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Foreword to the Revised Edition

During fifteen years of living and working in Latin America I
tried to read widely on that continent: its history, its politics, its re-
ligious background and contemporary religious scene, its society,
its problems and challenges for the future. I wish that a book such
as this one had been available when I ministered in Latin America.
I probably read several dozen books before approaching the scope
covered in this one volume. I know of no equivalent work today
that covers the same depth and the breadth of study from an ev-
angelical perspective.

If one wishes to get an overview of the history of Latin Amer-
ica, this book has it in readable and fast-flowing language. If one
wishes to understand the people and races of Latin America, here is
a superb introduction. If one wishes a succinct summary of libera-
tion theology, here is a peerless source directly from the heart of
the continent that gave birth to that theology. If one wishes insights
into Roman Catholicism as it is manifest in Latin America today,
here is a sympathetic yet analytical and critical study. And on any
of the topics covered, the footnotes and bibliography provide an
enormous source for further study. The personal experiences and
insights that are woven into the fabric of the book make for easy
reading and clarity of illustration.

Few people in Latin America today are more qualified to col-
laborate on a book of this scope than authors Emilio Antonio
Niiñex and William D. Taylor. These godly men have known each
other since Dr. Taylor (the younger of the two) was a boy. They
have worked together for more than seventeen years as colleagues
in theological education and church ministry. They have chal-
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viii CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

lenged each other as iron sharpening iron; they have learned from
each other; they have cooperated together in ministry. Because of
his ethnic roots, his professional and theological preparation, his
long years of fruitful ministry in teaching and preaching, his
breadth of reading and travel, plus his warm-hearted commitment
to the Lord, Dr. Nüñez stands tall among evangelical thoelogians
of Latin America today. He commands a respect that few can equal
among all segments of the Christian community. His unquestioned
scholarship, his careful and fair evaluation of trends and move-
ments, combined with his irenic and loving spirit, command a
hearing among evangelicals, mainline Protestant denominations,
and Roman Catholics as few other evangelicals can. When he
writes, we listen because he writes from his head and his heart
combined.

Dr. Taylor is one of those rare and fortunate persons who can
live in two very different cultures, understanding and ministering
to both worlds with equal freedom. Most of his formative years
were spent in Latin America, where he was born and reared, while
his formal higher education was completed in the United States.
Then most of his adult ministry has been on the grass roots level of
church planting, teaching, and discipling in Central America. He
combines the disciplines of rigorous academic study on the highest
level with a theological depth that comes from his personal study
of the Scriptures and his daily walk with the Lord. Therefore, he
speaks and writes with an authenticity that invites respect and re-
sponse.

On the personal level I wish to add one further comment. As a
member of the Executive Council of the World Evangelical Fe!-
lowship, Dr. Nüiiez is a member of my board of directors to whom
I report. As executive secretary of the Missions Commission of the
World Evangelical Fellowship, Dr. Taylor is one of my colleagues
who reports to me. Thus I am honored to be asked to participate in
this highly significant book written by two of my very dear friends,
both of whom have ministered to me by their lives and friendship.

My prayers go with this book—a book that will give new un-
derstanding about the people and challenges of the great and cru-
cial continent of Latin America.

David M. Howard
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LATIN AMERICA:
LAND OF CRISIS AND HOPE

Samuel Escobar

Three decades ago, few people would have expected the kind of
painful transitions that Latin America has experienced in recent years.
By the mid-sixties the dreams of social utopias that were to follow pop-
ular revolutions filled the air with combative songs and the walls with
communist slogans. In 1995 poetry has given way to figures and now the
average citizen has to become conversant with the economic lingo of the
market: investments, interest rates, privatization and stabilization. The
cities look more crowded, there are more children begging in the streets,
and in some countries the ideological terror of the guerrillas and the
armed forces has been replaced by the armed violence ofdrug traffickers
and common criminals. Against the background of such social and polit-
ical turmoil there is an explosion of religious activity that has taken so-
cial scientists as well as Christian leaders by surprise. In almost every
city you come across theaters converted into worship places, in Santiago
de Chile you find a Maryknoll priest preaching in the open air just like
Pentecostal pastors, and in radio stations ofBrazil and Peru, Catholic and
Protestant broadcasts are so much alike that it is difficult to distinguish
one from the other.

In order to understand what is going on in Latin America, an ac-
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x CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

quaintance with religious history as well as a theological frame of refer-
ence are indispensable. That is what William Taylor and Emilio An-
tonio Nüñez offer in this book. Their intention is to provide a pano-
rama of the Latin American world, ordering an enormous amount
of data around an outline that stands on the firm ground of Chris-
tian missiological convictions. The book does not claim neutrality
or objectivity. The authors have convictions about the mission of
the Christian church, and they look at social, cultural and religious
transitions from the perspective of the evangelical communities
that are now growing in the Latin world. Their awareness of crisis
as well as their proposal of hope are closely linked to their faith in
Jesus Christ and their enthusiasm to proclaim his gospel. They
have traveled extensively throughout the continent and they have
taught in several theological institutions. They write from the van-
tage point of two Latin American insiders, but they are also con-
versant with the culture of the English-speaking readers to whom
the book is addressed. I consider that the demand for a new edition
of their book is enough evidence that it is a significant and useful
contribution to the literature about Latin America. I would like to
outline here some developments that can only be understood with-
in the frame provided by this work.

Christendom’s Crisis

It may sound as a typical Latin American exaggeration to say
that the future of Christianity is at stake in what happens in Latin
America today. However, when we pay attention to figures we
may have to conclude that there is no exaggeration in that state-
ment. Almost half of the Catholics of all the world live in Latin
America. Consequently the Catholic hierarchies consider the re-
gion as a reservoir of human and material resources for their mis-
sionary work in the future. On the other hand, Latin America hap-
pens to be the continent where popular forms of Protestantism
grow faster than anywhere else, and they grow at the expense of
the Catholic Church. During the most recent decades more people
have left Catholicism in order to become Protestant than at the
time of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. Brazil, with its
population of over 140 million, is considered the largest Catholic
nation in the world, but the Catholic percentage of the population
went down from 92.8% in 1970 to 88.4% in 1980, and decline has
continued. In fact, the 22 million Protestants of Brazil might well
be now a religious majority in comparison with the number of
Catholics who actually practice their religion.

The more conservative sectors of Catholicism tend to interpret
these facts attributing them to a foreign conspiracy. In his opening
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address to the Latin American Bishops Conference at Santo Do-
mingo (October 1992), Pope John Paul II challenged them to “de-
fend’ their flock from “rapacious wolves.” It was a clear allusion to
the growth of evangelical churches, usually described as “sects” in
Catholic documents. The Pope added: “[W]e should not under-
estimate a particular strategy aimed at weakening the bonds that
unite Latin American countries and so to undermine the kinds of
strength provided by unity. To that end, significant amounts of
money are offered to subsidize proselytizing campaigns that try to
shatter such Catholic unity.”1 Other Catholic leaders and scholars,
especially those with pastoral experience in Latin America, are
openly critical of this “conspiracy theory” approach. Dominican
Edward Cleary commenting on the Pope’s speech wrote: “Ten
years of study has convinced me that there is not a strong relation
between money spent and results. The great advances seen in Prot-
estant growth in Latin America are not the results of dollars from
the United States.”

Research and observation have led other Catholic specialists
to agree with Cleary, because the churches that are growing faster
are the ones that do not depend on connections outside their coun-
tries. They acknowledge that Latin America lives in a crucial mo-
ment in the history of Christianity. This demands an effort to know
objectively the reality of the Protestant advance and the challenge
it represents.3 Latin America is an example ofa Christendom situa-
tion that shows signs of decline and fatigue, and Latin America
faces the presence of vigorous minorities committed to evangelize.
It is important to remember that there are also other regions where
established or “mainline” churches are facing the same situation. It
is the case of some state churches in Europe and of so-called his-
toric or mainline denominations in places like North America and
Australia. But the growth of Catholicism or new denominations in
the United States and Australia has not evoked the kind of pas-
sionate reaction that the growth of Protestantism in Latin America
has produced among some Roman Catholics there.

At a time of great spiritual vacuum and deep social dis-
turbances caused by colossal transitions, Protestants and Catholics
in Latin America could learn from one another. After all, they have
to respond to the cries of the urban masses in exploding cities and
to the selfishness of powerful elites that use every available means
to maintain their privileges. This part of the world is like a la-
boratory where some of the most acute questions about coop-
eration of Christians for mission are being tested but with negative
results. As this book demonstrates, the present difficulties for ecu-
menism and cooperation are rooted in a long religious and social
history with which it is not easy to come to terms. A first step in
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that direction is to become familiar with the historical and cultural
traits that are uniquely Latin American, and that is not possible
without processing a mass of data like these authors have done.

Perestroika and the Emergence of the Poor

Acquaintance with the past will help to understand the sig-
nificant transitions of the present. The sudden and profound chang-
es in Eastern Europe symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall in
1989 have had a strong repercussion in Latin America. Leftist in-
tellectuals and political parties were unable to understand the so-
cial dynamism boiling at the grassroots level during the decade of
the ‘80s. During this period four phenomena that were always con-
sidered characteristic of Latin American politics have disappeared
or are in the process of waning away. Populism, academic Marx-
ism, militarism, four-digit inflation and protected economies have
given way to a modernization process characterized by ad-
ministrative reforms of the state, elected governments, ideological
uncertainty and openness to market economies. Society has
changed and the churches have also changed. Just as in North
America and Europe there are signs of a post-denominational situa-
tion in which all kinds of ecclesiastical barriers are crossed not so
much as an intentional ecumenical effort but rather as a flux creat-
ed by lack of permanent loyalties.

Part of the unique social dynamics m Latin America has been
the relentless process of urban accumulation that has turned cities
into urban labyrinths. This has brought to light the emergence of
new segments of the population that in the past could be hidden in
the distant rural areas but have now massively invaded the streets
of capitals like Lima, Mexico, Guatemala, Sao Paulo, Caracas and
Bogota. These emerging popular sectors have demonstrated their
ability to become social and economic actors without the tutorial
paternalism of Marxist parties and their outdated theories. They
constitute the appearance of The Other Path as economist Her-
nando de Soto has called it, in a clear contrasting allusion to the
classic revolutionary way symbolized by the Maoism of Shining
Path in Peru.4 De Soto has demonstrated that the vastness of in-
formal economies prove that the poor have entrepreneurial abilities
to survive and emerge in spite of oppressive bureaucratic control
and inefficient socializing measures. There is also a religious di-
mension of this emergence. The expansion of popular Prot-
estantism in the form of popular churches among these emerging
masses has become a surprising phenomenon.

The factor that is changing the religious map of Latin America
is the growth of a variety of churches that could be described as
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“popular Protestantism” and has become a new force to be reck-
oned with on the social and political scene. The bulk of this growth
corresponds to Pentecostal churches and some observers predict
that this will become the predominant religious force in Latin
America on the eve of the Third Millennium. They are indigenous
in nature and inspired by a contagious proselytistic spirit. They
show some of the marks of the early Pentecostal movement in
North America that Hollenweger also associates with indigenous
non-white churches in other parts of the world, namely, glossolalia,
oral liturgy, a narrative style in the communication of their mes-
sage, maximum participation of all the faithful in the prayers and
decision-making, inclusion of dreams and visions in public meet-
ings, and a unique understanding of the body/mind relationship ap-
plied in healing by prayer.5 These Pentecostal churches grew es-
pecially among the most marginalized social groups in the urban
areas, usually unnoticed during their first decades. However, in
some cases political circumstances brought them to public atten-
tion, especially when governments had tensions with the Roman
Catholic Church and looked for other sources of religious leg-
itimization.

Sociology and Theology

It could be said that these popular Protestant churches have
become alternative societies that create a closed world where peo-
ple are accepted and become actors, not on the basis of what gives
them status in the world around but of values that come from their
vision of the Kingdom of God. This fact has especially caught the
attention of social scientists. After long years of academic and
journalistic hostility and misrepresentation of Latin American ev-
angelicals, a new generation of social scientists working at the mi-
cro-level have brought to light the transforming nature of the spir-
itual experience offered by these churches.6 British sociologist
David Martin has summarized and interpreted a vast amount of
data from the accumulated research of the last two decades. He
finds that the massive migration from countryside to megacity is
the background for the religious transformation: “The new society
now emerging in Latin America has to do with movement, and ev-
angelicals constitute a movement. Evangelical Christianity is a dra-
matic migration ofthe spirit matching and accompanying a dramat-
ic migration of bodies.”7

Observers and scholars have had to come to terms with the
fact that in spite of all good theory and good intentions many ac-
tions in favor of the poor were tainted by a paternalistic approach.
Social and political conscientization took the form of a struggle for
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the poor, trying to create a more just society for them rather than
with them. Historical churches connected to world communities
and denominational families had access to funds, foreign press and
even diplomatic ties that were used in an effort to help the victims
of poverty or state terrorism. Incarnation among the poor has been
many times the source of these movements, but they have failed in
mobilizing the poor themselves. By contrast, the popular Protestant
churches are popular movements in themselves. Their pastors and
leaders do not have to identify with the poor, they are the poor.
They do not have a social agenda but an intense spiritual agenda
and it is through that agenda that they have been able to have a so-
cial impact. As Martin observes about the impact of the Pen-
tecostal experience, “Above all it renews the innermost cell of the
family and protects the woman from the ravages of male desertion
and violence. A new faith is able to implant new disciplines, re-
order priorities counter corruption and destructive machismo, and
reverse the indifferent and injurious hierarchies of the outside
world.”8

All Christians in Latin America have to ask themselves what
significance these realities which sociology has now described and
interpreted has for their faith. What light do these events shed for
our understanding of what is the gospel and the mission of the
church? The questions have become important now that thousands
of Latin American evangelicals migrating to Japan, United States
and Europe are becoming lay missionaries like those that went
from Jerusalem to Antioch in New Testament times.9 They are im-
portant questions also for the many missionary-training schools
and missionary-sending organizations that are spreading all over
Latin America. Catholics would like to see the same missionary vi-
sion in their ranks, but they acknowledge that though Latin Amer-
icans constitute 42% of the Catholics of the world, only 2% of the
Catholic missionary force comes from Latin America. 10

For evangelical leaders and Catholic pastors or for anyone who
would like to accompany evangelical churches in new forms of
missionary partnership, the theological questions will have to be
considered sooner or later. Missiology must take very seriously the
material and the questions that come from the historical record and
sociological interpretation. But missiological discernment requires
also theological clarity. This book helps in providing a critical
record and evaluation of theological developments in Latin Amer-
ica during the more recent decades. Liberation theologies, funda-
mentalist or economic mission patterns, as well as evangelical mis-
siology are here described and evaluated. Readers may not always
agree with Taylor and Nüñez, but because these authors strive to
present a fair description and a logical argument, readers will be
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helped to clarify their own ideas and sort out their options. The
book does not end with academic conclusions but with a plea for a
renewed sense of mission, for the adoption of new missionary pat-
terns. I am challenged by their call for a new attitude, one that is
realistic about the crisis and courageous on the basis of the hope
that comes from Jesus Christ.

Samuel Escobar, Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary
Philadelphia, December 1994

Dr. Escobar, a Peruvian by birth, divides his time between du-
ties in the USA as Professor of Missions at Eastern Baptist Theo-
logical Seminary in Philadelphia, Pennsylvia, and those in Peru.
He served before as regional secretary for Latin America of the In-
ternational Fellowship of Evangelical Students. A theologian, writ-
er and mentor, he is honorary president of the Latin American The-
ological Fraternity.
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Introduction:

Approaching Latin America
in Crisis and Hope

William David Taylor

AS WE BEGIN THIS BOOK

It was a kind of epiphany, a transforming moment that recent eve-
fling in 1994 that transported me beyond the concrete world I observed
from the balcony of my window in the capital city of El Salvador. Dusk
gently fell over the entire capital city valley. On the far eastern side an
evening thunderstorm marched across the city, the sheets ofrain marked
in slanted lines, the dark clouds heavy. As far as my eye could see the
lights gradually blinked on, covering the valley like bright jewels on
black velvet. But beyond the physical I saw something else. . . a vision
of crisis and hope.

