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Abstract This article analyzes the cult of the souls in Purgatory in Puerto Berrío,
Colombia, and its relationship with the Catholic Church. Through empirical evi-
dence, it identifies three characteristics of this cult, namely, its relative indepen-
dence from the Catholic Church, its heterogeneity and its utilitarian character, and
compares them with other cases of Latin American popular Catholicism. The partic-
ularities of the cult enable an analysis of how popular religion, rather than generating
a conflict with the Catholic Church, maintains an ambiguous relationship with it. The
case shows that popular religion not only incorporates the symbolic structure of the
Catholic Church to legitimize itself, but also that the church tolerates it, contributing
to the peaceful coexistence of the popular and the institutionalized. Consequently,
this leads believers, instead of adhering to a supposed binary opposition, to shift
between popular and institutionalized religion.

Keywords Popular Catholicism · Popular religion · Death rituals · Religious
change · Religion in Latin America

1 Introduction

In this article, we explore a set of popular religious practices and beliefs surrounding
the souls of deceased people in Colombia. We investigate the relationship between
these beliefs and practices and the larger Colombian religious landscape, in particular
institutional Catholicism. We argue that our case, like others across Latin America,
is distinct, but not independent from, institutional Catholicism, which is why we
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deem it an expression of popular Catholicism. We identify three different aspects of
popular Catholicism—relative autonomy, heterogeneity, and utilitarianism—and we
exemplify each with regard to the Colombian souls-cult, and also with reference to
other Latin American cases.

In terms of our contributions to sociology of religion, with this case study we
will shed light on how new social forms of religion can evolve. Particularly, we
will focus on the interaction of the institutionalized form of church religion with
practices located at the margins, or even outside, of its dogmatic limits. These
practices, growing from the grassroots-level, are interacting with the dominant local
orthodoxy, in our case the Catholic Church. One could expect several potential
reactions by the establishment, ranging from repression and conflict to tolerance
or even absorption. In any case, in the long run these interactions, whether they
point to extinction of deviant practices or its neutralization by integration, open up
opportunities for reshaping the current social form of religion.

This is why this case study may help in understanding religious change. Because
whatever else religions are, for the social scientist they are in any case historical
entities that are usually based on—sometimes older, sometimes newer—traditions,
and which, in one way or another, convey meaning that encompasses more than
just one section of the lifeworld. Above all, they are institutionalized, albeit in very
different ways, and the social forms of religion differ from epoch to epoch and from
culture to culture.

In the case at hand, it is crucial that the initiative to develop ritual innovations
regarding the veneration of the deceased arose among the people, from below,
disregarding the Catholic Church’s established hierarchy. Rooted in local practices
of lay women and men, these new rituals count on extensive support from the people.
This is why we suggest using the concept of ‘popular Catholicism’ in order to
describe these innovative, nonconforming religious practices and their interlocution
with the Church’s precepts.

To some extent, our analysis will also contribute to the ongoing debate on popular
religion by providing an example from the Global South that may help open the
horizon. Without going into details, the concept of ‘popular religion’ has been used
in sociology and the study of religions, in theology and related disciplines, in quite
a number of ways. It encompasses interpretations that range from rather orthodox
understandings to quite novel conceptualizations. An example for the first is the idea
of a religion that “originate[s] within the traditions of common people” (Isambert
1982; Graziano 2007, p. viii), or popular religion as the beliefs and practices of
the poor (Parker 1993; Peterson 1998; Scheper 2016). Other scholars refer to the
devotion that people cultivate on their own, emphasizing the relative independence
of religious practices and belief cultivation from institutional teaching (Delgado
1991; Marzal 2002). In this sense, practices and expressions of popular religion have
coexisted with institutionalized religion over centuries, and were either combatted as
superstition, misbelief, or heresy, or more or less tolerated as deviant yet acceptable
piety, or even integrated into the orthodoxy via syncretism.

Other scholars, departing from these classical understandings that are often biased
by an unquestioned predominance of church religion, suggest using popular religion
as an innovative theoretical concept in order to highlight more recent developments.
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Paying special attention to the transformation of the social form of religion in late
modern societies, the concept has been used as an extension of Thomas Luckmann’s
theses of pronounced religious individualization, as formulated in the last chapter
of his pathbreaking Invisible Religion (1967). Hubert Knoblauch (2009) refers to
Popular Religion as a way to theorize the most salient changes in contemporary
religion in modern societies. In this process, the role of extraordinary experiences
of transcendence acquire widespread significance among believers that gradually
become detached from established religious institutions. The result is religious sub-
jectification.

While this resonates with more traditional forms of popular beliefs, Knoblauch’s
(2008, 2014) concept of popular religion refers to a process of simultaneously shrink-
ing and expanding religion: At the same time as church-based forms of religions are
shrinking in parts of Europe, religion expands through the pervasive use or religious
symbols in pop culture and the communication of religion through mass media, such
as television and the Internet. While this diagnosis may in some sense look similar
to what has been termed ‘consumer religion’ by Adam Possamai (2005), it rejects
such pejorative connotation. Knoblauch, instead, contends that through means of
popular culture, religion has diffused out of the narrow circle of ecclesiastical and
religious institutions into the broader, formerly secular, areas of culture. This process
cuts across tradition and modernity, individualization, and collective effervescence
(Haken 2020). In short, this concept of popular religion was mainly developed in
order to grasp religious transformation in societies in Europe and North America. It
remains open to further inquiry how this concept may help to understand processes
of religious change going on in other world regions. Our analysis is designed to
provide material for subsequent and more systematic comparisons.

