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Robert Brenneman's Homies and Hermanos is situated at the intersection of two of the most consequential social phenomena to emerge in Central America over the last two decades. Transnational street gangs and heavily Pentecostal evangelicalism have each had profound impacts on society in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras, and Homies and Hermanos is a compelling examination of the interaction between these two groups. In a forceful and well-written book, Brenneman examines how some members transition out of the infamous Mara Salvatrucha and other Central American gangs and attempt to carve out new lives for themselves in the gritty barrios of the “Northern Triangle” by converting to Evangelical Protestantism. The book prominently features the voices of 63 former gang members and situates them in a theoretical construct that draws from the sociology of emotion and symbolic interaction theory. 

Central American gangs are predominantly portrayed in the media through stories of appalling violence accompanied by images of heavily tattooed young men armed to the teeth. These reports, backed by the region's staggering homicide rates have elevated Northern Triangle gangs to one of the most feared groups in the Americas. One of the real strengths of this book is the socio-historical contextualization of the Central American gangs. With a thorough review of the literature on street gangs, an explanation of the term “transnational gang,” and a detailed examination of the unique social factors that led to the emergence of street gangs, Brenneman demystifies these groups of marginalized youth. The book provides a nuanced argument as to why young men and women join gangs by acknowledging the “push” factors (social inequality, lack of employment, and family crisis), but also emphasizes the “pull” of gang membership in counteracting the chronic shamed experienced by barrio youth. Brenneman identifies sources of chronic shame and argues that gang membership provides a vehicle for them to escape this “shame spiral” by providing an alternative family-like structure and avenues to lash out against the shame through what he identifies as solidarity, violence, and “adult” pastimes. This conceptualization of the street gang recognizes both the structural social forces and the intensely personal wounds that contribute to a young person's decision to join a gang in Central America's Northern Triangle and reflects the quality of the qualitative data presented in the book. 

Until relatively recently, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador were thoroughly Catholic nations. After periods of Protestant growth and stagnation starting in the 1960s, the region experienced an Evangelical “boom” in the 1990s that was largely led by local religious leaders and Central American–based evangelistic campaigns. Today, nearly one-third of all Central Americans in the Northern Triangle self-report as Protestants and worship in congregations that range from small, store-front churches to megachurches that boast thousands of members and have significant political clout. Brenneman introduces the term “barrio evangelicalism” to describe the type of evangelicalism practiced by the ex-gang members in his study, which he defines as “theologically conservative, liturgically Pentecostal, locally oriented congregations of the neighborhood or ‘barrio’” (57). 

The heart of Homies and Hermanos lies in the conversion narratives of ex-gang members who left their respective gangs and with the exception of one interviewee, avoided the death penalty that the gang enforces for deserters. The gangs recognize converting to Evangelical Christianity as a legitimate way to exit the gang, and they pardon the defectors as long as their conversion and subsequent evangelical practice is deemed genuine. In Chapters 4 and 5, the ex-gang members look back on their lives and their monumental decision to embrace a rigid and demanding faith and saying adios to their gang. Brenneman allows the interviews to reveal an interesting interplay between the conversion's immediate, instrumental benefit of allowing them to avoid the “morgue rule” and the convert's reported life-changing contact with an unseen supernatural force. It would be easy for the author to conceptualize these conversions as simply premeditated, rational choices by gang members who were tired of gang life and opted for the only exit available, but it is clear that the decision to become a hermano is considerably more complex. Not only do many of the interviewees report an intense, emotional experience, many admit to breaking down and publicly weeping during conversion (a practice that runs counter to the machismo culture of Central America). Evangelical conversion carries a high cost for these individuals as it necessitates a dramatic change in lifestyle. If the converted gang member returns to hanging out with their gang-affiliated friends, continues to drink, and use drugs or participates in behavior that would compromise their identity as a barrio evangelical, they risk being killed by the gang for their perceived deception. 

The data for the book were largely collected through one-on-one interviews conducted by the author. While the conversion stories from the ex-gang members are rich in detail and satisfying, I was left wanting to know more about how these individuals practiced their faith after they denounced their gang affiliation. It would be interesting to see in more detail how this very unique section of society practices their faith and how their fellow worshipers react to them. Overall, this is an outstanding book that is well researched and provides a serious and dignified treatment to the religious lives of Central Americans living on the fringes of their societies. 
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