That evening was unavoidably juxtaposed with a previous visit to
that same city only a few years ago. Back then as dusk fell people rushed
home from work to safety, the streets dangerous; at any time you could
expect the unmistakable sounds of rifles and machine guns, the terrible
thud of bombs. Who was shooting? It depended; it could have been an-
gry and nervous government troops, or lawless right-wing death squads,
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2 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

or the committed guerrilla movements. God’s people still met in their
homes and church buildings; hut well aware of danger, they were pre-
pared with portable electric generators and offered rides home for believ-
ers without traiisportation. Back then the war economy was kept alive by
brave Salvadorans and massive injections of foreign funds, primarily
from the USA. El Salvador was not a safe place. Its citizens lived in ten-
sion. There was no hope. Countless thousands had emigrated and tens of
thousands had died in that nasty war. The nation was in crisis; it was a
microcosm ofLatin Americafor in a context of violence and injustice, the
church of Christ grew in ways that astonished everybody.

But as that evening storm moved across the valley and the lights
came on, something profound moved inside my heart. It was as if this
small nation was moving from death to life, from war to peace, from fear
to hope. The long-desired peace accord between government/military
and the Marxist movements was transforming the national psyche. The
construction industry, paralyzed for twelve years, now boomed. Creative
and hard-working citizens were now free to dream up new business and
to edge their economy into modern times—with all of its benefits and
perils. People walked and drove in relative peace, even at night. Church-
Cs sensed the change and had to challenge their peoplenot from a context
of fear but of hope and potential prosperity. As I saw the city come alive
that night with light, it seemed to picture the growth of the church of Je-
sus Christ, light advancing in the darkness. Hope in the midst of crisis.

Yet those storm clouds bode another impression, for not all was pos-

itive. The transformation from a war economy to a peace economy had
left thousands of former warriors with no skills for the new society.
Many of them had turned to highway banditry, to common violence or to
gang warfare. At night the highways and streets were only partially safe,
and people still experienced fear. The wealthy minority drove with ner-
vous peace in their Mercedes Benz and their high-tech Mitsubishi Mon-
teros. The less fortunate majority still struggled to make ends meet.
Questions remained: would the right-to-center govemement serve the in-
terests ofthe entire nation? Encouraging signs emerged, such as genuine
empowerment of former shanty-town citizens who now experienced the
privilege and responsibility of new home ownership. The government
had delivered some promises. Was this a sign ofhope?

Similar stories come from other Latin nations in clear transition, but
too many questions remain. What about the masses? The urban and rural
poor? The younger generations, restless, with no clear cause? What about
the military, back in the barracks for the most part but nervous, involved
in drug dealing in some nations? Would the structures ofthe new society
truly change? Would endemic corruption—creating its own pathological
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peace—woven into the fabric of these nations be rooted out by leaders of
integrity? Would Latin nations recognize their genuine need for each oth-
er and develop regional and continental trade covenants? Could countries
alone make it in the global economy? And where was God in all ofthis?

As I pondered these issues that night, I was swept by conflicting
waves ofemotion. Was Latin America finally moving from ongoing cri-
ses and structural weaknesses into a context of expectation and promise?
The questions gave me hope, nagged at me as well. I was drawn to re-
member again the sovereignty, mystery and message of God in Christ. A
God of hope. A God of transformation. A God of the poor (the Latin ma-
jority) and a God of the wealthy (such small but powerful minorities). A
God whose Word was being unleashed in power, yet shackled in re-
ligious traditions—whether Catholic or even evangelical. What did God
require ofhis people in the context of a changing, crises-ridden but hope-
ful Latin America?

These thoughts surged through me that night. And they seemed fit-
ting as we move into this second edition of our re-titled book on this be-
loved continent, Crisis and 1-lope in Latin America. It was not co-
incidental that my epiphany took place in El Salvador, the birth country
of my colleague and mentor, Emilio Antonio Nüfiez, for in a special way
it brought us back together again in “nuestra America Latina.”

Latin America . . . that rich, multi-colored tapestry of race, lan-
guage, religion, geography, history and politics! A collage of the contem-
porary juxtaposing itself alongside the ancient. Where traditional value
systems and family structures pressured by modem secularization are
experiencing major disintegration. Where the search continues for a po-
litical and economic system that will reverse the development of under-
development. Where a sense of gloom can sweep in when one con-
templates the structural inequities that generate endemic poverty and
human tragedy.

Latin America . . . with its multi-billion-dollar, sophisticated drug
industry (supplying local and international demands), its history of tradi-
tional dictatorships and the facile image of the “banana republics” with
revolving-door governments. Latin America with its Central American
scenario that had so upset USA policies, generating the temporary fear of
a mainland Marxist government. Latin America.. . hopelessly mired in
its unprecedented external debt while threatening to default on her inter-
national debts. Latin America . . . with the traditional image of a man
asleep under his sombrero, with that man’s guerrilla son, having tensely
grasped a machine gun in recent years, but perhaps the grandson holds a
cellular phone to keep in contact with his own business. Latin America...
spawning ground of Liberation Theology, that blend of Marxist ideology
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and Christian theology that both fascinates and repels, and now in its
own crisis due to the collapse ofphilosophical, European Marxism.

Latin America . . . continent in crisis, but also hope. Political, ec-
onomic, cultural, social, and spiritual factors still conspire to generate
instability, uncontrolled change, violence and chaos. Sadly approaching
the end of his life, Simon Bolivar, El Libertador, champion of Spanish
American independence, sorrowfully observed, “America is ungovern-
able.” Were he to return today he would discover his lament tragically
compounded. Ormight he be encouraged, even hopeful?

Finally, Latin America, scenario of God’s providence with perhaps
fifty-three million evangelicals (some estimates surge to sixty-five mil-
lion) out of a population over 452.5 million; with God’s people on the
move, evangelizing, establishing new churches, developing new sensitiv-
ities to the social implications of the gospel, and increasingly involved in
the political arenas (with mixed results). Evangelicals committed to self-
theologizing and also obedient to their appropriation of globalized mis-
sions vision. The Word ofGod has never assured the church that peace,
prosperity, power and privilege are necessary to her growth. To the con-
trary, Christ promised that his church would be built in spite of the con-
fictive forces of Hades. Latin American Christians have lived this re-
ality, and from a context ofpoverty and powerlessness God has blessed.
Now they will face growing secularization and materialism. Would nom-
inalism eat up and neutralize their vibrant core values? Are we seeing a
new and dangerous “cultural evangelicalism”?

Latin America is all of the above and so much more. With all ofthe
available resources on Latin America—in a recent index of books in
print over 3,296 new titles for sale dealt with our area—why one more?

THIS STILL COMES AS AN URGENTLY NEEDED BOOK

Why one more? Simply because there is no major contemporary
work on this magnificent continent which will inform evangelical Chris-
tians on a broad scale about Latin America’s history, culture, social re-
ality and spiritual dynamics. We urgently need an updated book that,
from an evangelical perspective, will also shape opinions and mis-
siological reflection which will lead to restructured missions attitudes
and action in Latin America.

This book therefore should fill a significant gap in evangelical lit-
erature. We will attempt to explain what is happening today. But even
more important, we want to develop why Latin America is the way it is
today. Because of this, our work is openly interpretative; it is our per-
spective, as Samuel Escobar notes in his provocative essay. The reader
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may discover differences of emphasis even between the two major au-
thors, but hopefully the reader will be challenged to develop an in-
quiring mindset. The present-day conflicts which have ripped the very
fabric of Latin America do have a particular background history that will
lead us all toward greater understanding.

For example, what makes eachLatin countryunique? Take a “small
example.” Why is Nicaragua what and where it is today? The answer
forces us to return 500 years to Hernán Cortez and the other Spanish con-
quistadores to examine the system which they imposed on this “New
World.” Only then we can place into context the sad litany of mis-
directed North American foreign policy. Add to this the explosive ideal-
ism of Marxist socialism which appealed at a certain moment in history
to the Sandinista leaders of a poverty-wracked nation. Then came the
shocking elections which replaced that political regime. Finally, reflect
upon the greedy, corrupt and sinful nature of humanity, coupled with de-
monic elements at work in all of our societies—left, center or right wing.
But even these simplifications cannot explain Nicaragua adequately.
Every country has its own particularstory.

THIS IS A PANORAMIC BOOK

It would be impossible to treat this continent exhaustively; and the
reader who wishes to do so can utilize the many sources cited in the vari-
ous chapters to delve deeper into subtopics. We want to provide a sweep-
ing perspective with a primary focus on the nineteen nations which have
an Ibenan heritage: Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicara-
gua, Costa Rica, Panama, Dominican Republic, Cuba, Colombia, Ecua-
dor, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Venezuela and
Brazil.1 We will not deal specifically with Puerto Rico, nor the unique
Hispanic world of the United States which explodes with growth due to
high birth rates, as well as legal and illegal immigration—seeking the
myth of the American Dream. These require an independent analysis, a!-
though they are part of the broader Latin American reality. The treatment
will probably be uneven, simply because we the authors do not possess
all ofthe knowledge necessary. We will have to generalize.2

PART I: William Taylor

Chapter 1 offers a sweeping panorama ofLatin America, its rich ge-
ography, races, population dynamics, political, religious and cultural fab-
rics. Chapter 2 develops a brief history of the area from pre-Columbian
days up to the contemporary scenario. The book by nature of ongoing
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current events will be dated; but this should not weaken its overall goals.
Following our historical survey, Chapter 3 examines some of the polit-
ical and socio-economic realities which operate today in Latin America.
This will become significant for anyone who wishes to serve with under-
standing in Latin America. Too many Christians, including a significant
percentage of the evangelical missionary force, have formed their at-
titudes about Latin America without even a simple knowledge ofits his-
torical formation. Chapter 4 looks at some of the religious dynamics at
work today in Latin America. This includes Roman Catholicism as well
as the rise of Protestantism within that religious context. One of the sig-
nificant realities about the Protestant movement in Latin America is that
the overwhelming majority of its members are thorough-going evangel-
icals. However, the spirit of error is at work today in Latin America. This
can be best observed in the exploding growth of spiritism, particularly
visible in Brazil where some 35% of the population practice some kind
of spiritism. Part I concludes with a chapter exploring certain facets of
the Latin American woridview, mentality and value systems. This last
section will be a personal perspective by one born in Costa Rica and who
has lived thirty years in Latin America.

PART II: Emilio A. NtIñez C.

This section, beginning with Chapter 6, will examine the various
Christs who have been brought to Latin America. Of special interest to
students of Latin America is the Post-Vatican Council II Roman Catho!-
icism ofLatin America; fourchapters will deal with this topic. Chapter 7,
written at a particular moment of history, discusses the most recent re-
awakenings and search for renewal which the Roman church has been
experiencing in a singular way in Latin America. Many significant de-
velopments have permanently changed Latin American Catholicism
since the mid-sixties, with another cluster of changes coming in the last
decade. And even as we write there are continuing modifications that ag-
gravate an already complex scenario. For example, in some sectors of the
Roman church there is a disturbing return to pre-Vatican II values, with
evangelicals becoming once again members of the “sects,” and no longer
enjoying what they had been for a season, “separated brethren.”

Chapter 8 investigates the revolutionary ferment expressed in Lib-
eration Theology. The strength of this particular essay stems from the
fact that the author is a son of the proletariat, one who has personally
lived poverty and hence can understand the legitimate causes behind this
distinctive theological-ideological system with its particular analysis and
purported solutions. He also writes about the pastoral revolution as ex-



Introduction 7

pressed in the Basic Ecclesial Communities. These two revolutionary
changes offer particular challenges to the evangelicals of Latin America.

Núñez then reviews in Chapter 9 the challenge of the charismatic
movement, particularly within the Catholic Church. The reality that per-
haps 70% of all Latin American evangelicals are involved in various
charismatic-Pentecostal groups cannot be underestimated. This religious
phenomenon can be observed sweeping through Catholicism, Prot-
estantism, and even outside of these two major bodies. It presents new
spiritual equations unheard of before in the area. Chapter 10 concludes
the section on Roman Catholicism by focusing on the viability of struc-
tural changes within this church. Some writers suggest that Latin Cathol-
icism faces today a crossroads similar to Luther’s, with the option of true
biblical change. Others doubt this scenario. Núñez speaks to this issue,
both from a historical and contemporary basis in his update in the new
chapter of this book.

How can we do theology in Latin America? What does it mean to
contextualize the Word of God within the Latin American context? With
the highest view of the Scriptures and their authority, Chapter 11 argues
that too much Christianity has been transported to Latin America in for-
eign pots and soil. It is time that non-Latin Christians learn to trust the
leadership of the Holy Spirit in the lives of his Latin servants, and to re-
spect their ability to discern and apply the Scriptures with redeeming
power and effectiveness within the context of their own reality. The Lat-
in American churches have been largely self-supporting, self-governing
and self-propagating. Now they must become self-theologizing. Par-
ticular emphasis is given to evangelical contextualization of theological
education in Latin America.

Chapter 12 looks at the challenge of Christian social responsibility
in Latin America. From within Latin American soil, based on Scripture
and stirred by the speaking and writing of key leaders, evangelicals in
Latin America have recently reawakened to a new and high calling as
they apply the social implications of the gospel to their context. This has
called for a re-examination ofthe global mission of the church. Without
diminishing the call to personal salvation by faith through the work of
Christ, this new awakening has led not only to a sensitive social involve-
ment but also to a commitment to social development and full participa-
tion in the political arena that could leadto national transformation.

PART III: William Taylor and Emilio A. Nüflez C.

In Chapter 14 Taylor attempts to summarize Latin events and re-
alities shaping this continent since the first edition was published. Space
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allows only the briefest updating. Taylor writes of the genera! socio-
politico-economic and religious pictures. In Chapter 15 Núñez focuses
on recent changes taking place in both the Roman Catholic Church and
Liberation Theology. In Chapter 16 Taylor renews his call forthe awak-
ening of careful, loving attitudes and behavior with regards to Latin
America. This part of the world has its own particular ethos. While the
needs ofLatin America may perhaps seem similar to those of the West-
ern nations, they are in reality profoundly different.

Every Christian servant committed to Latin America must under-
stand and appreciate the complex cluster of historical, cultural and socio-
economic factors that make Latin America what it is today. The future
for the evangelical church in Latin America could be unusually bright.
However, this is contingent upon taking the implications ofthe Word se-
riously within the context of Latin America. Clearly national leaders
must lead the way. Major lessons must be learned by expatriate evangel-
ical mission agencies working in Latin America. Some of these lessons
must be learned by Latin leaders also. But no longer can non-Latin agen-
cies be run as transnational corporations where decisions are made far
from the local context and with little regard for those at the grassroots
who are primarily impacted by the decisions that seriously affect the Lat-
in American churches and leadership. This must change. No longer can
foreign missionaries operate without a sensitive commitment to partner-
ship in mission or without a loving understanding of history and culture.
These lessons will apply as well to those non-Latin intercessory friends
ofLatin America, who can then pray with greater insight and wisdom.

THIS IS AN EVANGELICAL BOOK

Both authors are committed evangelicals whose shared eccle-
siastical roots are grounded in Latin soil. We are Protestants by heritage,
and we wish to identify ourselves with other writers whose perspective
on Latin America has been guided by that tradition.3 A few works stand
out as significant in their treatment of Latin America. That magnificent
work, The Other Spanish Christ, by John A. Mackay (1932) remains an
unparalleled classic. Mackay called it “[a] study in the spiritual history of
Spain and South America.” We acknowledge our debt to this astute ob-
server of human nature and spiritual truth who served as a Presbyterian
missionary to Peru.

Then in 1958 W. Stanley Rycroft wrote Religion and Faith in Latin
America, a penetrating study of what at that time was the start ofthe ev-
angelical growth in Latin America. Wilfred Scopes edited (1962) The
Christian Ministiy in Latin America and the Caribbean, commissioned
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by and guided by the perspective of the World Council of Churches and
with significant information. It was Latin American Church Growth
(1969), authored by William R. Read, Victor M. Monterroso and Har-
mon A. Johnson, that first documented with greater care the growth of
this work ofGod. While some ofthe statistics were disputed, this was the
first volume that compiled so many facts on Latin America. Since then,
others have written, such as North American J. Edwin On in 1978 with
Evangelical Awakenings in Latin America, and Bolivian Methodists Es-
ther and Mortimer Arias with their passionate and provocative The Cry
ofMy People.