Against this backdrop, we accentuate the popular aspect of Latin American popu-
lar Catholicism by pointing towards the absence of control by any strong established
church religion. This leads to very specific features, such as the development of its
own logic reflected in characteristics like the eclectic combinations of beliefs and
practices, the ability to adapt to different traditions, a tremendous heterogeneity,
and its mundane orientation to generate practical and beneficial result for these who
practice it.

In what follows, we briefly sketch our case material before entering into a more
detailed exploration of the three characteristics of the souls-cult mentioned above,
which characterize it as a form of popular Catholicism. Our conclusion discusses
our case as a form of popular Catholicism and its relation to institutional religion.

2 Case description

Based on ethnographic observation, supported by interviews and photographs taken
in the last quarter of 2019, this article focuses on a case of popular Catholicism,
specifically on the cult of the souls in Purgatory in the municipality of Puerto Berrío1,

1 Located in the southeast of the department of Antioquia, Puerto Berrío has an estimated population of
36,000 inhabitants, according to the 2018 population census (Torres et al. 2020).
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Fig. 1 Cemetery in Puerto Berrío “Please don’t erase, overpaint or change the NN’s dates. Office of the
Attorney General. Our Lady of Sorrows Parish”. Photo by Luis Bastidas Meneses, November 2019

on the banks of the Magdalena River, in the Magdalena Medio region, Colombia,
which between late 1980s and late first decade of the 2000s was one of the epicenters
of the Colombian internal armed conflict2.

In Puerto Berrío, some people who self-identify as Catholics make different
petitions to the souls of the deceased buried in the municipal cemetery, many of
whom are victims of the armed conflict, some of them buried as NN3, as they were
found floating in the river. The anonymous corpses used to be taken by Medicina
Legal (Legal Medicine)4 to the area of the cemetery reserved for the poorest people

2 The Colombian armed conflict is the longest internal war in Latin America. It involves the confrontation
between left-wing guerrilla groups and the Colombian army since the mid-1960s, and right-wing paramili-
tary groups since the late-1970s. Over time, the conflict has worsened, leaving thousands of civilian victims
and multiple human rights violations by all the armed groups involved. In 2005, the paramilitary United
Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC) signed a peace agreement, as did the left-wing guerrilla group
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—People’s Army (FARC-EP) in 2016. However, despite the de-
mobilization of powerful armed groups, multiple factors have allowed the conflict to continue and even
worsen. See: Mauricio Romero (2003), Historical Memory Group (2016) and Francisco Gutiérrez (2020).
3 An NN—initials stand for Ningún Nombre (No Name)—is a corpse whose identity is unknown, since at
the time of its discovery there were no documents or family members, friends, or acquaintances to identify
it. The corpses founded in the river are usually of victims of forced disappearance, which, according to
the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights of United Nations, is “considered to be the arrest,
detention, abduction or any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the State or by persons or
groups of persons acting with the authorization, support or acquiescence of the State, followed by a refusal
to acknowledge the deprivation of liberty or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared
person, which place such a person outside the protection of the law” (UN Human Rights 2021).
4 This is the short name for the National Institute of Instituto Nacional de Medicina Legal y Ciencias
Forenses (Legal Medicine and Forensic Sciences), the Colombian official institution that controls and
manages the forensic science system.
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Fig. 2 Some NN’s graves in the charity area of the Puerto Berrío cemetery. Photo by Luis Bastidas
Meneses, November 2019

(Fig. 1). There, many of the no name graves could be distinguished from others
due to plaques expressing gratitude for a miracle or handwritten inscriptions across
the rustic surfaces: Escogido (Chosen), which means the NN has been adopted,
that is that somebody gave them a name, prays for them and takes care of the
tomb—sometimes adorned with some object, e.g. images of the Virgin Mary, angels,
crucifixes, and flowers—in exchange for favors requested from the anonymous soul
(Fig. 2).

The practice of adopting NNs is underpinned by the belief that the souls of the
dead need the prayers of the living to shorten their time in Purgatory. In return, they
would reward the prayers with miracles. Since the general belief is that the grave is
the house of the soul, many are adorned with photographs, flowers, stamps, images
of saints, and elements related to the affinities that the deceased one had in life, such
as soccer team logos or miniature cars if the person was a mechanic or a driver.
Some are so well maintained that a padlocked glass encloses them, nevertheless, the
graves of identified deceased people are more cared for than the ones for the NNs.

These beliefs and practices are reinforced both by Catholic priests and a layman
specialist in the cult of the souls called the animero5 (souls keeper). Every Monday
a crowded Eucharist is held in the cemetery, and throughout November the animero,

5 The term animero comes from the Spanish word ánima, which, in Catholic doctrine, refers to a soul that
is purifying in purgatory before going to heaven.
6 The novena is a traditional prayer in Catholicism through which devotees, during nine successive days,
generally make petitions and implore favors to saints, Jesus Christ, and the Virgin Mary. Saints generally
have their own novena with their own exclusive prayers, which in turn refer to specific believers’ needs. In
Colombia, even the souls in Purgatory have their own novena.
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Fig. 3 El animero, Puerto Berrío Cemetery Chapel. Photo by Luis Bastidas Meneses, November 2019

accompanied by believers, prays a novena6 to the souls in the cemetery chapel and
makes nightly processions through the streets of the town (Fig. 3).

Although the belief in souls in Purgatory is well known in Colombia, the cult of
souls, like other popular religious expressions, has not been a recurring theme in
the research agenda of the sociology of religion in Colombia since, as we will see
below, they have concentrated more on religious diversity understood in terms of
the coexistence of the Catholic Church and other Christian churches.

