through which residence or work permits can be 

obtained. He argues that “in the religious life of African immigrants, prayers for nkrataa, ‘papers’• 

(that is, proper resident documents), rank next only to healing in requests made at prayer services”  

(Asamoah-Gyadu 2010:90). However, although religion is predominantly associated with formalised 

institutions and practices, it is “as much, if not more, about individualized, interior, informal 

practices and beliefs” (Levitt 2003:869). It is precisely through a looking beyond the utility of 

religious institutions and ritual practices in migratory processes that I wish to consider how 

migration has shaped Protestantism. I wish to discuss that while migration has informed and 

sustained the proliferation of protestant religious forms, it has also facilitated the disruption of 

traditional gender or priestly hierarchies. Finally I hope to consider the critical ways in which 

migration has reformed Protestantism to produce new religious forms and epistemologies.   

 