More recent publications can be mentioned. Written from the per-
spective of the sociology of religion, British scholar David Martin in
Tongues of Fire: The Explosion of Protestantism in Latin America sym-
pathetically documents spiritual phenomena which secular and Catholic
scholars had not taken into account. Guillenno Cook, New Face of the
Church in Latin America, Between Tradition and Change, has edited a
very profitable work addressing the church from an interconfessional
perspective. And Mike Berg and Paul Pretiz give us a popular presenta-
tion of Latin evangelical growth in The Gospel People. We would like
this work of ours to stand as an evangelical expression from within Latin
America.

THIS IS A RISKY BOOK

Others more qualified will be quick to underscore the shortcomings
and limited perspectives of Crisis and Hope in Latin America. We have
traveled throughout all the Latin American countries, yet our knowledge
is incomplete. Some will feel overwhelmed with the plethora of in-
formation, with the details and statistics, or complain of dated material.
It’s “too academic and dry,” some will say, and others, “too superficial.”
Yet others will criticize our theological presuppositions, or perhaps our
apparent socio-political-economic naivete and lack of major condemna-
tion of North American foreign policy.

An inherent shortcoming in this type of a book is the documentation
time-limitation. We are writing about dynamic realities, not merely fixed
historical events. Therefore the day after the manuscript is sent in, cur-
rent events change history. This happened to us in the process of writing
drafts of the first edition, as well as this revised one. So forgive us. We
write with the panorama of data before us, but we also write from the
heart and from experience.

Some may feel that our weakness is in what we did not say, or what
we avoided writing to evade problems. They may say that we should
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have spent more time on political and economic issues and less on “tri-
umphalist Latin American evangelical progress.” To all of our readers
and evaluators we will be grateful if you let us know what we might have
done to strengthen the book. For now this again is our attempt, our read-
ing, and our set of priorities as we study Latin America from a Christian
point ofview.

THIS IS A LOVING PERSPECTIVE

It is written by a Salvadoran theologian/writer/pastor/teacher/mentor
with his Christian ministry based in neighboring Guatemala forover fifty
years, primarily at the Central American Theological Seminary. He has
been privileged by God’s grace to travel and to speak widely, as well as
to participate in major Latin American as well as global evangelical de-
velopments in recent decades. It is co-authored by a hybrid semi-
norteamericano who has based his ministry for seventeen years also in
Guatemala and who has lived for thirty years in Central America. He is
currently director of the Missions Commission, World Evangelical Fel-
lowship, serving the international body of evangelicals.

We write with both passion and a clear mind, fully responsible for
what we affirm and defend. Our love is focused on Latin America, her
ethos, her nations and her people, on what they are as a product of cu!-
ture, geography, human history and God’s grace. Undoubtedly Latin
America is a continent in crisis. The meaning of this term “crisis” is well
expressed in the Quiche Maya language synonym. Actually it is a phrase,
xak quieb cubij pakawi—literally, “just two it says on us.” The dynamic
equivalent is “something I’m in and either way I go it’s trouble.” And
that is the case with Latin America, where semmingly whatever road it
takes is trouble. Yet we also see rays of hope in two dimensions, the sec-
ular and the spiritual. However, our ultimate hope is placed in a sove-
reign God who has a future for these nations, her peoples, and his church.

William David Taylor
December 1995

NOTES

1 We are limiting our work to the nations which are aresultof Spanish or Portuguese
colonization and which speak either of those two languages. We are excluding ter-
ritories which are products of French, Dutch or English colonization. Puerto Rico
continues as a commonwealth of the United States, with its particular history and
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ethos, but much of this book will still apply to Puerto Rico, and statistical in-
formation will be included at different times.

2 This revision has left the fourteen chapters of the first edition almost intact. A few
changes were made, primarily in the statistical data, and some obviously changed
political sections (such as Nicaragua).

3 John MacKay, The Oilier Spanish: Christ (TheMacMillan Company, 1932). W.
Stanley Rycroft, Religion and Fail/i in Latin America (The Westminster Press,
1958). Wilfred Scopes, ed., The Christian Ministry in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean (Commission on World Mission and Evangelism, World Council ofChurch-
es, 1962). William R. Read, Victor M. Monterroso, and Harmon A Johnson, Latin
AmericanChurch Growth (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1969). J. Ed-
win On, EvangelicalAwakenings in Latin America (Bethany Fellowship, Inc.,
1978). Estherand Mortimer Arias, The Cry ofMy People (Friendship Press, 1980).
The Arias book must be read taking into account their deep commitment to many
themes of Liberation Theology. DavidMartin, Tongues of Fire: The Explosion of
Protestantism in Latin America (Blackwell, 1991). GuillermoCook, New Faceof
the Church in Latin America, Between Tradition and Change (Orbis, 1994). Mike
Berg and Paul Pretiz, The Gospel People (MARC/LAM, 1992).
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Critical Background Issues
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1
A Contemporary Panorama

of Latin America
Latin America is a dynamic tapestry, a living mosaic, a collage, a

kaleidoscope. No one analogy does justice to this continent in crisis.
Clearly, a personal perspective depends on presuppositions and desires.
The tourist views the very narrow slice, only what is on the tour, seldom
if ever observing the broader Latin American reality. The journalist has a
story to research as briefly as possible, and then to write. Some, in search
of “more bang and blood for their buck,” will report what may not be the
truth. Very seldom, if ever, will either the tourist or the journalist under-
stand the complex historical and spiritual textures ofthis tapestry.

The Marxist, the secular or religious historian, the involved par-
ticipant in Latin American life and history: they each have their per-
spective. So does the Christian student of Latin America. But, one hopes,
the believer in Jesus Christ will utilize all the resources at hand to study
and to appreciate this region and its people. Christians are not neutral; we
operate with a set of presuppositions that guide our perception of reality
and establish ultimate truth. We are controlled by our pre-
understandings—those subconscious sets of values that shape us. An ev-
angelical product of a middle-class background, even a foreign mis-
sionary, will perceive reality through his particular socioeconomic lens.
But as we approach Latin America, let us ask the Spirit ofGod to guide
us into all truth, including an historical understanding which can translate
into sensitive action today.

15
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THERE IS NO ONE LATIN AMERICA: YET—

The Varieties

Anyone who travels throughout the area, even within a single coun-
try, might conclude that there are many Latin Americas. We could, for
example, focus on the multiple races—Spanish, Portuguese and other Eu-
ropeans, the Indians, the Africans, the Orientals, and the genetic mixtures
that make up Latin America. We could look at the variegated geography,
from sere deserts to impenetrable jungles, from the wide pampas to the
rugged Andes and their ski slopes. We could examine the various polit-
ical systems operating in the area, each one vying for the people’s al-
legiance, or the conflicting but perhaps appealing religious alternatives
that woo and call for spiritual commitment. Or we could think regionally:
Mexico in the north, the Caribbean nations (tending to include Ven-
ezuela), Central America, and Panama—connecting continents, the An-
dean nations, mammoth Brazil, and the Southern Cone of Argentina,
Chile, Paraguay, and Uruguay.

There is no single language spokenby all, and many nations are pol-
yglot. Spanish is the national language for some 285 million inhabitants,
while Portuguese is spoken by more than 158 million. But about 670 oth-
er languages are spoken, for multiplied millions claim a mother tongue
spoken even before Columbus touched tierrafirnie in this “New World.”
For example, in Guatemala there are more than twenty-three different
languages. If you factor in socio-economic elements you have even more
Americas to confuse the observer: the minuscule plutocracy (two per-
cent?) governs from the top while the “popular classes” (up to eighty per-
cent) subsist and serve on the bottom. With relatively small middle class-
es (eighteen percent?), the present social dichotomy offers a smoldering
fuse that could potentially convulse the entire continent.

The Controvery Over the Name

So, if there is no single, easily-defined Latin America, what are we
to make of “Latin America”? The magnificent Columbian writer Germán
Arcineigas argues for a novel approach—to call the entire continent
“America” subdividing it into four ethnic regions entitled: Hispano
America, Portuguese America, English America ofthe USA, and Anglo-
French America of Canada. With warm eloquence he affirms:
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When the four historical processes of the four Americas
are explained in this summary manner, a better understanding
of their differences and likenesses is possible. Because of a
long series of experiences, the inhabitants of Hispano-America
express themselves in Spanish, and along with their language
they have retained the Catholic religion, Roman law, and a ten-
dency toward quixotic flights of fancy. The free fusion of
bloods has created in them a certain instability, which was aug-
mented by the profoundly revolutionary rupture of 1810, when
the spirit of republicanism rebelled against the centuries-old
tradition of powerful hierarchies that had kept the colonies un-
der the rule of a remote power. Since then, the Spanish lan-
guage in America has taken on the ring ofan aggressive idiom.

The Portuguese America of Brazil have come to speak
Portuguese with a caressing, delightful, almost danceable ac-
cent, warm and bright with sun and carnival. While others were
spending their time thinking of armaments, the Brazilians were
devoting their time to study. Once having spanned their Am-
azon of politics with bridges of intelligent and peaceful agree-
ment, these people are replete with good sense and serenity
that have given their language a tinge ofphilosophical humor.

The people of the English America of the United States
have expanded their language into a lively, constructive idiom
as rich as their country, precise, unambiguous, spread over an
America that has broadened as the contours of a prosperous
democratic empire have expanded, one in which complications
and difficulties arise only when races and traditions other than
those of the white men of the thirteen original colonies come
into play. This is a country in which religious freedom is prac-
ticed in many accents and with a tradition of work that has
made its factories and its New York of steel-and-glass sky-
scrapers outstanding in the world.

The people of the Anglo-French America of Canada now
speak both English and French. The two languages are not sep-
arated by an English Channel. The images of the saints in the
Catholic churches are not decapitated. Canada, almost as large
as all of Spanish America, contains fewer inhabitants than Co-
lombia and Ecuador combined. It developed in peace; while
others were spending their time winning independence through
warfare, the Canadians were busy establishing industries, fell-
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ing pine forests to make paper, trapping beavers for fur coats,
and converting waterfalls into electric energy. History has fro-
zen there in the winter since the days of the Vikings. But when
the snow melts, the eighteen million Canadians come forth and
start back to work. A third of them speak a somewhat archaic
French. To us, these four Americas are four great provinces on
a continental mass, moving along their separate paths in search
ofthe same thing: freedom. 1

How did this vast area even become baptized with the name Amer-
ica? Certainly Christopher Columbus did not dream it up. He was con-
vinced—evcn until his death—that he had discovered the shorter route to
“Zipango,” his term for Japan. One distinguished Argentine historian has
argued that the area should have carried the name “Cristoforoso Co-
lombo” in honor of the first discoverer.2 Because Columbus was certain
that he had arrived in the “Indies,” he called the inhabitants Indians.
Hence Spain called the area “The West Indies” on its map, and held to
this title for almost four centuries. “By the time it had become clear that
the discovered land was actually a new continent, or a New World, it was
too late to rectify the error, or else there was no particular reason for do-
ing so.”3

The title America actually came from an Italian who followed Co-
lumbus.

Between 1499 and 1502 a Florentine businessman trading
in Sevilla, Amerigo Vespucci, made three voyages in the
course of which he discovered the mouth of the Amazon River
and explored the coast of South America from Venezuela
southward beyond the Rio de la Plata. His discoveries were so
well publicized in Europe as opening up a New World, that his
first name was affixed to the new continent and eventually to
the entire hemisphere of Columbus. Seldom has fame so abun-
dantly rewarded a man for so little, though in fact it was he,
rather than Columbus, who first claimed to have discovered a
new world.4

When the “United States of America” was chosen as the name for
the new North American republic (and various names heatedly competed
for the honor), the French began to call the Spanish- and Portuguese-
speaking peoples “Latin Americans” because of the languages with Latin
roots. That name has persevered. Still others have argued for “Hispanic
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America,” or “Iberoamerica.” The reality is that no name alone will ad-
equately describe the rich complexity of history and culture. And all of
these names leave out the Indian and black heritage. What shall we make
of this struggle regarding Latin America’s name? Nothing much can be
done at this point. Let us speak simply of Latin America.

Arciniegas has underscored some of the elements which bind these
Latin American lands. Let us name as many as possible: a common pre-
Columbian heritage; a conquest; a colonial period and an independence
movement; languages; religion; a sense of supranational culture better
experienced outside ofthe continent; and a cultural heritage largely from
the Roman Mediterranean world. He concludes warmly:

Furthermore, there is a unity in the Latin American re-
publics. They constitute a bloc with a spirit all its own. José
Marti, who was never inclined to use the expression “Latin
America,” spoke of “our America,” a cordially definitive term
that often is chosen to convey a more intimate vision of this ge-
ographical zone.5

THE GEOGRAPHICAL PANORAMA

On Thursday night, October 11, 1492, Columbus was the first
known European to set eyes on the New World, and his first impressions
of those historic days underscore the natural beauty he saw. His diario,
possibly edited by the priest-historian Bartolomé de las Casas, has the
notations: “Set upon shore, they saw very green trees and many waters
and fruits of various kinds....” Later, “The island is quite large and very
flat and with very green trees and many waters and a very large lake in
the center, without any mountain.”6

It Defies Description

To take it all in, you would have to travel 7,000 miles from the Rio
Grande (Rio Bravo to the Mexicans) down to Cape Horn, and at its wid-
est point you would trek 3,200 miles from Peru’s Pacific shores through
Brazil to the Atlantic Ocean. Latin America takes up fifteen percent of
the world’s land mass, close to 7.7 million square miles, and about eight
percent of the world’s population, 442 million people. This makes Latin
America larger than the combined size ofthe United States and Canada,
with their total of some 7.5 million square miles. Western Europe has
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much less, just 1.4 million square miles.7 Brazil alone takes up fifty per-
cent of the Latin American land mass, is larger than the forty-eight con-
tiguous ofthe United States, and is twice as large as WesternEurope.

From jungles to mountains, from lush tropical forests laden with ex-
quisite orchids to barren plains, Latin America has it all. You will find
deserts in the high plateaus of northern Mexico and the mineral-rich
Atacama region of Chile, in the Ilanos of Colombia and Venezuela, in
the caatinga of northeastern Brazil, and in northwestern Argentina and
the Bolivian Andes. Latin America encompasses various mountain rang-
es, with a major rugged spine running from Mexico all the way down to
Cape Horn at the tip of Chile. Just the Andes alone extend 4,000 miles
and range between 100 and 400 miles wide. Mount Aconcagua, the high-
est peak of the hemisphere at 23,000 feet, rises majestically on the Ar-
gentine-Chilean border. Volcanoes, many active and others dormant for
now, puncture the skies with their green-blue-grey shapes and smol-
dering power.

The jungles evoke sweeping emotions—dark, dense, human-swal-
lowing, haunting. Dozer expresses it well:

Almost completely unconquerable by white men has been
the luxuriant, savage jungle or selva, where the few trails lead
like dark caverns into the mysterious unknown and every step
makes a pool in the boggy ground. This “Green Hell” has ex-
erted a decisive influence upon the course of settlement. In the
ancient Mayan country of Yucatan and Guatemala, in the
southern part of the Central American isthmus, in large parts of
the Amazon River basin, and in the swamplands of the Chaco
in Paraguay, the tropical forests with their endless maze of
trunks, lianas, creepers, ferns, roots, and plants that . . . twist
about one another, climbing upward, have raised a menacing,
impenetrable front to civilization. They inexorably smother out
all would-be conquerors and all evidences of their handiwork
in their tentaclelike embrace. In no other setting perhaps do
man’s efforts seem so puny and futile. Latin America has a
larger expanse of rainy tropical area than any other continent.
In the Amazon Basin the heavy rainfall, which exceeds 80
inches a years, leaches away almost all surface fertility, and
even the jungle trees maintain a precarious existence only by
clutching a roothold in the dissolving terrain. A civilized ag-
ricultural existence here is difficult if not impossible for white
men.8
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Yet many areas of these same jungles are in danger of being de-
stroyed by humans. Larger than France and West Germany combined,
the vast northeast area of Brazil, the Sertao, endures a perpetual drought
crisis. The area is roughly 730 miles wide and 1,000 miles long, and mil-
lions of people remain there working the land and living in its large cit-
ies.9 These conditions also spawn rebellion against Brazil’s central gov-
ernment when officials ignore the area’s social problems. Meanwhile the
Panama Canal faces an uncertain future due to the destruction of the rain
forest in the 1,300 square-mile watershed area along the route of the ca-
nal. “By 1950 some 20% of the forest had been cut. Now more than 70%
has vanished, and about 800 acres of the remainder is being cleared eve-
ry year.”°Not only is the topsoil being washed away, but annual rainfall
has decreased by as much as ten percent since 1900.