3 The Colombian religious landscape

In Colombia, the Catholic Church and other Christian churches, such as Protestant
and Pentecostal are the most visible religious organizations. The Catholic Church has
been the predominant religious institution since the Spanish colonization, so much
so that the political constitution of 1886 declared the Catholic religion as the official
religion of the nation and entrusted the church with the teaching of Catholicism
in public educational institutions. This close relationship lasted until the procla-
mation of a new political constitution in 1991, which decreed freedom of worship
and recognized the secularity of the Colombian state (Arias 2003; Beltrán 2013).
Since the 19th century, Colombia has received frequent visits from North Amer-
ican and European Protestant and Pentecostal missionaries, who initially founded
small religious groups, but which grew rapidly by the second half of the 20th cen-
tury (Thompson 2005; Beltrán 2013). Since the end of the 20th century, due to the
new political constitution, many of those Christian churches—specifically Pente-
costals—have founded political parties, participated in elections and secured seats
in national and regional legislative institutions (Duque 2010; Beltrán and Quiroga
2017; Ortega 2018).
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This dynamic has led studies in Colombia to concentrate on the Christian
churches, ultimately paying much less attention to other expressions, such as
religions of Eastern or African origin and those framed within so-called popular
religion. The idea that the Colombian religious landscape has experienced a Catholic
monopoly, challenged by the emergence and expansion of other Christian churches,
has been favored. In this vein, publications such as the comprehensive study “From
the Catholic Monopoly to the Pentecostal Explosion. Religious Pluralization, Secu-
larization and Social Change in Colombia” (Beltrán 2013) serve as an example7.

However, this idea overlooks religious diversity, which is not limited to the co-
existence of the Catholic Church with the Protestant and Pentecostal churches. The
very few studies that address the religious diversity in Colombia (Beltrán 2012,
2013; Beltrán and Larrota 2020) draw on two elements, consequently enabling the
idea of the Catholic monopoly to be questioned: the absence of studies that allow
us to compare the diverse present with the past and the approach of religious self-
identification in surveys as an unreliable indicator of Catholicism’s role in people’s
lives.

William Beltrán and Sonia Larrota recognize the absence of studies and data
on religious diversity in Colombia, and the focus on the aforementioned religious
institutions:

There are no studies that seek to understand the process of religious change in
Colombia from a broad perspective. Practically all research is limited to his-
torical or ethnographic case studies on a particular religious organization [...].
Moreover, most of this research lacks a comparative perspective that considers
regional diversity and the differences among the various religious movements
(Beltrán 2013, p. 22).
Since there are no official numbers to account for this process, characterizing
this religious and social transformation—from a quantitative perspective—is
a complex undertaking. The most recent census data on religious composition
that we have been able to trace dates back to 1938 (De Roux 1983): at that time
99% of Colombians identified themselves as Catholics8 (Beltrán and Larrota
2020, p. 13).

If there are not enough studies and data that address religious diversity in Colom-
bia, beyond the study of the Catholic Church and other Christian churches, why
does the idea of a Catholic monopoly persist? And precisely how is the idea of
a religious monopoly understood?

According to Alejandro Frigerio (2018), who seeks to explore this critique of
Latin American studies in general and in Argentina in particular (Frigerio 2007,
2013, 2018; Frigerio and Wynarczyk 2013), the idea of the Catholic monopoly

7 Unlike other classic topics of study in Colombian sociology—such as politics, violence, and the armed
conflict—religion has not occupied a central place in the research agenda. In addition, another text that
emphasizes the idea of the Catholic monopoly is: “From Catholic monopoly to the establishment of Pente-
costalism: changes in Latin American Christianity since the second half of the 20th century” (Bustamante
and Orellana 2020).
8 Beltrán had already said something similar in 2012: “there are no reliable figures that allow us to dimen-
sion it or observe its trends at the national level” (Beltrán 2012, p. 203).
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stems from Latin American scholars’ reading of the relationship between religion
and modernity in the work of authors such as Peter Berger and Danièle Hervieu-
Léger. Scholars, Frigerio argues, would generally agree that:

through most of human history religious establishments have existed as mo-
nopolies in society-monopolies, that is, in the ultimate legitimation of individ-
ual and collective life. Religious institutions really were institutions properly
speaking, that is, regulatory agencies for both thought and action (Berger 1990,
p. 135).

Such legitimation occurs through the construction of a common world (the world)
maintained by the mundane institutional powers of control and the “common sense”
of the members of society, within which social life has meaning, that is, an objectified
order understood as a sacred cosmos (Berger 1990, p. 135). In addition, studies
have adopted the idea of secularization proposed by Hervieu-Léger (2005), who
understands it as the result of the deconstruction of past forms of solidarity as well
as the social breakdown of religious ideals, and defines it as the recomposition of
the forms of religiosity, characterized by the individualization of beliefs, religious
diversity, and the breakdown of collective memory, rather than the loss of religion.

In this sense, studies have accentuated a hypothetical situation of change that
distinguishes between a before—exclusively Catholic—and an after—diversified by
the Pentecostal explosion:

Most quantitative research compares the current situation with the supposed
past provided by this theoretical perspective. Therefore, the current empirical
data are read by comparing them, explicitly or implicitly, with a past deter-
mined by the theoretical influence rather than empirical evidence, and what
is novel about the current situation is that it concerns a hypothetical past in
which Catholicism would seem to function as the sacred canopy of our soci-
eties (Frigerio 2018, p. 55).

In addition, quantitative studies have usually taken religious self-identification as
a reliable indicator that institutional Catholicism does, indeed, have a determining
position in people’s lives. However, it is necessary to mention that while most people
identify themselves in surveys as Catholic, this corresponds specifically to a question
about religious affiliation. It offers very little information about their beliefs, prac-
tices, and “the place of being Catholic in their structure of identity commitments and
whether this identification has any relevance for their personal identity” (Frigerio
2018, p. 63). In other words, the data in itself would be “misleading because it hides
self-constructed religiosities or spiritualities” (Di Stefano 2013, p. 2), given that in
addition to the socially legitimized beliefs and practices of Catholics—practices that
are recognized as proper to Catholicism, such as the practice of the sacraments or
the belief in the holy trinity—people have often assumed others that transcend the
boundaries of the Catholic teachings, as can be seen through the various cases of
popular religion in Latin America.

The focus on religious self-identification of the quantitative studies in Colombia,
such as those led by William Beltrán (Beltrán 2013; Beltrán and Larrota 2020),
does not deny diversity since it recognizes other religious groups than the Christian
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Churches—for instance, Buddhism, Islam, and Hinduism—and beliefs held without
belonging to some group or church, but marginalizes from the study other beliefs
and practices than the ones traditionally recognized as religious. This dynamic be-
comes even more evident if one considers that, as Christian Parker (1993) highlights
in his analysis of Latin American Catholicism, many of those who identify them-
selves as Catholics adopt other beliefs and practices outside the guidance of the
institutionalized church and its control.9

However, the aforementioned surveys in Colombia raise the question to what
extent those who identify themselves as Catholics follow Catholic teachings and
practices. In a 2010 survey, although 70% of the respondents identified themselves
as Catholics, 39.1% of them acknowledged that they did not practice the Catholic
religion, and 26.8% responded that they rarely or never attended a religious ceremony
(Beltrán 2013). Likewise, although in the 2019 survey 57.2% of the respondents
identified themselves as Catholics, 46.8% of them stated that they rarely or never
attended a Catholic ceremony10 (Beltrán and Larrota 2020).

We acknowledge that quantitative studies on religious diversity in Colombia con-
tribute to a general picture of the composition of the religious landscape through
the measurement of religious identifications. This is also true concerning other ele-
ments of such identifications, for example sexuality, gender, and political affinities.
However, in order to capture religious diversity and complement the image of re-
ligious identifications, it is necessary to study beliefs and practices that transcend
the teachings of the churches. The surveys we discussed have not—and perhaps
cannot—address these sufficiently. For instance, the beliefs and practices of those
who in the surveys identify as Catholics, but seem to distance themselves from the
Catholic Church.

In what follows, we present the Colombian case of the cult of the souls in
Purgatory and point to structural similarities with other examples in Latin America.
The case is prominent among the devotions that people adopt beyond the doctrines of
religious institutions, in particular those of the Catholic Church. Its analysis indicates
directions for scholarship on religion in Colombia, as well as Latin America as
a whole, that transcend the limitations described above.

9 Something similar can be noted in the case of Pentecostalism. For example, as Susana Andrade (2004)
points out, despite the expansion of Pentecostalism among the indigenous communities of Chimborazo,
Ecuador, many people keep practices typical of their tradition regardless of whether they were considered
sinful by the teachings of foreign evangelical missionaries.
10 In the 2010 survey, 16.4% of the Colombians who consider themselves Catholics stated that they at-
tended some Catholic ceremony from time to time, 7.1% only attended special ceremonies—such as mar-
riages, funerals, baptisms, etc.—and 3.3% never attended (Beltrán 2013, p. 110). In the 2019 survey, 32%
of the Colombians who consider themselves Catholic stated that they attend some religious ceremony from
time to time, 12.8% that they only attend special ceremonies and 2% never attend a religious ceremony
(Beltrán and Larrota 2020, pp. 96–97).
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4 Characteristics of the cult of the souls in purgatory in Puerto Berrío

Although popular Catholicism is one expression of the heterogeneous range of
Latin American popular religion, “it is necessary to recognize that empirical evi-
dence additionally demonstrates that it is, without doubt, the most generalized and
widespread” (Parker 1993, p. 167). In Colombia, this can be observed in different
cities and regions through different forms, such as the cult of folk saints11 (Losonczy
2001; Vignolo 2013). Here the focus is on the beliefs and practices constituting the
religious life of people who identify themselves as Catholics and have adopted the
cult of the souls in Purgatory.

4.1 A religion sui generis

Perhaps the main characteristic of popular Catholicism is its relative independence
from the Catholic Church. It can follow an autonomous development with great ca-
pacity for adaptation. In this sense, popular Catholicism includes “a set of ritual acts
that have their support in the institutional norms of Catholicism, but which exceed
the control of the Church and follow its own logic and development” (Colatarci
and Vidal 2008, p. 129). This can be observed through different elements. The first
one is the eclectic combinations of beliefs and practices from diverse sources in
which people engage (McGuire 2008), which some Latin American scholars such
as Manuel Marzal (1993, 2002), Jean Pierre Sanchis (2001) and Renée De la Torre
(2013), have referred with the term syncretism12.

In Puerto Berrío, the Catholic church plays a fundamental role in this confluence
of beliefs and practices, both institutional and popular, because it not only tolerates
the cult of the souls, but also promotes and facilitates it. Catholic doctrine commem-
orates the day of the deceased every November, 2nd, and throughout the month asks
Catholics to “honor the memory of the dead and offer prayers in suffrage for them,
above all the Eucharistic sacrifice, so that, thus purified, they may attain the beatific
vision of God” (Roman Catholic Church 2003). On this subject, it is not surprising
that Catholics in Colombia attend the Eucharist, pray the rosary, pray the novena
for the souls and practice the sacrament of confession as well as perform Works of
Mercy13 in the name of penitent souls (Bastidas et al. 2018).