The Rivers

There are four major river systems in Latin America: the Magdalena
in Colombia; the Rio de la Plata emerging in Buenos Aires and including
the Uruguay, Paraguay, and Paraná rivers; the Orinoco of Venezuela, and
the vast Amazon. While the Orinoco is not the best known, it boasts sub-
stantial statistics: 1,284 miles long; two known sources in Venezuela
near the Brazilian border; many channels going into the ocean; small
ocean-going vessels able to travel 260 miles up river and smaller ships
able to sail for 500 miles above the Maipures and Atures rapids. Its total
navigable length is 4,300 miles.” North American evangelicals might re-
member it for the mission that for years carried its name, the Orinoco
RiverMission—now merged with The Evangelical Alliance Mission.

It is the Amazon system that overpowers our imagination: con-
taining more water than thecombined Nile, Yangtze, and Mississippi riv-
ers; more than 4,000 miles long; joined by more than 200 tributaries;
deep, navigable water that allows large ships to sail 1,800 miles (equal to
the distance from New York to Houston) up to Equitos, Peru, and smaller
ships 1,000 miles farther upstream; 150 miles wide at its mouth; draining
a basin close to the size ofthe United States, yet only some four million
people live in that basin. The Peruvian novelist Ciro Alegria has

depicted life in the tropical rain forest dominated by the pres-
ence of a great river, the upper reaches of the Amazon. One of
the characters of his novel The Golden Serpent (La Serpiente
de Oro, 1935) gazes at the Amazon’s tributary and exclaims,
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“The river, yes, the river. I never thought of it. It is so large, so
masterful, and it has made all this, hasn’t it?”12
The river received its name as a result of an Indian attack in 1542

against Francisco Orellana, the first conquistador to explore the river.
The Indians were led by a warrior who appeared to be female, and so the
Spaniards called their attackers “Amazons” in memory of the female
warriors ofGreek mythology.

Chile: The Prime Example ofGeographical Variety

Perhaps you have heard of the child’s joke, “Dad, give me a country
that can fit on a dinner plate!” Well, the answer obviously is Chile, the
country whose name comes from an Indian term that means “where the
land ends.” It is a wrinkled ribbon of land stretching more than 2,600
miles from the Bolivian and Peruvian borders down to Cape Horn. Nev-
ertheless that thin ribbon, never wider than 210 miles and as narrow as
seventy-five miles, squeezes in an area larger than Texas. Chile also
owns the Juan Fernández Islands of Robinson Crusoe fame, and Easter
Island, 2,300 miles to the west in the Pacific Ocean. E. Bradford Burns,
UCLA professor of Latin American studies, writes:

No single country better illustrates the kaleidoscopic variety of
Latin American geography than Chile, that long, lean land
clinging to the Pacific shore for 2,600 miles. One of the
world’s bleakest and most forbidding deserts in the north gives
way to rugged mountains with forests and alpine pastures. The
Central Valley combines a Mediterranean climate with fertile
plains, the heartland of Chile’s agriculture and population.
Moving southward, the traveler encounters dense mixed fo-
rests, heavy rainfall, and a cold climate, a warning of the gla-
ciers and rugged coasts which lie beyond. Snow remains per-
manently in most ofTerra del Fuego. 13

Geography: The Mother ofPeople

There is yet another dimension to geography, well expressed in an
old Spanish proverb: “Tell me where you live and I’ll tell you what kind
of people you are” (Dime dónde vives y te dire qué pueblo eres), which
underscores the fact that geography determines a people’s destiny. The
vast natural resources of Latin America have been only partially tapped,
for many ofthem lie in hostile natural surroundings. Additionally, a his-
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toric-cultural mindset toward development has stymied healthy develop-
ment of these resources.14 The Andes Mountains, for all their beauty,
have hindered internal and international communications since the co-
lonial era up to the present. The colonial cities had more contact with the
mother country even than with each other, and this has contributed to the
fragmentation within Latin America today. Arocena said to me once,
“Geography is not our mother, she is our stepmother.”

THE RACES OF LATIN AMERICA

The Spectrum

Walk through the streets of any major city of Latin America and
you cannot help but see the polychromatic spectrum of the races. From
pure Indian—with hints of oriental features—to white European, from
ebony black to shades of mulatto, brown, and yellow, Latin America
presents a racial mosaic. Originally, three major racial stocks came to-
gether to define Latin America’s people: Indians, Europeans of the Iber-
ian peninsula, and blacks. The other races came much later. Dozer goes
into detail:

Latin America is inhabited by. . . almost all possible combina-
tions of racial and national strains. The population of Ar-
gentina, for example, is 90 percent European in origin, whereas
that of Paraguay, adjoining it to the north, is Guarani Indian in
about the same proportion.... Not only Spain, Portugal, France,
England, and Holland, but also Germany, Italy, Africa, and
even Asia are actively present in Latin America today. Here
are white Argentines and black Venezuelans who speak the
language of Castile; copper-colored Paraguayans who know
only theirnative Guarani; black Haitians who speak French pa-
tois; black Barbadians, Trinidadians, and Panamanians who
speak Oxford English; Uruguayans of Italian origin who speak
Spanish; Colombian cholos, completely Indian in face and fig-
ure, who haggle with customers in the market in Spanish; Cu-
racaoans who live in Dutch colonial houses and speak a con-
glomerate idiom of French, Spanish, Dutch, and English called
papianiento; German Chileans and Brazilians who have spok-
en the language of their German fatherland for four genera-
tions; Englishmen by whom Buenos Aires is always pro-
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Portraits from the Latin
American Racial Mosaic
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nounced “Bonuz Arez” and Managua always “Menaigu-wa”;
and a host of other linguistic groups. Spanish America is far
from being entirely Spanish in language. Brazil is far from be-
ing entirely Portuguese in either tongue or culture.... Latin
America is a crossroads ofnationalities and races.15

The Indians

How many Indians were there when the Spanish conquistadores ar-
rived? Estimates range widely from an unrealistic low of fifteen million
up to an extreme high of one hundred million. Probably a middle figure
would be closer to the truth, but nobody really knows. What is clearly
documented, however, is the tragic extermination of millions of Indians
because of the new diseases, war, and violent treatment introduced by the
conquistadores. Just in Mexico a 1532 study registered 16,871,408 In-
dians, but by 1608 this number had been reduced to 1,069,255.16

Throughout the centuries the Indians have attempted to hold to their
own social structure that focuses on the family, the clan, the tribe. Their
prime loyalties have been, and continue to be to this day, the local unit of
village or town. Their worldview is bound to the perception of the super-
natural invading the totality of life. This view guides and shapes their
personal and communal history. They are basically animistic, worshiping
the spirits. Most have historically been tillers, herders, hunters. The three
major civilizations at the time of the conquest were the Aztecs of Mex-
ico, the Mayans of the Yucatan and Guatemala, and the Incas ofthe An-
dean areas. More will be said about these major cultures later.

Today we have only estimates of the Indian populations. The coun-
tries classified as “Indian nations” are Mexico, Guatemala, Peru, Ecua-
dor, Bolivia, and parts of Colombia. Hundreds of smaller Indian groups
live scattered throughout the other countries, primarily in Panama, Ven-
ezuela, and Brazil. Generally they are a people who have had to live un-
der oppression since the conquest, although it must be said that some
were oppressors in their own right before the arrival of the Spanish. This
is documented by their own customs of slavery and in other cases even
human sacrifice. In some countries the Indian fighting blood has boiled
over. Indian guerillas have taken up arms in Guatemala, but the most viv-
id example of this violence is witnessed today in Peru with the Sendero
Luminoso (Shining Path). This guerilla movement originally attempted to
combine elements of Inca renaissance and Maoist thinking, but rapidly
degenerated into a desperate example of cruel violence in conflict with a
repressive military reaction.
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Few countries have expressed a greater appreciation for their Indian
heritage than Paraguay. Although Spanish is the official language, Guar-
ant remains the language ofthe heart; it is spoken in humble and wealthy
homes as well as the highest government offices. The language is a gift
ofthe GuaranI people, who were present at the conquest and whose lan-
guage has “conquered” a modern nation. Today it is not so easy to es-
tablish just who is Indian and who is mestizo. The more recent census-
takers establish the cultural identity ofpeople not so much by race as by
dress and language. If they are Indian by race but are dressed “Western”
or speak Spanish, then they are no longer considered Indian in the of-
ficial sense.

Significantly, the Indians are awakening to the fact that their large
population serves also as a potential political block. Many towns ofGua-
temala formerly controlled by the ladinos (Spanish-Indian mixture) now
rest in the hands of elected Indians. There is a new sense ofself-worth, of
Indianisnio, surging in Latin America, a movement ofperhaps up to four
hundred local and regional groups. Their growing power is felt now in
Brazil, Bolivia, Peru, Colombia, Guatemala, and Ecuador. 17 Evangelical
ministries among the Indian peoples, such as Summer Institute of Lin-
guistics-Wycliffe Bible Translators, are also feeling the negative side of
radical Indianismo. In some ofthese cases SIL-WBT is under attack as a
destroyer of culture and an imposer offoreign culture-religion.

Jndianisnzo is also a phenomenon currently experienced among ev-
angelicals, and particularly witnessed in the Quechua descendants of the
Incas. In the highlands of Peru and Bolivia a people’s movement is
bringing thousands to a personal relationship with Christ. As Christians
we clearly must respect the Indian as one created in God’s image, pre-
cious, the object of Christ’s love. We also must thank God for the ded-
icated ministries of Wycliffe Bible Translators and New Tribes Missions,
whose study of both language and people has been made so that the
Word of God might speak to Indian hearts in themother tongue.

The Iberians—Spanish and Portuguese

The chapter dealing with the history of Latin America will analyze
in greater detail the Iberians and their role in the New World. The Por-
tuguese originally did not have a major interest westward. Their drive
was toward Africa and Asia, and their royal navigators expertly plied the
oceans. They became for a time Europe’s major sea power and later
monopolized for years the sea route finally discovered to India. Their in-
itial goals, though, were commercial, not colonial.
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However, these goals eventually and inevitably brought them into
conflict with Spain’s own colonial interests. “At Tordesillas in 1494, rep-
resentatives of the two monarchs agreed to divide the world. An imag-
inary line running pole to pole 370 leagues west of the Cape Verde Is-
lands gave Portugal everything discovered for 180 degrees east and
Spain everything for 180 degrees west.”18 Later the line was pushed west
in order to give Portugal what later became Brazil.

The Spanish aggressively settled the New World, their “West In-
dies.” They brought the sword and the scepter, the cross and gunpowder
to enforce “conversions” and establish their rule. Their requerimento was
“a sort of outdoor theological treatise that every conquistador was
obliged to read to possibly hostile natives before sounding his war trum-
pets, touching off his culverins, or charging his horses against the star-
tled, bronze-hued tribes.”9

They brought with them a complete culture, a language, a religion, a
socio-political power structure that permanently marked Latin American
history. They came in God’s name, as well as in the king’s name. They
came, they stayed, they conquered. Not all was negative; for many ofthe
motivations, attitudes, and practices had an authentic humanitarian mo-
tivation.

They also intermarried, though at first it was more a free union with
Indian women. It is virtually impossible to find a Latin American paint-
ing that depicts the inevitable intermarriage in which the man is an In-
dian and the woman a Spaniard. It is always the opposite. These were
men of fortune. If such a man had a wife, she was back in Spain waiting
for his infrequent return. The Venezuelan Mariano Picón-Salas writes of
this mixture of the races: “Miscegenation in Latin America is far more
than a mere mingling of blood and race; indeed, it is a bringing together
in the temple of history of the dissident temperaments, dispositions,
forms, and ways of life in which our antagonistic tendencies have de-
veloped.”20

The result of these unions was the niestizo, also called the ladino in
other countries. This mixture of the bloods and races has caused a pro-
found sense of malaise in many Latin American leaders, including Chris-
tians. One Nicaraguan author, a former Marxist now a charismatic Cath-
olic, said to me recently: “The problem with us Nicaraguans is that we
don’t really know who we are. Our problem is mestizaje. Our blood is
impure and this makes us insecure.” A prominent Peruvian evangelical
speaking in Central America expressed the problemthis way:

When the Spanish male stepped on the shores ofthe New
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World he sought for a woman to meet his needs. The only ones
were Indians, and most of us are products of that union. But
what are we, Spanish or Indian? We are neither, and since that
first union we have been searching for our identity, for we are
neither Indian nor Spanish. This is our inherent weakness.2’

The Africans Arrive

When the Spaniards first arrived they utilized Indian labor—poorly
paid, forced, or slave—to cultivate the land. That oppression erupted into
a socio-theological debate: Does an Indian have a soul? Are Indians hu-
man? If they were human, possessing souls, then their treatment would
have to change. Few argued as powerfully for the rights of the Indians as
the two friars based in Santo Domingo, Antonio de Montesinos and Bar-
tolomé de las Casas. Las Casas had traveled with Columbus on the orig-
inal journey. In Cuba the Spanish crown had bequeathed to him an en-
comienda, the grant of a large section of land meant to be developed. If
Indians already lived on the land, the encomendero assumed full re-
sponsibility for their temporal and spiritual welfare. In most cases this
masqueraded as a smokescreen for slavery. But Bartolomé de las Casas
renounced his encomienda and instead devoted hiniself to the defense of
the Indians. In 1537 this “Apostle to the Indians” won from the pope a
declaration that the Indians were indeed humans with souls. But the re-
sult was turned to tragedy when las Casas defended the Indians and
asked for African slaves better suited for forced labor. There is some de-
bate as to whether las Casas persisted in this attitude; apparently he later
changed his mind regarding the black slave trade. But by then the flow of
slaves had become a torrent.

It is believed that the first African slaves reached the New
World as early as 1502. Later, the slave trade, carried on with
the sanction of the Iberian monarchs, transported large number
[sic] of blacks directly from Africa to the New World. Prob-
ably the first shipments of slaves arrived in Cuba in 1512 and
in Brazil in 1538, and they continued until Brazil abolished its
slave trade in 1850 and Spain finally terminated the slave trade
to Cuba in 1866. As the American colonies grew, accommodat-
ed themselves to European demands, and developed plantation
economies, the rhythm of slave importation accelerated. A ma-
j()rity of the 3 million slaves sold into Spanish America and the
5 million sold into Brazil over a period of approximately three



A Contemporary Panorama ofLatin America 31

centuries came from the west coast of Africa.22

And the blacks came, first as slaves and later as freed people. They
have left their indelible mark on Latin America’s history. In a sense one
can imagine a black “people-ribbon” rimming the east coast of Latin
America, where the major concentration of blacks is found. They form
the dominant population in the Caribbean and have singularly affected
Brazil. They applied their creativity to all the arts, trades, and crafts and
became an indispensable human element in the New World of Latin
America. They also introduced African spiritism to the New World. Gey-
er writes that “the talents, the temperaments, the beliefs, the physical
traits of the Negro are ingredients in that new race of man—the Amer-
ican.”23 José Vasconcelos, Mexican writer and former Minister ofEduca-
tion, after a visit to Brazil wrote his lyrical work on the “Cosmic Race,”
that unique American Manwho was the harbinger of a new world.24

The Later Europeans

Walk the streets of any major Latin American city, or enjoy your
midmorning break by leisurely sipping an aromatic cup ofcoffee. Read
the names on the downtown shops, scan the list of politicians cam-
paigning, or observe the names of the Brazilian or Argentine World Cup
soccer players. Once you become sensitive to the presence of non-Latin
names, of fair-faced peoples ofEuropean extract, you will observe the re-
sults of some 150 years of active immigration.