11 In view of the variety of practices and beliefs, Jennifer Scheper points out that popular Catholicism “is
not in fact singular or homogeneous. Rather, the term encompasses a diversity and myriad of culturally
specific local practices, of ‘Catholicisms’ in the plural” (Scheper 2016, p. 481).
12 Due to the pejorative implications, the term ‘syncretism’ has been relatively recently questioned by
many scholars (McGuire 2008). For the debate on the use of this term in the Latin American study of
religion see De la Torre and Martín (2016).
13 The works of Mercy refer to fourteen actions whose purpose is to help the needy. These “[a]re classified
in spiritual Works of Mercy—teach the one who does not know, give good advice to those who need it,
correct the erroneous, forgive the insults, comfort the sad, patiently suffer the faults of others, pray to God
for the living and lost souls—and corporal Works of Mercy—visiting and caring for the sick, feeding the
hungry, giving drink to the thirsty, lodging the pilgrim, dressing the naked, freeing the captive, burying the
dead—.” (Bastidas 2015, p. 114).
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This is followed both by the priests of Puerto Berrío, who invite Catholics in their
homilies to pray for the deceased, and by the animero, a layman around 70 years
old with no official certified qualification in the administration of salvation goods,
who performs specific activities during November14.

Every night during November, at approximately 11:00PM, the animero performs
a small ceremony in the cemetery chapel. Dressed in a specific outfit consisting of
two rosary necklaces wrapped around each arm, a black waterproof poncho with
a hood that has the face of Jesus painted in white on the front, and rubber boots.
He prays the novena for the souls of Purgatory accompanied by approximately
30 people each night, who then accompany him in processions through different
parts of Puerto Berrío. Before going out to the street, he goes through the cemetery
praying and ringing a bell to, according to the tradition, call the souls of the deceased
who rest there to accompany him in the procession, an activity that he repeats in
reverse when the procession ends, returning them to their resting place.

After the prayers, at approximately midnight, the animero begins the procession
in which he prays aloud for the souls and rings the bell, announcing each of his
prayers: “An Our Father and a Hail Mary for the souls in Purgatory for the love
of God!” or “Give them, Lord, eternal rest!”, to which the people following him in
the procession reply “May perpetual light shine for them!”, and he replies “Rest in
peace, amen!” (Fig. 4).

These practices, far from fueling conflict with the priests of the two Catholic
parishes in Puerto Berrío, are instead supported by them. The priests not only invite
Catholics to pray for the dead at the Eucharist celebrated every Monday—since
Monday is the day of the dead, according to Catholic tradition—of the year in

Fig. 4 El animero leading the procession. Photo by Luis Bastidas Meneses, November 2019

14 With other and similar characteristics, the figure of the animero is also present in other towns of the
Andean state of Chimborazo, Ecuador. In this regard see: see Arias (2017) y Veloz (2017).
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the cemetery chapel, but they also lend the chapel to the animero to carry out his
activities. Additionally, they invite people to pray for the souls in purgatory when
they hear the sound of the bell announcing that the night procession is passing by
their houses, well aware that people perform certain activities not to commemorate
the memory of the deceased, but for magical purposes.

On this subject, one of the priests said:

the animero is a person who invites others to pray for the souls, I can say that in
the month of November there is a person who goes through the neighborhoods
of Puerto Berrío, ringing a bell so that people realize that at that moment he
is passing by, inviting them to pray an Our Father and a Hail Mary for the
souls in Purgatory, (...) it helps faith, doesn’t it? Because anyway, as you see,
he is inviting them to pray, and that is what people do at home, pray (Interview.
November 5th, 2019).

In Puerto Berrío many believers mix both institutional and popular beliefs and
practices. Some attend the Catholic Eucharist and also the activities with the animero,
while others solely attend the activities with the animero and see the Eucharist only
as an offering to the souls, who in return are supposed to perform miracles.

Blurring of the boundaries between the popular and the institutional is not ex-
clusive to Puerto Berrío, but is common in other Latin American countries as well.
Jennifer Scheper, for instance, highlights that although popular religion may have
a partial autonomy, it is not necessarily opposed to ecclesial religion:

In fact, in some contexts it is not possible to distinguish between popular reli-
gion and ecclesial religion. For example, priests may share in the local beliefs
and practices of their parishioners, just as parishioners may incorporate tradi-
tional rites into their daily lives. We see this, for example, when priests lend
their support to the celebration of locally significant patron saints or affirm lo-
cal experiences of the miraculous. Also, community rituals and celebrations
designed and organized completely by laypeople are often felt to be incomplete
without the presence and benediction of clergy (Scheper 2016, p. 485).

The coexistence of different beliefs and practices is linked to two other important
elements: the capacity to adapt to different traditions and the resignification of beliefs
as a result of free interpretation, since “on the ground and in practice Catholicism
has proven surprisingly expansive, inclusive, and adaptive. It is, in fact, stunningly
pliant” (Scheper 2016, p. 480). This dynamic is also emphasized in the studies by
Renée De la Torre in Mexico, in which esotericism, Catholicism, and New Age
adapt to each other in such a way that the same set of beliefs produce new forms of
religiosity with different meanings from each other (De la Torre 2012, 2013).

For example, De la Torre shows how some people can resignify beliefs from
Eastern and New Age traditions and incorporate them in their own matrix of popular
religiosity. Included in the data presented by de la Torre is the case of a woman who:
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performs Limpias [cleansing15] to harmonize the chakras, she lights incense
sticks to ‘scare away bad energy16’ [...] and she appropriated the idea of karma
but resiginifying it with the providentialist idea of destiny: ‘Karma means that
I was born to be screwed and I will continue to be screwed’, [she says]. She de-
tects neither conflict nor rupture between the knowledge of parapsychology and
popular Catholicism, but rather it serves her to resume her activity as a healer
(De la Torre 2013, p. 13).

In another example, De la Torre incorporates the case of a woman who, vice
versa, reinterprets Catholic beliefs and rituals in terms of New Age meanings and
communicates them to a group of followers both through workshops and meditation
classes, and publically through a radio program:

‘We must achieve the unity of the planet. Without distinction of religions or
races, all beliefs lead us to the existence of the same God. We have to balance
the energies of this planet to achieve harmony, to raise our level’, [says the
woman]. Both in her workshops and in her radio program, new age concepts
are present in the signifiers of traditional Catholic devotion: The Virgin, the
saints, the guardian angels, Christ, or God the father, all are spiritual guides.
For her, the guides can present themselves under different forms and different
personalities, but ‘it’s all the same’ (De la Torre, 2012, p. 516).

Since popular Catholicism follows its own logic, it allows not only the emergence
of new religious forms that differ from each other, but also results in a lack of internal
homogeneity in terms of the different popular expressions underlying beliefs and
practices, as will be shown in the following section.

4.2 A heterogeneous religion

Popular Catholicism has no canonical books that specify a body of teachings or
precise instructions on how to proceed with rituals. Therefore, it is common that
different beliefs circulate among the believers without a consensus. In Puerto Berrío,
even though the animero offers some instructions, practical guidance and explana-
tions for beliefs and ritual procedures, there are multiple versions about beliefs and
practices constituting the cult. Some people, for example, say it is necessary to visit
the cemetery during the whole month of November, while others claim that one only
has to visit on Mondays. Some people, in addition to visiting the cemetery, deem
it necessary to attend the Eucharist, and raise prayers for the souls of the deceased,
whereas others consider praying at home to be enough. On the one hand, some
people regularly attend the Eucharist—in the cemetery or in the parish—or pray and
walk through the streets of the town in the night processions with the animero and,

15 The Spanish Limpia refers to a purification ritual using plants, some of them medicinal plants, in baths
and fires, with the purpose of achieving protection from any danger, chasing away bad luck and getting rid
of spells.
16 The original text in Spanish is “espantar las malas vibras” which can literally be translated as “scare
away bad vibes”. However, it can refer not only to a negative atmosphere, but also bad luck. Therefore, it
is here translated as “scare away bad energy”, which offers a wider scope.
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on the other, as the following interview excerpt illustrates, not every believer attends
such processions or the Eucharist:

I don’t really go to mass, I pray at home, but the usual, an Our Father when
I go to bed to sleep (...), imagine, this town is famous because of the souls, and
I don’t even have the novena of the souls, I have never prayed the novena, and
I am supposedly devoted to them (...) I don’t know him, people say: the animero,
the animero, but I have never seen him, nor do I know who he is, sometimes
one hears the bell, but I don’t pay attention to that (Interview. November 17th,
2019).

Another example of this heterogeneity is the ambiguity surrounding the cult
of folk saints in the Central Cemetery of Bogotá, where different versions of the
biography of such saints circulate, as in the case of the popular saint known as
Salomé. This cult began in the 1950s at an uncared-for grave, which became well
known for miracles attributed by the believers to this dead person, so much so that
in a few years the tomb became a small sanctuary adorned with flowers and plaques
of gratitude. Then one day a vendor of flowers, candles, and religious articles in the
cemetery claimed, based on a portrait, that the person lying there was her mother,
who was a peasant from the Colombian Andes, and her name was Salomé Muñoz
(Bastidas et al. 2018). As time went by, other versions of this person’s biography
began to circulate, fueled by different details that helped to elaborate unfinished and
fragmented accounts, so that people would circulate different versions, according to
which she used to be:

(...) a prostitute, she used to sell candles in the cemetery, she used to wash other
people’s clothes, she used to live in the Egyptian neighborhood, in Perseverance
neighborhood, was charitable, was a very poor woman, suffered in marriage,
had a son who gave her a bad life, was beaten by her husband, was killed by
her mother, died due to a sickness, was burned to death, was dragged to death,
was mutilated ...17 (Peláez 1994, p. 155).

Although the vagueness and lack of knowledge regarding the biographies of folk
saints18 is generally attributed to the lack of historical data (Cortés 2007; Colatarci
and Vidal 2008; San Juan 2010), such ambiguity also manifests even when the
popular saint’s biography is well documented, as in the case of the mathematician

17 In fact, the skeletal remains were moved to another cemetery in the south of the city, which resulted in
the migration of a good part of the believers, who also built a small sanctuary. However, the cult at Salome’s
empty tomb still exists in the Central Cemetery, and some people are unaware that no one lies there.
A person at the new sanctuary claimed that the one now known as Salome was her aunt and popularized
a prayer with the image of a woman. As expected, new biographical versions began to circulate (Bastidas
et al. 2018).
18 Other similar cases are those of Gauchito Gil in Argentina (Cortés 2007; Graziano 2007; Colatarci and
Vidal 2008; San Juan 2010) and Jesús Malverde in Mexico (Flores and Gonzáles 2006; Cortés 2007).
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and engineer Julio Garavito19, who is buried in the same cemetery20. When inquiring
about the life of this folk saint, people’s responses varied and:

none of the believers gave an answer that came even minimally close to [the
documented biography of the saint]. This was made clear by a sex worker (...)
“Today he is the one with the twenty thousand pesos bill, when he was alive, he
was a writer, a poet, a person who helps, a womanizer, he enjoyed these women
who practice prostitution” (Bastidas et al. 2018, p. 67).