In their desire to stimulate national development, many Latin Amer-
ican countries opened the doors wide to welcome immigrants from Eu-
rope. Many of the earliest arrivals came from Europe’s lower classes.
But with hard work and determination, they soon became an integral part
of the newly emerging middle classes. This phenomenon particularly can
be seen in the Southern Cone nations of South America. Sao Paulo, Bra-
zil, gives us a good example.

While only about 4,200 Italians settled in Sao Paulo State
between 1827 and 1873, more than 500,000 did so in the ten or
so years between 1887 and 1898.... By the end of the 1930s,
the state had 1 million Italian immigrants, and roughly half a
million from both Portugal and other parts of Brazil. By then,
an estimated 400,000 Spaniards and 200,000 Japanese also had
arrived.25
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Brazil invited waves of Italians, Portuguese, Spaniards, Germans,
even Russians. Between 1891 and 1900 over 112,500 arrived annually,
and just in the period of 1911—1913 alone, 500,000 immigrants came to
start up a new life. In southern Brazil, for example, the German com-
munity is so strong that at times the visitor concludes he must be in the
wrong country—he sees overwhelmingly fair-skinned, blue-eyed, Ger-
man-speaking people and Lutheran churches. That is Brazil.

The perceptive visitor to Sao Paulo will observe a significant per-
centage of Japanese Brazilians. How did they get there? They came by
invitation ofthe national government in two waves. In the late nineteenth
century slavery had finally been abolished in Brazil. This provoked a cri-
sis in labor, with a great need for specialized agricultural workers. There-
fore the government of the state of Sao Paulo offered to pay passage
across the Pacific for any Japanese immigrants. The second wave arrived
during the 1960s to help develop more farming production centers. To-
day Brazil counts among its inhabitants about one million Japanese, as-
similated into the Brazilian ethos. In 1984 the Minister ofPetroleum was
a Japanese-Brazilian. Japanese make up some seventeen percent of the
students of the 45,000-strong University of Sao Paulo.26 Significantly,
some four percent of the Japanese of Sao Paulo identify themselves as
members ofevangelical churches. That is Brazil. . . a racial potpourri.

Between 1821 and 1914 Argentina welcomed some three million
immigrants, mostly Italians and Spaniards. In 1914 thirty percent of the
nation and fifty percent of Buenos Aires was foreign-born. Chile saw a
similar influx before World War I. “They constituted at that time only 4
percent of the population. Yet, the foreign-born owned 32 percent of
Chile’s commercial establishments and 49 percent of the industries.”27

These immigrants contributed to rapid urban development, to the rise of
a solid middle class, to industry and commerce, to the general modern-
ization of the economies, to sports—particularly soccer—and even to the
various Christian communities.

Dozer summarizes the Latin American racial melange and under-
scores the amazing new categories that have emerged:

As a melting pot of races and nationalities Latin America
has been active over a longer period of time and has ac-
complished a greater degree of amalgamation than has the
United States. The general strains in that area are pure whites,
pure Indians, pure Negroes; mestizos, called variously ladinos,
cholos, and in Brazil niamelucos, curibocas, and caboclos, who
are descendants of mixed unions ofwhites and Indians; zambos
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or zambahigos in the Caribbean area and cafusos in Brazil,
who are of combined Indian and Negro parentage; mulattoes,
who are of combined Negro and white parentage; and pardos
in Brazil who are a mixture of all three colors. But these are the
simple categories. The child of a mixed union of a mestizo and
a white in the colonial period was called a castizo; of a mulatto
and a white, a morisco; of a morisco and a white, a chino; of a
chino and an Indian, a salto atrás; of a salto atrás and a mu-
latto, a lobo; of a lobo and a chino, a jIbaro; of a jIbaro and a
mulatto, an albarazado; of an albarazado and a Negress, a
canbujo; ofa canbujo and an Indian, a sanbaigo; of a sanbaigo
and a lobo, a calpamulato; and so on into almost infinite va-
riety. Latin America contains almost every possible combina-
tion of colors, every mixture of mixtures. Mulattoes, for ex-
ample, are characterized as tercerones, quarterones,
quinterones and even octorones, depending upon the degree of
color. During the colonial period Spanish law recognized ap-
proximately eighty possible racial combinations, and these
have been increased since independence by mixtures with new
immigrant strains.28

Mortimer Arias gives figures of the changing racial picture of Latin

America from 1650 up to 1980:29

White Black Indian Mestizo

1650 138,000 67,000 12,000,000 670,000
1825 4,350,000 4,100,000 8,000,000 6,200,000
1950 72,000,000 13,729,000 14,000,000 61,000,000
1980 150,000,000 27,000,000 30,000,000 140,000,000

POPULATION EXPLOSION IN LATIN AMERICA

People, people, people is probably the overwhelming impression
one gets from any significant visit to Latin America. Whether you go to a
major city or travel to the interior the reality is always there: children,
children, children, children, youth, youth, youth, adults, adults. Latin
America is a population-young continent, with fifty-eight percent under
the age of twenty-five. We shall deal in greater detail with population is-
sues in chapter 3, but some items must be mentioned here. Note the
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growth of the population of Latin America compared to North America

(United States and Canada).
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Clearly Latin America contributes to the growing global weight-
shift to the “South.” By mid-1995 the world population was registered at
5.7 five billion, the more developed nations showing 1.17 billion (twen-
ty-three percent), and the less developed nations registering 4.5 billion
(seventy-seven percent). Today the United States has only 263 million,
with a doubling time of 105 years. Greater Europe now has 729 million,
but strikingly, a supposed doubling time of 500 years. Yet Latin America
will double its population in thirty-six years. Some nations like Nic-
aragua can ill afford suchgrowth, for they will double (if current rates of
population growth continue) in a mere twenty-six years. 31

What can be said of Latin America’s population today? First, it is
characterized by explosive growth. Marxist historian Edwardo Galeano
says of his people: “They make love with enthusiasm, and without pre-
caution.”32 Secondly, it has become an urban population, with sixty-
seven percent now living in cities. Europe claims seventy-three percent
urban, North America seventy-four percent, Africa only thirty percent,
and Asia thirty-one percent. The challenge of the cities faces evangel-
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icals in Latin America today as never before. John Maust underscores
this need in his book Cities of Change: Urban Growth and God’s People
in Ten Latin American Cities.33 The statistics on Mexico City are almost
overwhelming: some twenty-one million people in 1989, surging to 31.6
by the year 2000; an additional one million new people annually; two
million children unable to go to school simply because there is no school
available; consumption of thirty percent of the nation’s food; 2.4 million
vehicles joined with thousands of factories polluting the air; one day’s
normal breathing equivalent to smoking close to two packs of cigarettes;
the striking Chapultepec Park—an oxygen oasis in the heart of the city;
an unbelievable and almost silent subway snaking its way underground,
which packs in 3.5 million people per day; only 1,630 churches for an
evangelical population numbering only one percent of the city.

Latin America’s population is also young. There are some ninety-
seven million youth ages fifteen to twenty-four out of a total of 442 mil-
lion. The irony of modem medicine means that today there is a much
higher survival rate for the young (eighty-nine percent of children will
reach at least age twenty). Yet, tragically, millions of these children have
been abandoned. Heart-wrenching scenes are common, particularly
where they are most visible—in the large cities. Only God knows how
many children wander the streets of Mexico City, Bogota, Lima, or Rio
de Janeiro. There are millions just in Brazil alone. While it is impossible
to get exact figures, we must see them as more than mere statistics. Rath-
er, they are real children and real youths who wander about, living by
their wits on garbage and petty crime.

Latin America’s population is poor. Just one slum in Mexico City,
Nezahualcoyotl, encompasses approximately three million people. Of-
ficials speak of some five hundred “lost cities,” slums, in the city. Mex-
ico City’s garbage dump is a thriving “work” center. “Anywhere be-
tween 8,000 and 30,000 people make their living by collecting bones,
cardboard, aluminum and virtually anything of value, and then selling it
to a ringleader.”34 This stark picture can be easily duplicated in every
majorcity.

Finally, it is a restless population keenly aware that no socio-
political-economic system has managed to bring general prosperity or to
distribute equitably the natural resources and wealth. It is a spiritually
hungry population, willing to consider just about every spiritual claim.
They need desperately to hear the message of a living, virile, victorious,
powerful Christ who is able to transform their lives and even their so-
ciety.
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THE POLITICAL SCENARIO

The Picture Today

I will dedicate an entire chapter to some of the human crises of Lat-
in America, but a few comments are in order here. Each country has its
own unique political history, a record that has varied from decade to dec-
ade. Just twenty years ago the overall picture of Latin America would
have been framed with the dark shadows of totalitarianism, mostly ofthe
hard-line military right wing. But since then there has been a return to a
semblance of democracy, or rather, a democracy that takes into account
the political idiosyncracies of the Latin American social culture. Today
the far right and far left of the spectrum coexist uneasily in Latin Amer-
ica. On the extreme right would be the Chilean strongman Augusto Pi-
nochet, who had wanted to stay in power until 1997 but lost the October
1988 plebiscite and had to advance the return of democratic presidential
elections in late 1989. Then there is Alfredo Stroessner ofParaguay, who
after thirty-five years in power, was deposed in a bloody coup on Feb-
ruary 3, 1989, and exiled to Brazil.

One country lines up on the far left. Cuba, openly and avowedly
Marxist (though currently unhappy with some of the international im-
plications of Mikhail Gorbachev’s policies), is deeply indebted to the
Russians, who yearly pumped in some six billion dollars to keep the is-
land alive. Cuba paid offpart ofher debt by providing soldiers who serve
as Marxist foreign-legion troops for Moscow. A recommended book to
read about Cuba is Armando Valladares’ prison memoir, a testimony to
faith in God amidst human hell.35 Nicaragua was ideologically close to
Cuba and Marxist in orientation but unable to implement a doctrinaire
approach. The Sandinista leadership claimed Nicaragua pluralistic in its
economic policies and political freedoms. The Arias plan demonstrates
the potential for true change and healing for Latin America, but only if
the major players were willing to pay the price—including the United
States. Nobody had forecast the electoral defeat forthe Sandinistas.

Positioned between these two sets of extremes lies a broad-based
middle with its own respective “left” and “right.” Mexico, with its left-
of-center one-party system, counters the Brazilian conservative forces
emerging from years of rule by a military dictatorship. Argentina, as well
as Peru, Ecuador, Uruguay, El Salvador, and Guatemala, is recovering
from long periods of military bungling. Argentina has swung from a vi-
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olent rightist military dictatorship all the way over to a progressive gov-
ernment which has tried, convicted, and jailed former military heads of
state. Bolivia, with its revolving-door governments, has had so much po-
litical instability that no true change seems possible. High military and
political officials have been accused of drug-industry involvement in a
number of countries, with Bolivia, Colombia and Panamamaking current
headlines. The remaining countries are developing their political experi-
ments somewhere along the middle of the spectrum.

Latin America has also contributed to the international political
leadership, primarily in the Organization of American States and the
United Nations. Latins are justly proud of the gifted Peruvian, Javier Pé-
rez de Cuellar, former Secretary-General of the United Nations, whose
quiet diplomatic skills have been instrumental in resolving numerous in-
ternational conflicts.

Threats to Stable Governments

It is important to underscore a few of the elements that undermine
stable Latin American governments today. First comes the legacy of a
colonial, centralized mindset that never had authentic desires for demo-
cracy. We see here a tragic history of mismanagement, a generations-
long litany ofthe abuse of magnificent peoples. The legacy originated in
Spain and was perpetuated by both civil as well as spiritual powers. The
Roman Catholic Church must bear significant blame for her role in Latin
American history. The church officially aligned herself with temporary
power structures, condoning and blessing corrupt rulers; she imported a
weak Christ incapable of authentic transformation of individual lives; she
permitted a religious syncretism that never dealt with the non-Christian
elements of Indian belief systems; and until recent years she limited the
people’s contact with the Word of God. And even to this day any per-
ceived threat to her temporal power produces a strong reaction. In Gua-
temala, after evangelical General Efrain Rfos Monti was removed from
power August 8, 1983, by a military coup, the Catholic leadership re-
joiced openly. They held a huge open-airmass in Guatemala City on Au-
gust 15 honoring the patron saint of the city, the Virgin of the Assump-
tion. They thanked her for saving Guatemala from evil—meaning Rios
Montt. The new head ofstate, General Mejia Victores, took over with the
blessing of the church. He openly professed to be a faithful Catholic.
And then he set a record for corruption in Guatemala’s recent history. An
outstanding evangelical lawyer echoed the thoughts of many when he
stated sardonically: “Despite five hundred years ofhistory the Catholics
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have yet to provide our country with an honest leader.”
A second threat to stability stems from the inhuman social condi-

tions prevalent in so many of these nations. This internal crisis of pov-
erty, of personal and structural sin, ofnational and international econom-
ic debts soaring into the hundreds of billions of dollars, of the rela-
tionship of dependence upon foreign markets and prices for Latin raw
materials and products, of the millions of families who are living and dy-
ing in the favelas and villas de miseria of Latin America, threatens to
transform these nations into slowly ticking time bombs. Mexico is but
one good example ofthis crisis, and there are many more.

A third threat is found in the active presence of subversive guerilla
movements in many countries. We can cite but a few: Guatemala, Nic-
aragua, Colombia, and Peru. All but one of the movements are Marxist in
orientation, and all are committed to a violent option for “solving” na-
tional problems. But, it must be said that if the cultures of poverty were
not present neither would there be Marxist fighting. These Marxist rad-
icals are not there merely because of Russia and its surrogate, Cuba.
They are there and active primarily because of the long-standing social
structures that generate poverty and underdevelopment. Never-theless,
international Marxism thrives in such an environment, thereby encour-
aging Russia’s former role in the area.

The drug industry threatens national stability, particularly in Boliv-
ia, Peru, Colombia, and Panama. “Cocaine production rose in 1987.
Some officials put drug export earning in Bolivia at US $2-billion, about
three times the level of legal exports. In Peru the figure is about US
$850-million and in Columbia US $4-billion.”36 Government officials on
all levels, compromised and bought off, have become pawns of the vast
drug cartels, the most famous being the Medellfn Cartel. Even as I write,
headlines and serious articles expose the radical corruption of Panama’s
military strongman Manuel Noriega, indicted by United States courts for
direct leadership in the drug industry.

The most lucrative market for Latin American drug production is
the United States, and for that reason the North American leadership
pressures Latin governments and subsidizes economic and military pro-
grams to irradicate production. Some Latin observers also feel that Uncle
Sam needs to work more on eliminating the drug demand, placing blame
where it should be placed, and not primarily on the producers. Tragically,
in Peru and Bolivia some believers are caught up in raising the coca leaf,
simply because ofthe greater income itgenerates for theirpoor families.

The unchecked history of corruption and venality of so many Latin
American leaders provides yet another threat. Seldom can one find a pol-
itician who has finished his term with a record of honesty. The Christian
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Democrat movement, indebted to West German Catholic political theory,
attempts to produce honest and clean politicians. But it is an uphill battle.
The political arena has generally been considered a large personal pie of
benefits to be distributed among family and friends, as well as a means of
paying offpolitical debts.

Finally, Latin American governments are unstable simply because
no single political-economic-social system has yet been fashioned to fit
thecontinent’s unique history and reality.

The Political Future?

The above-mentioned factors have produced a spirit of pessimism in
the minds of many secular and religious leaders of the area. They simply
do not know what to do. Some try to sound optimistic in spite of the
odds, others are extremely pessimistic, and yet others speak of the future
in cautious terms couched in generalities. I personally foresee a con-
tinued pendulum-like movement over the next decades similar to the ex-
tremes of this century: a seesaw of totalitarianism versus “democracies.”
There will be an ongoing struggle provoked by the entrenched military,
aristocracies and business elites, the subversive forces, the endemic hu-
man crises, the corrupt nature of humanity, and the demonic supernatural
powers that provoke chaos and hell on earth. It will take some kind of
godly, supernatural intervention in Latin America to produce healthy
change.