Regardless of the ambiguities, people tend to invest hope for the resolution to
urgent problems in the supposed earthly intervention of supernatural beings, such
as the souls of the deceased, which will be addressed in the following section.

4.3 A utilitarian religion

Unlike Catholicism, which promotes the performance of good works through
a promise of salvation in the hereafter, popular Catholicism is characterized by a fo-
cus on seeking relief from the most urgent worldly needs. This can, among others,
be seen through two features: the strong presence among the poor population21 and
the performance of some magic rituals.

In 2019, according to the indicator of unsatisfied basic needs, 38% of the pop-
ulation of Puerto Berrío lived in poverty (Torres et al. 2020). This corresponds to
the socio-economic situation of the people in Magdalena Medio, which historically
is “one of the poorest regions with high rates of violence. Poverty becomes evident
when one considers that, except for Barrancabermeja22, all the municipalities in the
region have indices that show more than 60% of their inhabitants in poverty” (Dávila
2009, p. 26).

Such situation could hypothetically be one reason as to why in Puerto Berrío
the devotees interviewed included in their list of petitions to the souls the fulfill-
ment of material needs. Interviewees commonly ask the souls for help in solving
a wide range of problems, such as finding a job or a better job, securing admission
to a public university23, finding a cure for an illness, winning prizes in gambling
houses or in getting a house. According to Christian Parker, people who adhere to
popular Catholicism in Latin America ask for the resolution of “daily problems of
the subordinate classes: work, health, affective and family relations, studies, etc.

19 Julio Garavito was a Colombian scientist who lived between 1865 and 1920 in Bogotá. For his out-
standing contribution to Colombian astronomy his image appeared on the old twenty-thousand-peso bill
and the International Astronomical Union named a crater on the moon after him (Bastidas et al. 2018).
20 The same happens with the folk cult of official saints, whose biographies are completely unknown to
believers, despite the existence of the respective hagiographies.
21 Other religious expression with a strong presence in the lower economic classes is Pentecostalism, see
Lalive d’Epinay (2010) and Beltrán (2013).
22 With approximately 210,000 inhabitants, Barrancabermeja is the largest city in the Magdalena Medio
region.
23 In Colombia, the access to public university education is restricted and high-quality private university
education, due to the high costs, is not within the reach of socio-economically poor people.
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These are requests of the devotees linked to universal problems that the popular
culture faces24” (Parker 1993, p. 182).

In Puerto Berrío, as usually happens in other cases of popular Catholicism, people
also often ask for the souls to help with relationship matters, such as the solution to
problems in their relationships, the resolution of a personal conflict, or the retrieval
of a loved one whose whereabouts are unknown. But people also enlist the souls in
matters related to behaviors or actions that are generally disapproved of socially, such
as the commission of crimes. This orientation of popular Catholicism is also present
in other cases from Latin American countries: in Argentina, for example, where the
cult of San la Muerte25 (Saint the Death) also holds “a form of veneration (...) in
which the saint is used for evil, he is asked for ‘damages’ or changes in unfavorable
situations through death or illness” (Calzato 2008b, p. 275), or the cult of Jesus
Malverde in Mexico, which is known for having among its devotees persons linked
to drug trafficking as well as criminal delinquency (Gerardo and Jungwon 2014).

The presence of popular Catholicism among the less fortunate classes has also
been identified in other specific cases in Colombia and other Latin American coun-
tries. Examples include the devotion to folk saints in the Central Cemetery of Bogotá
among the inhabitants of the Santa Fe neighborhood, especially among transgen-
der sex workers (Bastidas et al. 2018), the cult of San Luis Rey and Santa Muerte
(Saint Death) in México (Fragoso 2011; Gonzáles 2014; Gutiérrez 2015), and the
cult of San La Muerte (Saint the Death) (Calzato 2008a, b) and the Gauchito Gil
in Argentina (San Juan 2010). For this reason, some scholars distinguish among
the possible connotations of the Spanish term popular which identifies it with the
religion of the poor26 (Peterson 1998; Martín 2009; De la Torre and Martín 2016;
Scheper 2016).

In Puerto Berrío, the satisfaction of such aforementioned needs is sought through
rituals whose purpose is to influence the will of the souls so that they offer their
help. In this context, the best-known practice is the adoption of NN bodies found
floating in the Magdalena River. For years, the inhabitants of the town observed
how several times a week bodies of people murdered in municipalities further up
the river appeared, which were then rescued by the town’s fishermen, and buried as
unidentified persons in the local cemetery. Faced with this situation, the practice of
praying, naming the unidentified body, and the maintenance of a clean and some-
times decorated grave in exchange for a miracle, became widespread. Some people

24 Christian Parker calls popular culture “the broad cultural production [habits, customs, ways of thinking]
of the subaltern classes and groups of society” (Parker 1993, p. 58), that is, the culture of working-class
people and peasants. In this sense, it is worth noting that the adjective popular is often used to label
this type of religion as the religion of the poor (Scheper 2016). However, the term popular is also often
understood as something that comes from the people, without emphasizing socio-economic conditions
(Graziano 2007).
25 Here it is important to clarify that the cult of death personified as a saint takes place both in Argentina,
where it is called San La Muerte (Saint the Death), and in Mexico, where it is known as the Santa Muerte
(Saint Death). Regarding this, see Hernández (2017).
26 In Spanish, the word popular has more than one meaning. It could be understood as something related to
the working-class people, as something well known or famous, and something that culturally emerges from
people in general and belongs to them, such as artistic expressions or, in this case, religious expressions,
which are usually translated into English as folk.
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promised to attend the Eucharist, others promised to pray with the animero, and yet
others combined these with promises of daily visits to the cemetery. Considering that
the people found in the river were predominantly victims of forced disappearance,
devotees believe that, since relatives and acquaintances do not know they are dead,
nobody prays for them. Hence, the nameless souls are more in need of prayers than
others and, therefore, more effective in granting miracles.