THE RELIGIOUS PANORAMA

The religious panorama will be dealt with in detail later on, so what
can be said here comes simply as an appetizer. My treatment of the sub-
ject obviously is made through an evangelical grid, and these pre-
suppositions affect my analysis and conclusions. The secular, Libera-
tionist, or Catholic observer-historian will obviously emphasize different
themes.

A Religious Continent

The reality that Latin America is a religious continent is crucial to
understanding this part of the world. The spiritual dimension weaves it-
self into the very fabric of the Latin American worldviews. Ultimately
this comes from the way God has made humanity, but it is doubly true in
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Latin America because the history of organized Christianity has been
such an integral part ofthe history ofthese nations. The Indians continue
with a well-developed cosmology in their fundamental animism. The Af-
ricans brought their spiritist worldviews with them. And while each var-
iant will practice its own religion with its particular distinctives, Cathol-
icism has proved remarkably open to syncretism by permitting the
invasion of non-biblical belief systems into “Christianity.” This produces
a cultural “popular Catholicism.”

The Catholic Church

Latin America has historically considered herself Catholic, but no
longer do perceptive Catholic analysts feel at ease. Latins may be Cath-
olic by tradition and culture, but they are not necessarily Christian. The
percentage of practicing Catholics has diminished over the years. For ex-
ample, today only fifteen percent of Sao Paulo would be considered
faithful to their church. Too many Latins, says one Catholic leader, hold
to a cultural Christianity more identified “with the environment culture....
One is obligated to adopt this religion to define oneself, or to be faithful
to the group to which he belongs.”37

Catholicism is no longer the monolithic structure it once was. The
fragmentation that has come as a result of Vatican Council II, as well as
the socio-cultural tensions particular to Latin American Catholicism, has
revealed structural divisions in the church. While the old-line con-
servatives continue to seek solace in the Council of Trent, the liberation
theologians on the left pressure for a radical departure from their
church’s traditional stance. The charismatic Catholics are finding un-
usual release in their new religious-emotional experience, which is open-
ing them to further search for truth. The hierarchy is not finding it easy to
reel these charismatics back into the historic fold.

Contemporary Latin American Catholics face challenges they pre-
viously never had to contemplate, challenges which have the potential to
make permanent changes in the church.

The Evangelicals ofLatin America

Perhaps forty million strong, evangelicals of Latin America grow
much more rapidly than the national population rate, and one Roman
Catholic source suggests there are fifty million.33 Although they already
constitute a political bloc in Guatemala, El Salvador, Chile, and Brazil,
they are not united behind a particular ideology, political party, or specif-
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ic candidates. Latin American evangelicals are overwhelmingly con-
servative in doctrine; many leaders call themselves fundamentalistas
without the perjorative connotation which that term has in the United
States. While many non-charismatic churches have a very high growth
rate,39 about seventy-five percent of all Latin American evangelicals be-
long to some Pentecostal or charismatic church. Their key to growth is
“Lay, Say, Pray”; that is, they focus on lay activity, on personal witness,
and intensive prayer.

Latin American evangelical leaders today face major issues that call
them to serious reflection. First, how can they sustain the high numerical
growth yet guarantee a quality conservation of those making decisions?
As one pastor said, “Our churches may be large, but perhaps they are fat
and not healthy!” It is imperative that more thought be given to biblical
commitment and discipleship. Secondly, how can more leaders be
trained for the growing churches? The present theological institutions are
not producing sufficient leaders for the church today. Many of these
schools are wrapped up with maintaining specific distinctives—both in
program and theology—and have become unflexible. Other educators are
polarized between residence and extension programs. Both thrusts are
needed and must be combined forgreater effectiveness.

A third challenge deals with contextualization within the Latin
American reality. A fourth one deals with the social implications of the
gospel in Latin America. And, finally, the challenge of world missions
from Latin America to the cultures and peoples of the world has
emerged. The November 1987 Congress of Missions of Ibero-America
(COMIBAM), celebrated in Sao Paulo, was both an event and proofof a
missionary ethos rippling through the churches of Latin America. The
emphasis of COMIBAM has not been so much evangelism within one’s
culture—a perennial spirit of these churches—but rather cross-cultural
evangelism and church planting both across Latin America’s thousands
ofcultural lines as well as to the entire world.

The Explosion ofSpiritism and Other Cults

The roots of Latin American spiritism find their origins in black Af-
rican religious experience as well as in the Indian animistic worldview.
The striking reality today is how respectable spiritism has become. In
1986, when a leading Brazilianspiritist died, the entire nation felt the im-
pact. One government minister openly expressed his sorrow that one of
his trusted advisors had died. The funeral appeared to be almost a state
event. Evangelicals in Latin America, both nationals and expatriate mis-
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sionaries, must be equipped to minister in light of the demonic forces
openly at work. This will mean an understanding of the demonic world-
view, of the ministry ofdeliverance, of counseling in light of these forc-
es, and of greater sensitivity to these dimensions in the Scriptures. Such
changes will require radical adjustments for many evangelical leaders.

In Conclusion

Spiritually, Latin America is wide open; and that means open for
any message. All will be given a hearing, whether biblical, demonic or
cultic, traditional or revolutionary. The challenges for evangelicals are
vast. If they are to take advantage of the spiritual openness there will
have to be serious study of the biblical nature of the church and its re-
sponsibility in the contemporary world.

CULTURE IN LATIN AMERICA

My focus here is not culture in the socio-anthropological sense of
the term, but rather in terms of art, literature, theatre, music—in the use
of skill and creative imagination to produce things of beauty and inner
significance. And here Latin America has created a wealth widely ig-
nored. While Latin American artists are indebted to the West—Europe
primarily—the autochthonous dimensions, incredibly complex and beau-
tiful, come into play as well. Other writers have dedicated themselves to
a profound study ofthis cultural wealth, 40 so our purpose here is limited
and merely illustrative.

The Various Art Forms ofLatin America

Let me begin with painting. Whether the artist be a primitivist ofIn-
dian extract or a contemporary landscape painter, the gifts are un-
deniable. Perhaps what strikes many visitors to Latin America is the rev-
olutionary emphasis of so many artists. Latins speak of arte compro-
metido, that is, art that is committed to a particular cause, generally na-
tionalistic or revolutionary. The Mexican muralists Diego Rivera, Jose
Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros are outstanding examples
of “art with message.” They are not contemplative studies or delightful
still lifes; by design they intend to disturb and shock emotionally. Nic-
araguan másica de protesta combines powerful political lyrics with stir-
ring musical rhythms.
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Latin American authors have been prolific and significant, while
mastering the various literary forms. They include at least four Nobel lit-
erature prize winners: Gabriela Mistral (1945) and Pablo Neruda (1971),
both of Chile; Miguel Angel Asturias (1967) of Guatemala; and Gabriel
Garcia Marquez (1982) of Colombia. Pick up any anthology of Latin
writers and prepare to be stimulated. El Inca Garcilaso de Ia Vega (1539-
16 15), son of a Spanish conqueror and a Princess of the Sun, wrote some
of the most important native chronicles of the Incas and the conquest.
The Nicaraguan poet Ruben Darlo led the late 1800s modernist move-
ment. Partly borrowing from European influences, it had a nationalistic
core in its inner heart. But the most powerful writers come from the
twentieth century. Besides the prize winners already mentioned, they in-
clude Jorge Luis Borges of Argentina, Mario Vargas Llosa ofPeru, Ca-
bral de Melo Neto of Brazil, Carlos Fuentes and Octavio Paz of Mexico,
German Arciniegas of Colombia, and many others. And then there is the
whimsical and pungent Argentine comic strip Mafalda, the young girl
with the piquant critique of society.

Music resonated in this New World long before Columbus. Even to-
day in Indian communities one can hear melodies and ancient in-
struments. Autochthonous instruments include the marimba, the Ven-
ezuelan Cuatro, harps, flutes, drums, and the exquisite panpipes. Popular
music brings rhythms of calypso, samba, and bossa nova. Contemporary,
well-known classical musicians include Heitor Vila Lobos of Brazil, Car-
los Chavez of Mexico, Jorge Sarmiento of Guatemala, and the bossa-
nova master, Antonio Carlos JobIm ofBrazil, who wrote the score for the
classic Brazilian film Black Orpheus. Cuban Emesto Lecuona goes down
in musical history for the lush romantic melodies and rhythms ofhis Car-
ibbean world. Even though most composers have studied in Europe,
many of them have returned to Latin American themes in theirmusic.

In dance who can surpass thevisual beauty and rhythmic excitement
of the Ballet Folklórico of Mexico, performing twice weekly in the Pal-
ace of Fine Arts? Latin America has its own traditional popular dances,
some well-known: the cha-cha, samba, conga, tango, rumba, joropa, and
zapateado. For blending art and architecture into a functional and pleas-
ing whole, who can match the pre-Colombian creations of Aztecs, May-
ans, and Incas? In a sense modem Brazilia fuses art and architecture on a
massive scale. The elaborate mosaics of the library of the National Au-
tonomous University of Mexico combine Indian, colonial, and modem
themes.

Latin American art is committed art; it is art with a social con-
science; it is art for political struggle; it is art that expresses national and
Latin American identity; it is art that endlessly works the basic themes of
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the land, the Indian, the black, always in tension; many times it is sur-

realistic; it is art with a message that goes beyond the art form itself.

FINALLY

We return to affirm Latin America as a dynamic tapestry, a living
mosaic, a collage, a kaleidoscope. Obviously it is so much more than
that. 1 have attempted to portray in broad brush strokes something of the
complexity ofher geography, races, population, political and religious is-
sues, and even art. But millions of written words cannot equal years of
quality living in Latin America. Only the opportunity to meet her face to
face, to develop sensitivity to her peoples, history, culture, issues, and
currents, results in true understanding and compassion. And always one
must come to terms with the underside of Latin America, that of the open
veins, of the “120 million children in the eye of the hurricane.” 41 Multi-
ple pressures provoke social desintegration, and satisfying solutions
seem elusive and ephemeral. Again, xak quieb cubij päkawi comes into
play. Our confidence again and again has to be placed in the Lord and
our commitment made to his church, in Latin America.
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A Synopsis of Latin American History

This relatively brief chapter attempts to integrate the vast informa-
tion that forms such an integral part of the life of the Latin American
peoples. On the desks around me lie seventeen major works dealing with
this topic. Some of the perspectives are European, others are North
American, yet others are Latin American, and one is Marxist.1 Each has
its own thrust, each claiming to have some kind of objectivity, each re-
quiring evaluation by the careful student to unveil the prejudgments and
value systems that control the recording ofhistorical data. Total objectiv-
ity is impossible, and perhaps not truly needed, as long as the writer
makes his presuppositions clear. The outline generally followed in this
chapter comes from the late Dr. Luis Arocena, my Argentine professorof
Latin American civilization at the University ofTexas, Austin.

I write as an evangelical student, not a historian, of Latin American
affairs. For that reason, I have tried to consult a great variety of sources,
with ongoing attempts to sift the information received and then com-
municated on these pages. As a Christian, I see history moving toward a
great denouement under the control of the Lord God himself. I also see
the Kingdom of God at work today: not so much in the constructs of hu-
mangovernment, but through the Word and Spirit of God, particularly as
they transform the life of his people and his church. I see an integrated
history. The sovereign eternal dimension penetrates human time, and
God ultimately will be glorified. While humanity has struggled to pro-

48
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duce on earth a society in which peace, freedom, and justice reign, their
record is not very encouraging. The Christian canbe grateful for the eter-
nal option which is certain.

Let me clarify an important fact. The history of the Spanish-
speaking countries is surprisingly different from that of Brazil. The read-
er therefore must be alerted to this variation and seek more complete
sources for Brazil. Much of what will be said about the conquest and col-
onization applies primarily to Spanish America.

THE DISCOVERY: 1492

Time Line ofDemarcation: 1492

The Latin aspect ofthis segment of history began in 1492, and that
fact underscores a crucial element: there was a pre-Columbian history of
supreme importance to us all. Life did not begin when Westerners, ad-
venturers and explorers dedicated to despoiling, exploiting, enslaving,
and converting, arrived on the shores of the New World. Since perhaps
20,000 B.C. humans had been in Mexico and had migrated as far south
as Peru by no later than 12,000 B.C. Vast civilizations had come and
gone; yet others in Mexico and Peru lingered in their glory to dazzle the
Spanish conquistadores.

The year 1492 becomes then a double timeline of demarcation, a
twin initiation of a new era. The first event was the Spaniard’s discovery
of the New World, the so-called Indies (which did not lead to the long-
desired shorter route to the East—to China or to Japan). The second
event lay in the New World’s discovery of the Old. But in the final anal-
ysis the Old conquered the New and permanently changed its entire iden-
tity.

The Iberian Roots of the Conquistadores

These conquistadores, these men of fortune, cannot be understood
without reflecting upon the historical and cultural backdrop that shaped
them. H. B. Johnson has done an excellent job of evaluating the Iberian
heritage:

The men who conquered America were the cultural
heirs of the reconquistadores of Iberia, warriors like the
Cid who reestablished Christian culture and society be-
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hind a moving frontier, which they pushed from the
mountains of northern Spain to the Straits of Gibraltar
during some four centuries of intermittent struggle
against the Moors. Driven principally by a hunger for
land and booty, these reconquistadores left in their
wake, not only a belief in personal valor as the surest
road to wealth and honor, but a frontier ethic as well,
which was kept alive in the late medieval ballad tradition
and the romances of chivalry.2

Many of the social structures carried to the New World were de-
veloped during the Iberian conquest. They include the cabildo (the mu-
nicipal council) and the latifundio (large tracts of territory given to re-
ward major pioneers). Other elements derived from medieval Europe,
particularly the feudal lord-serf relationship. Black slavery, the quest for
gold, and even the emerging sugarindustry formed part ofthe social mi-
lieu of those years. The southern European trade competition pitted Ital-
ians, Spanish, and Portuguese against each other and then later against
the northern European powers, Holland and England. The prime goal of
all was to find a shorter route to India.

The Genoese sailor Cristobal Columbus committed himself to find-
ing that elusive shorter route by sailing west. His entire life was dedicat-
ed to the proposition that the western seas led to the fabulous East, and
he died persisting in the thought that he had realized his dream ofreach-
ing India. He was wrong; but once the seaways of empire had been
traced out and a maritime bridge established, a culture and an ethos could
be carried to the New World where they soon blended with indigenous
elements to produce the variegated civilization of colonial Latin Amer-
ica.

In medieval Iberia, title to the lands taken from the Moors was de-
rived from the fact of conquest, nicely legitimized and morally seconded
by various papal declarations of crusade against the infidel.3

The Spaniards carried other values with them: religious zeal and in-
tolerance, suspicion of non-Spaniards, more prestige for the soldier than
the farmer or the family man, and a mentality of exploitation rather than
development.

The Voyages to the Unknown West

J. Edwin On introduces his book on Latin America with the fol-
lowing panoramic perspective:
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What an opportunity it was for Christendom when,
in 1492, Columbus landed on an island in the Bahamas,
and opened a door to the civilization, colonization and
settlement of the Americas! A vast New World was
brought into the circle ofa nominally Christian society.

That same year, Alexander Borgia—whose per-
sonal life it is a kindness to ignore—ascended the papal
throne. That same year, the last Muslim kingdom in
Spain was reduced, releasing a burst of energy in the
Iberian peninsula which helped create an empire in the
West.

The same Alexander Borgia arbitrarily drew a line
from the north pole to the south, designating the lands to
the east of the Azores the proper domain of the King of
Portugal, to the west, that of the King of Spain. By
agreement, the line was shifted more than a thousand
miles farther west, thus permitting the Portuguese to re-
tain the land discovered by Cabral, the sub-continent of
Brazil.4

The marriage of Ferdinand of AragOn and Isabella of Castilla in
1469 had united the two most powerful kingdoms of the Iberian Pe-
ninsula. Columbus and las Casas both speak highly of the queen in par-
ticular, emphasizing her high motives and Christian values as a leader
and a benefactor of the Christian conquest.5

When Columbus finally received royal authority to travel, he out-
fitted three small caravals. Humanly speaking, it is very doubtful that the
admiral really knew what he was doing. Although Columbus did not sub-
scribe to the flat-earth theory, it was a risky sail into the uncharted
oceans. What island did he reach first in the western Atlantic? Many
have been named, and for years the prime honor went to what is today
called Watling Island. However, Marden and Judge in National Geo-
graphic6 have argued for Samana Cay, a relatively insignificant island,
but sufficiently exciting for Columbus to have named it San Salvador “in
commemoration of His Heavenly Majesty, who marvellously has given
all this.”7 When the admiral navigator first viewed the island gleaming in
the light of the moon, what could have surged through his mind? He truly
found much more than the Orient or India in this history-changing voy-
age. The new lands were christened the Indies, and the conquest was on.