One of the most common offerings is the recognition of the miracle through
plaques of gratitude that believers leave on tombs converted into altars. Generally,
people give thanks for a favor by referencing the date it occurred on a marble or
stone plaque that is left as a public testimony to the miraculous event27. In daily
interactions, people either communicate to others the process of achieving such
results, or the animero explains the proper set of practices for such purpose, when
people need advice in this regard.

5 Conclusion

The Colombian souls cult we observed in Puerto Berrío is a clear expression of what
we propose to term as ‘popular Catholicism’. From the perspective of sociological
theory of religion, this version of religion, situated at the intersection of institutional-
ized religion and non-institutionalized religious practices, is particularly interesting.
Popular Catholicism has a structurally ambiguous relation to institutional Catholi-
cism. On the one hand, many of its practices and their underlying meaningfulness,
as well as lack of negative sanctions, can be regarded as being in strong contrast,
if not direct contradiction, to established church religion. On the other hand, even
though this tension comes to the fore in practical and doctrinal terms, there is hardly
any expressed antagonism of the two forms of religion.

Clearly, Catholic sanctity, around which the souls-cult is formed, is a highly
regulated form of religious practice, both in terms of its establishment through a set
of carefully controlled legal canonical procedures and in the regulations regarding
proper worship that result from this process. In these ways, popular religion breaks
away from the regulatory framework of the saint as a salvation good as well as
from the power structure underlying it. It does so, however, while leaving intact the
relationship between saints and their worshippers as well as the underlying rationale
for entering into this relationship. The saint worshipping practices we observed can,
therefore, be described as partial negations of Catholic practice, since they wrest
authority over worshipper-saint relations from the regulating force of the Church,
while leaving their structure and purpose largely intact.

In addition, Popular Catholicism uses the symbolic structure of official Catholi-
cism as a useful resource for the maintenance of its validity. Popular Catholicism

27 This practice is not exclusive to the believers of Puerto Berrío but is in fact quite common in the cult of
folk saints. Other forms of acknowledging the miracle, for example, can be observed in the case of the cult
of Jesus Malverde in Mexico, where believers express their gratitude through images, ex-votos, poems, and
songs, such as corridos, a typical musical genre of Mexican popular culture (Flores and Gonzáles 2006,
2007).
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takes the elements of official worship, such as prayers and the Eucharist, and uses
them as a link to a new structure of beliefs and practices. Although, traditionally,
the popular has been defined in opposition to the official, we argue that such oppo-
sition rests on the denial of institutional authority, but not necessarily in symbolic
terms, although it is empirically verifiable that the church can also capitalize on
elements of popular worship. However, this is a matter that transcends the limits of
the discussion in this article.

Nonetheless, the release of this and other practices from institutional oversight
brings with it considerable variation in terms of legitimate interpretations and even
resignification of beliefs, and enables popular religion to adapt to different institu-
tional and popular traditions, as well as the variety of individual life circumstances
among its adherents.

We find a similar limited difference between popular religion and church religion
when it comes to the former’s “utilitarian logic” that underlies many of the practices
described above. Generally, its adherents pursue rationally weighted ends in the form
of miracles or favors that occur in the earthly realm and not a promise of salvation in
the hereafter—since popular Catholicism does not stimulate salvation and well-being
as a product of good works rewarded by God. This lends popular religion a decidedly
magical character. This aspect is closely linked to the conspicuous absence of the
concept of sin and transcendental retribution for faulty behavior. The negative side
of the salvation economy is also transferred to this world in that faults and failure do
exist in individuals, but they become relevant only as factors limiting or disturbing
the innerworldly transactions set in motion through magical manipulation.

Both the “utilitarian logic” and the absence of negative religious sanctions repeat
the pattern described above with regard to the worshipping of saints: They differ
markedly from established church religious practice and doctrine, while not being
so completely different as to render the religious beliefs and practices we observed
a new form of religion. Means-ends rationality does exist in a sanctioned form within
Catholicism, and the individual shortcomings that might prevent the establishment of
a magical transaction in popular Catholicism are treated by institutional Catholicism
as well, albeit in form of a transcendental relation that endows the priest with the
power to regulate this relation through the granting and denying of salvation goods.

So there is kinship between popular religion and church religion, and we contend
that it is demonstrated particularly well by the absence of overt criticism or contra-
diction of Catholic doctrine, practice, and institutional power as well as the formal
and informal acts of legitimation that the animero receives from priests.

With this case we have brought to the fore a definitely more peaceful relationship
between church and popular religion as usually associated with Latin America, that
being the cradle of Liberation Theology with a long history of a highly tense and
conflict laden relationship between lay believers and church hierarchy. Although the
results may be generalizable for other world regions, they may serve as point of
comparison for the ongoing process of religious change in countries of different
world regions.
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