Columbus sailed four times to the New World. Soon other Spanish-

J
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sponsored sailors joined in the western discoveries. Among the first were
Alonzo de Ojeda, Juan de la Cosa, Amerigo Vespucci (Columbus’s fel-
low Italian, but bitter antagonist), Vicente Yáñez PinzOn, and Vasco
NUflez de Balboa—who in crossing the isthmus of Panama discovered
the Pacific Ocean as he searched for a shorter route to Peru. The Por-
tuguese worked “their half’ of the world by sailing east, and Vasco da
Gama finally discovered during his long 1497—1499 voyage the shorter
route around Africa to India. That trip produced fabulous wealth, and the
Portuguese covered the seas in force. The 1494 Treaty of Tordesillas had
now freed them to sail west; and in 1500 Cabral discovered Brazil and
claimed it forthe Portuguese crown.

In 1519 Fernao de Magalhaes (Magellan, who had switched his loy-
alty from Portugal to Spain) became the discoverer of the link between
the Atlantic and the Pacific through what we now know as the Strait of
Magellan. Dozer writes:

The venturesome undertakings of the first wave of
Spanish pioneers were surpassed by the exploits of their
successors who pushed farther and farther into unknown
wildernesses, where prospects never before seen by
white men burst upon their astonished eyes and hard-
ships almost beyond endurance had to be met. And yet,
compensating for the hardships suffered by the con-
quistadores in this morning of America was the excite-
ment that came from the ploughing ofstrange waters, the
sighting of new headlands, the discovery of broad es-
tuaries, the encounters with exotic animals and un-
intelligible natives, and the naming of new places. They
moved about in a strange world, and in the embraces of
the sensuous Indian women they forgot their home-
sickness and their toilsome labors.8

The explorers traveled in the name of Christ and their vicars as well
as in the name of the crowns, bestowing Christian and Catholic names
upon every possible location. “They were actuated by a supreme con-
fidence in God and in themselves.”9

The Peoples They Discovered

With his characteristic eloquence, Arciniegas writes:
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The year that Columbus set foot on American soil
drew a line through America’s chronology not unlike the
one drawn through Europe’s reckoning of time by the
birth of Christ. Christ was revealed to man in America in
1492, and for him the Christian era began with that year.
Yet great civilizations, which we would term pagan, had
flourished earlier under other gods, and an acquaintance
with them is essential to the interpretation of the rest of
history. A study ofpre-Columbian life is as necessary to
America as a knowledge of the pre-Christian civiliza-
tions of Assyria, Egypt, Greece, and ancient Rome is to
theother hemisphere.’°

These pre-Columbian ethnic groups, who in all probability had
come over the Bering Straits, populated in varied degrees of concentra-
tion the lands from what is now the southwest United States to the south-
ernmost tip of South America, as well as the islands. Most Latin Amer-
icanists emphasize the three major civilizations extant during the
conquest: the Aztecs ofcentral Mexico, the Mayans of southern Mexico
and Guatemala, and the Incas of the Andes. But there were hundreds of
other different groups; and as previously stated, a safe estimate of the to-
tal number of indigenous peoples would be over fifty million. These oth-
er groups include the Carib of the Caribbean islands and Central Amer-
ica, the Chibcha of Columbia, the Araucanian of Chile, the Guarani of
Paraguay, and the Tupi of Brazil. And now we have been introduced to
some astonishing recent discoveries, which National Geographic calls
“the New World’s Richest Unlooted Tomb,” which uncover the phe-
nomenal wealth of the pre-Columbian Moche People of northwest Peru.”

Indigenous Scriptures might just as well have stated: “In the be-
ginning was corn.” Corn was to these peoples—from Mexico to South
America—what wheat is to Europeans and rice to Asians. But not only
their reverence for corn knitted these peoples together. Other character-
istics included the focus on the family; clan orvillage; the profound faith
in the supernatural forces that shaped and guided lives; the oral stories of
the cultural hero-ancestor; the social sense of land ownership and land
belonging to all; land tilling and the hunt; the sad record of internecine
war, slavery, and oppression. At the same time, the differences among
these peoples are vast. For that reason it is helpful to look briefly at the
three major groups mentioned above.

The Maya people. In the classic period (fourth to tenth centuries)
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Cultural Invasions from the North.
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these people lived mainly in Guatemala. The late period, initiated by
their sudden move to the Yucatan, lasted until the conquest. Their world
revolved, and to a remarkable degree still does today, around corn. Their
creation accounts speak of corn. Their sacred book, the Popul Vok, af-
firms that the gods “began to talk about the creation and the making of
our first mother and father; of yellow corn and of white corn they made
their flesh; of cornmeal dough they made the arms and the legs of
man.”2 These Maya were agricultural experts and developed vast, so-
phisticated irrigation systems. Their major cities included the early com-
plex, “El Mirador,” in Guatemala; the religious center, Tikal, in Gua-
temala; their intellectual center, Copán, in Honduras; and Chichen Itzá
and Mayapán, in the Yucatan peninsula. Their exquisite artistic ability is
today seen in small figurines, animal sculptures, polychromed ceramics,
weaving, featherwork, jewelry in gold and precious stones—all the way
to soaring pyramids. They developed colors for painting that to this day
preserve striking beauty. Burns refers to other achievements:

Efficient agricultural methods produced corn sur-
pluses and hence the leisure for a large priestly class to
dedicate its talents to religion and to scientific study. Ex-
traordinary intellectual achievements resulted. The May-
as progressed from the pictograph to the ideograph and
thus invented a type of writing, the only Indians in the
hemisphere to do so. Sophisticated in Mathematics, they
discovered the zero and devised numeration by position.
Astute observersof the heavens, they applied their math-
ematical skills to astronomy. Their careful studies ofthe
heavens enabled them to predict eclipses, follow the path
of the planet Venus, and prepare a calendar more ac-
curate than the one usedin Europe. 13

Significantly, the Spanish conquistadores did not have a cat-
aclysmic encounter with the Maya peoples, whose major centers of high
civilization had slipped into strange eclipse during the tenth century. But
the Spaniards did finish off what was left with a major battle fought in
Guatemala by a Cortés associate. Don Pedro de Alvarado fought and
conquered the Guatemala Mayans who were led by the legendary Tecun
Uman. The invaders also virtually destroyed the Maya writings, leaving
only about threecodices intact. The most famous one is the sacred Popol
Vuh of the Quiche of Guatemala—probably an oral tradition preserved
with the help of R. P. Ximenez in the sixteenth century.
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The Maya were a profoundly religious people with a pantheon of
gods who cared for both cosmic and terrestrial affairs. The universe was
one, and the supernatural invaded all of reality, merging the sacred and
the secular. The cosmology was complex. These gods had to be ap-
peased, and they were almost as bloodthirsty as the Aztec gods, with a
demand for constant animal sacrifice. Yet there is controversy as to the
amount of human sacrifice in Mayan religion. Once during a trip to Tik-
al, I listened to our guide explain Maya religion in English, and at the
same time I could compare him to the Spanish-speaking guide in the next
group. Our guide solemnly affirmed that there had been human sacrifice,
and he explained how it was done. But the other guide strongly denied
any such human bloodshed.

The Aztec people. By the fifteenth century the Aztecs had expanded
and strengthened their hold on what is today the central valley of Mex-
ico. Tenochtitlán was founded in 1325, and under the leadership of Moc-
tezuma became an amazing city that later dazzled the eyes of Cortës and
his 508 soldiers. The Aztecs also developed a complex and precise cal-
endar, pictographs, impressive architecture, and a very efficient system
of government. Their artistic and architectural accomplishments almost
defy comparisons. The best place to observe the high accomplishments
of the Aztecs is in the Mexico City Museum of Anthropology, where art
and architecture combine so magnificently.

The Aztecs also were a religious people, and their universe had “un-
pronounceable gods and goddesses who presided over it and ruled man’s
fate.”14 There were great gods, creative deities, fertility gods, gods of
rain and water, fire gods, pulque gods, planetary and stellar gods, gods of
death and earth, and many variants of these gods. But their gods lusted
for blood, and an astonishing number ofhuman sacrifices were needed to
appease them in their many ceremonies. The details of the callous brutal-
ity of the fire sacrifice or the sophisticated sacrifice of the Tezcatlipoca
god are chilling. It is estimated that some twenty thousand people were
sacrificed during the dedication of the enlarged great temple. Vaillant
writes: “The application ofhuman sacrifice to the most simple ceremoni-
al act ofthanksgiving offers a grisly contrast to the spirit in which these
rituals were carried

The Inca people. The Inca civilization was the “largest, oldest and
best organized ofthe Indian civilizations.. . which flowered in the harsh
environment of the Andes. By conquest, the empire extended in all direc-
tions from Cuzco, regarded as the center of the universe.”16 Within an
area three thousand miles long (from Chile to Ecuador) and fourhundred
miles wide, these Inca regimented their centralized society with unique
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administrative ability. Theirs was a society led by a benevolent despot
who appeared to desire the best for his subjects. Their counting system
was based on the knotted strings, quipu, which probably had coded sig-
nificance in the threads. The imperial language was Quechua. Their ag-
ricultural accomplishments were great in these dry highlands. Women
played a significant role in society, the home, commerce, agriculture,
arts, and textiles. Lake Titicaca, and the major city Tiahuanacu on its
shore, share their glory with Cuzco and the fortress so well hidden in the
high mountains, Machu Picchu.

The Inca also developed magnificent art, seen in textiles, multi-
colored ceramics, and gold. It was the Inca legend of El Dorado, based in
Colombia, that ignited the imaginations of the conquistadores and made
them willing to kill freely just so long as they could get their hands on
the mythical golden man. Today the Gold Museum in the Bank of the
Republic in Bogota has the world’s outstanding collection of this historic
gold art.

THE CONQUEST AND COLONIZATION: 1492-1810

The Conquest

The conquest was initiated by Columbus, who participated in the
“pacification” of the West Indies peoples. It was a matter of “powerful
persuasion,” the cross and the sword, gunpowder and destruction. Within
just fifty years the Spanish decapitated the indigenous societies and thus
dominated a land mass that stretched from San Francisco, California, all
the way to Tierra del Fuego, north of Antarctica. Armed with royal de-
crees and blessed by the church, the conquistadores marched and sub-
dued.

John A. MacKay is passionate as he judges these men offortune:

Let us watch the crusaders in action. What mag-
nificent quijotadas marked the course of the Conquest!
North of the equator Hernán Cortëz burned his ten ships
behind him, and, with a handful of daredevil Castilians,
conquered the Aztec kingdom of Moctezuma. Francisco
Pizarro, the ex-swineherd of Extremadura, marooned on
a barren isle of the Pacific, drew a line on the sand with
his sword, and invited every true Castilian to signify by
crossing it that he would follow him thereafter to the
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conquest of Peru. With the two hundred odd warriors
who crossed the line, Pizarro scaled the Andean Cor-
dillera and conquered the great Inca empire with its mil-
lions of subjects, taking captive the august Inca him-
self.17

One of the striking blends of politics and religion is seen in the re-
querimento, a kind of outdoor theological argument to be read by the
Spanish to the “pagans” before charging in attack. It was read in Spanish,
combined biblical passages with royal decrees, and affirmed that all the
lands and the people conquered now belonged to the emperors of Spain
or Brazil. In essence it summarized the Christian faith and demanded
submission to the king and the Catholic faith. MacKay relates the en-
counter with Atahualpa, an Inca, after the formula was read to him.

The Inca proudly replied that he would be vassal to
no king. He denied the Pope’s right to distribute lands
that were not his. He refused to change his own sun-god
for a God who had been put to death by the creatures he
had made, and wanted to know where Valverde had
learned such doctrines. When the Dominican handed
him the Bible the Inca took it and threw it wrathfully to
the ground. He swore he would have satisfaction for all
the outrages committed by the Spaniards on their route
from the coast. “The Gospel on the ground!” shouted the
monk, “Christians, vengeance! Don’t you see what is
happening? Why dispute further with this arrogant dog?
The fields are filling with Indians. At him, and I absolve
you.”8

After nine and a half months in captivity, Atahualpa was con-
demned to death by burning. In another case Caupolican, the Araucanian
Cacique, desired to be baptised; but after his conversion he was forced to
sit on a stake and was shot with arrows. The proud Cuban Cacique, Hat-
uay, was condemned to be burned alive but was also exhorted to convert
and go to heaven. “Are there Christians in heaven?” he asked, and the re-
ply was “Why, of course.” Hatuay’s rejoinder came: “Well, I don’t want
to go to any place where I shall have any chance of meeting them.”9

Many other examples can be given of similar responses by Indian lead-
ers.

Ironically some of the Indian peoples welcomed the armored men,



A Synopsis ofLatin American History 59

mistakenly concluding that horse and rider were one incredible creature
of destruction. Miguel LeOn-Portilla underscores the difference of per-
spective in the confrontation:

When the Old World and the Aztecs in the New
World met face to face on that November day in 1519,
their attitudes toward eachother were very different. The
Aztecs . . . thought the strangers were Quetzalcoatl and
other gods returning from over the sea, while the Span-
iards—despite their amazement at the splendors of Te-
nochtitlan—considered the Aztecs barbarians and
thought only of seizing their riches and of forcing them
to become Christians and Spanish subjects. 20

The war was won by the Spaniards but at a great price. Pedro de
Valdivia founded the city of Santiago, Chile; but the Indians were not
willing to give him their lands or provide him with the gold he de-
manded. And what was the end of this conquistador? “He was captured
by the Araucanians in 1553 and killed—according to one legend, they
poured molten gold down his throat.”2’ Galeano mentions another high
price of the conquest: the Caribbean island populations finally stopped
paying tribute to Spain simply because they were exterminated.22 The In-
dian populations were greatly reduced by forced work, disease, and war.

Many times the modem tourist, walking through the restored ruins
of these indigenous peoples, will ask the naive question: “Where did all
the Mayan peoples (or Aztec or Inca) disappear to?” The guide, con-
trolling his impatience, has to say, “Sir, just look around you. There are
multiplied millions living today.” Other tourists see the religious prac-
tices of the contemporary Indian and comment on the “sincerity on the
people’s faces.” What thenon-Christian tourist does not know is how en-
slaved today’s Indians are to their ancestral gods, to the demons that rule
and destroy, to the hopelessness of life, to structural injustice, and to an
eternity without the living Jesus Christ.

Thank God for the thousands of missionaries, expatriate and in-
creasingly Latin American, who are dedicated to a full-orbed ministry to
these magnificent peoples and tribes. This includes the missionary lin-
guists as well as those who minister to established churches. Thank God
for the growth of his church among the Indians—sometimes slow and
discouraging, but other times pulsating with power as in the revivals
sweeping today through the descendants of the Inca in the Andes (a
movement that has come in part as a result ofthe freedom to use autoch-
thonous instruments).
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The Consolidation ofPower and
Establishment of Colonial Structures

Understanding contemporary Latin America comes with the re-
alization that the colonial social structures indelibly marked and shaped
these peoples. To this very day many of the central problems can be
traced back to colonial institutions. Here are some of the most significant
ones.23

The institutions. The Consejo de las Indias, the Council of the In-
dies, was established in Spain in 1524 to advise the king on colonial af-
fairs. Many of these decrees came in the form of cédulas. From distant
Spain, multiplied thousands of laws and edicts were written to guide the
new territories; by 1635 there were more than four hundred thousand of
them in force at the same time. The viceroy was the Spanish captain gen-
eral ofthe colonial areas and served as the king’s personal representative.
The Alcaldes Mayores were Spanish colonial officials appointed for ju-
dicial and administrative positions. The audiencia was a kind of court
that dispensed justice and whose oidores, judges, shared functions of
government with administrators and reviewed their work.

The Real Patronato reserved for the crown effective authority over
the church in the Indies—an important contribution to the blending of
church and state in the New World. The repartimiento was a system
whereby the Indians were divided and forced to work in fields and mines
as if they were slaves. The donatorio was an early and short-lived Por-
tuguese system of colonial government. The Capitao-mor was the Por-
tuguese head ofmilitia responsible for distributing government orders.

Local authority was distributed according to the cabildo (the senado
da cárnara in Brazil). This was the town council (called an ay-
untarniento), offering government at the first level by means of the Re-
gidores, or councilors. From the start, the Crown authorized the en-
comiendas, grants based on the feudal model that gave both land and its
people to enconienderos, who were charged with the development of that
territory. They were also in charge of the spiritual and temporal welfare
of the people on that land. These divisions later gave rise to the lat-
ifundio, massive ranches orplantations in the hands ofa small number of
people, in contrast to the rninifundio, or smaller parcels of land to many
people.

Those first favored with these grants were the Peninsulares (Re-
inoes in Brazil), people born in Iberia but living in the New World. The
term Indiano was used then by the Spanish themselves for one born in
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Spain and living in the New World but who identified with the mother
country. These Spaniards came into conflict with the Criolios (Criulos in
Brazil), American-born children of the Peninsulares. The Mestizo or La-
d/no was the child born of European and Indian parents.

The settlement of the land. The first Spaniards were men of fortune
who came for gold, a commodity that offered easy shipment, imper-
ishability, and precious value. They searched for it among the Indians,
took it from them if found. Later they mined it, particularly in Colombia.
The same was true for silver, with major strikes discovered in Mexico
and Peru. In the sixteenth century Mexico shipped more than thirty-five
million pesos of precious metals to Spain, and Colombia supplied some
thirty million ounces of gold.24 Brazilian gold came later on, in 1695,
and then the rush to find fortune exploded. The bandeirantes, hardy ex-
plorers who often were of a multiracial blend, emerged as a special class
of people—from folk hero to rascal.

From the beginning the land was to be tilled—obviously not by the
Spaniards, but by the Indians. It was here that the encomienda came to
play a central role. The previous chapter dealt with the issue of the hu-
man identity of the Indians and the major socio-theological controversy
that ensued. We cannot overemphasize the crucial role played by men
such as las Casas who dedicated themselves to the protection of the In-
dians. His image is found on Guatemala’s most used coin, the centavo.
Tragically, blacks were brought as slaves later on to work the sugarplan-
tations of the Caribbean and Brazil.

Brazil’s first formal settlement arose in 1532 at Sao Vicente, near
present-day Santos. The initial goal of the Portuguese was to occupy
rather than to settle or to populate the territory. Later, however, the de-
velopment of an export economy ruled by an oligarchy of plantation
owners began. For that reason they focused their attention primarily on
the sugar plantations and the cattle ranches—and for both they needed
slaves. Because the Portuguese were still more oriented to the develop-
ment of Africa and the East Indies, it was not until they faced threats
from France, England, and Holland that they populated the coast of Bra-
zil in order to defend it. “By 1580, there were eight well-established cap-
taincies, sixty sugar mills, a population of 17,000 to 25,000 Portuguese,
18,000 ‘civilized’ Indians, and 14,000 black slaves.”25 There are sig-
nificant parallels between plantation-oriented Brazil and the southern
United States culture built around the values and behavior of the planta-
tion world.

The predominance of the cities. The Spanish by 1600 had scores of
towns and vast territories under their administration. Spain was eager to
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control its territorial possessions; and to consolidate them they intro-
duced the full panoply of social structures already mentioned. This also
stimulated the development of towns and cities with the more formal so-
ciety.

Of the 20 largest cities of Latin America, 16 were
founded by 1580. All were physically planned in accord
with the ideas of Emperor Charles V and King Philip II
of Spain. As originally laid out, most cities had a central
plaza, around which were situated the primary govern-
mental and religious structures. Lots surrounding the pla-
za were allocated to the city’s important families. Out-
ward from the central plaza, streets were laid out in a
gridiron pattern, with an eye to anticipating and fa-
cilitating future growth. Areas were set aside for the In-
dian population at some distance from the central plaza.
These became barrios, each usually with its own plaza,
church, and trading facilities.26

Some of the best examples of the Colonial cities today are Lima,
Peru, and Antigua, Guatemala. Yet not all the cities were planned so
well, as Mexico City, La Paz, and others clearly attest. These baroquecit-
ies brought together the major institutions of the colony: the imperial rep-
resentatives, the regional and local civil government, the church, com-
merce—both internal and international—and the social and cultural life
of the time. The focus on the few cities has also been a dominant factor
in Latin American development. This has so favored the city that the in-
terior is disregarded as inferior and is seen as necessary only in the way
that it might supply and strengthen the urban world.

The church. The One, Holy, Roman Catholic church controlled
most of New World life, not only in the cities but also in the interior and
even into the remotest areas explored. Columbus had brought twelve
friars with him on his second journey, while six Jesuits came with the
first Brazilian governor-general. Their first task was to convert the pagan
Indians; also they were to minister to the “Christians,” the Iberians. The
zeal ofthese missionaries is to be admired. They established missions for
the Indians, many ofwhich served to protect them from the rapacious ex-
ploitation of the Spaniards and Portuguese. Although the movie pro-
ducers of The Mission took liberty in rewriting details, the crisis of the
Indians is graphically portrayed in the film. It is based on the historical
account of the Jesuit-Indian communities near the IguazU Falls. The roy-
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al patronage system gave authority over the church in the New World to
the royalty in all but purely spiritual matters. This obviously resulted in a
double perversion: the church in the state and the state in the church. The
church became very powerful as well as a major landowner, with her
wealth concentrated in the cities. Sadly,

The wealth reinforced the conservative inclinations
of the Iberian Church. After the initial phase of evangel-
izing, it too exploited the Indians, as well as the African
slaves, to till Church lands or to erect larger and more
opulent edifices. To the masses it preached resignation.
If God had made them poor, it would be a sin to question
why. Poverty was to have its reward in the next life. It
was not from the masses that the Church drew its lead-
ership.... Thus, the highest ranks of the clergy, like those
in the military and civil service, were associated with
and filled by the aristocracy.27

Education. Education was provided by the church, and it preferred
at first those of Spanish blood; only limited interest was shown in the
schooling of Indians. Spanish education for the New World was crucial
and schools on all levels were founded. The various Catholic orders took
the initiative. There was hostile competition at times as they jostled for
position and prestige, particularly between Dominicans and Jesuits. The
first universities were founded in Mexico (1553) and Lima (1571) under
the joint patronage of the king and pope—royal and pontificial uni-
versities. The classic “Seven Pillars” of medieval education were offered:
theology (Aquinas and Scotus), Scripture, canons, arts (logic, physics,
and metaphysics), laws, decretals, and rhetoric. Medicine followed short-
ly, joining with theology and law as the major courses of study. Tensions
emerged when in those early years students of mixed blood found educa-
tional doors closed. At one time mestizos were rejected in defecto natal-
/urn, carrying a birth defect of mixed races, which made them inferiorhu-
mans. Nevertheless, those early universities made educational history in
the New World. Burns writes that

before Harvard opened its doors in 1636, a dozen Span-
ish-American universities, drawing on medieval models,
were offering a wide variety of courses in law, medicine,
theology, and the arts, most of them taught in Latin. The
universities made one major concession to the New
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World: they taught theological students Indian languages

for theirfuture benefit and effectiveness.28

However, education was dominated by a scholastic mindset which
condemned students to rote memory and limited educational content,
from primary through the university levels.29

Commerce. A mercantilist philosophy of commerce controlled both
business and trade. This meant that all major decisions were made in
Spain. They were designed to profit the mothercountry, not the colonies.
It was an exploitative dominance that prohibited internal development
and forced all trade routes to lead directly from the various colonial cen-
ters to Spain. No colonial infrastructure was allowed to develop. Actual-
ly, such ideas would have been considered heresy. The mercantilism cen-
tralized power in the hands of a few bureaucrats, thus allowing few
major decisions for local levels. Novak argues that “the Counter-
Reformation state impugned the religious value of commerce. It banned
or restricted enterprise in the private sector. It licensed certain en-
trepreneurs to develop state monopolies; it favored state mercantilism
over private mercantilism.”30 These attitudes prevail today in many sec-
tors ofLatin America, hindering socio-economic development.

Family structures. Much has been written about the differences in
family structure between the English and Spanish colonies. The Puritans
did not arrive to discover the land. That had already been done. They
came mostly with their entire families—men, women, and children—and
even communities, to till the soil of the New World. Their social struc-
tures revolved around this reality. They left Europe because of religious
and social persecution, and they arrived after tremendous sacrifice. They
came to stay and to build a Christian society. They were children ofthe
Reformation, Bible students committed to the priesthood ofthe believer,
to the high calling of physical labor, and to the sanctity of marriage and
children. They longed to worship God in liberty and were willing to pay
the price to settle where this freedom was theirs. They also came as Brit-
ish subjects with certain liberty to develop and elect their own local gov-
ernment.

Arciniegas significantly underscores these elements as he compares
the two colonial experiments. He includes in his book a segment of the
Mayflower Compact to illustrate the essence of thePuritan move.

We, whose names are underwritten. . . Do by these
Present, solemnly and mutually in the Presence of God
and one another, covenant and combine ourselves to-
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gether into a civil Body Politick, for our better Ordering
and Preservation and Furtherance of the Ends aforesaid;
And by Virtue hereof do enact, constitute, and frame,
such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Constitu-
tions, and Offices, from time to time, as shall be thought
meet and convenient for the General Good of the Col-
ony.3’

The contrast with the Iberian colonies is clear. They were conquered
and settled originally by men of fortune who had traveled without fam-
ilies and with no known desire to bring their families to the New World.
Their attitude to work was expressed by the words of Cortez: "I came for
gold, not to till the soil like a peasant.” Their sexual needs were met by
Indian women, and a poor soldier could unite with—and perhaps later
marry—an Indian princess, a union that would bring prestige to both.
The great writer Inca Garcilazo de la Vega was the most famous child of
those unions. But that intermarriage, that mixture of the bloods, would
mark the self-image of the Latin American nzestizo to the point that he
would to this day find himself searching for a clear identity.

The colonies were to be exploited, and state mercantilism assured
that the loaded galleons sailed the trade routes solely to Spain. The Iber-
ians were children of the Counter-Reformation, faithful to their Holy
Church and suspicious of all potential heresy. The Bible was a closed
book; the priests were the intercessors. It was a matter of medieval mir-
acle, mystery and authority, of mass conversion and nominal Christian-
ity. These factors forged the Spanish colonies.

The reciprocal natural gifts of the Iberian colonies. Again it is Ar-
ciniegas who lists the fascinating exchange. The Spaniards brought a to-
tal society to the New World—state, church, language, education, legal
system, music. They brought ships and the wheel as functional in-
struments of mobility. They also brought the horse (with the cowboy or
soldier) and the donkey, the cow and ox, chickens and mice, pigs and
cats, the silkworm and sugar cane, bananas and rice, mangos, peaches,
apples, pears, plums, quince, figs, pomegranate, oranges, garlic, onions,
olives, roses, wheat, grapes and wine, syphilis and measles, black slaves,
guns and explosives.

The New World in exchange gave tobacco, pineapples, corn, to-
matoes, potatoes, chocolate, guine, sarsaparilla, vanilla, sweet potatoes,
red beans, bouganvillea, avocados, papaya, chili, rubber, and peanuts.
They also gave their land, their peoples to work the land, their beauty,
art, and music.32
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Some Final Observations on This Period

As the colonial era came to a conclusion, internal and international
currents began moving inexorably, which would produce cataclysmic
change in the New World. The initial moves toward some kind of in-
dependence were under way both in Europe and in the colonies.

THE REVOLUTION AND INDEPENDENCE

OF LATIN AMERIA: 1810-1824

First Signs ofUnrest

The Spanish and Portuguese colonial governments had served to ex-
ploit the New World for the mother countries. Inevitably some changes
took place, and the eighteenth century in Latin America brought about
limited liberalization in both trade and government. At the same time
there had been a series of low-level danger signals that augured major
structural changes.

Unrest in the Indian population. The Indians began to rebel in spo-
radic revolts, some of them significant, as in the case of the Chilean
Araucanians. One of the most important rebellions took place in the An-
dean highlands, and has had long-term international implications, in-
cluding the contemporary Argentine guerilla movement Tupamaros.

In 1780 Jose Gabriel Condorcanqui (1742-81), a di-
rect descendant of the Incas, who had assumed the name
Tupac Amarü in 1771, led an abortive Indian rebellion in
Peru after proclaiming himself emperor of his part of
America. After a brief success, he was captured and put
to death with great brutality. But on the plains of Ven-
ezuela people still speak of him as king, and people on
the pampas remember that he died to bring about some
of the reforms that actually came later.33

Unrest in Europe. The Spanish crown faced a series of changes and
crises. While Brazil was able to sustain just about all of its territorial in-
tegrity, Spain began to lose land as the Spanish political alliances shifted.
Santo Domingo went to France in 1797; then followed the massive loss
of Louisiana in 1801 to France, who in turn sold it two years later to the
United States. This territory of 827,987 square miles stretched from New
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Orleans up into Canada. In 1819 a weakened Spain sold Florida to the
United States.

Spain’s and Portugal’s own problems came as a result of the strug-
gle with Napoleon’s expansionist dreams. When Portugal refused to obey
the French emperor, he invaded Portugal; and the entire Lisbon court by
a matter of hours barely escaped the invading army and sailed off to Bra-
zil. Napoleonic forces converted Spain into a battleground in 1808,
which obligated the distant colonial vice-royalties to make many de-
cisions on theirown.

Yet another cause of the European unrest came with the expan-
sionist designs of the English, French, and Dutch. Their original interests
lay more in the islands of the West Indies, which today conserve the
name originally given to the New World. The British based their sugar
economy in the islands. Spain gradually lost control of Jamaica; and
eventually that island was ceded to the British in a 1670 treaty. The Brit-
ish had great trade interests in the area and constantly pressured Spain on
the open seas. For about three hundred years they effectively used pri-
vateers and buccaneers who plied the Caribbean seas, attacking and cap-
turing Spanish ships. North American children will remember Sir Francis
Drake, but every Ibero-American child grew up calling him “Drake the
pirate”—a matter ofperspective.

Curacao and the three Guianas—British, French, and Dutch—on the
northern rim of South America are vestiges of that non-Iberian influence.
However, it was the Dutch who tried to take advantage of Portuguese
weaknesses in Brazil. Their interests were sugar, salt, and contraband
trade. They actually invaded the northeastern corner and kept it from
1630 until 1654. To this day Dutch architecture can be observed in the
city of Olinda.34

Unrest in the Criollos. Back in the New World the rigid colonial
class system faced structural stresses. The criollos were growing in-
creasingly restive and resentful of the peninsulares dominating them.
The Iberians monopolized the major posts in the government, the mil-
itary, the church, and social and economic life. The criollos were left out,
even though they were direct, pure-blood descendants of the Spaniards.
Wealth continued to be siphoned off to Spain, and the trade routes still
were forcibly limited to Spain. One notch down, the mestizo continued to
battle the problem of identity, receiving limited acceptance from either
those above or the Indians and blacks below. Those on the underside of
society, Indians and blacks, were cut out of power completely. The first
stages of nationalism were being felt, the class struggle had started, and
these signs both augured ill for imperial Spain.
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Radically newconcepts began to emerge in Europe—revolution and
independence. The basic ideas had been sown in the English and French
Enlightenment by the philosophes and encyclopaedists. The un-
precedented dreams of liberty, equality, and fraternity inspired some of
the criollos, particularly those ofthe high class who were studying in Eu-
rope. They began reading the Enlightenment writings, the same literature
that fueled the North American colonies. By the second halfof the eight-
eenth century, the writings of Voltaire, Rousseau, Montesquieu, Locke,
and others were being digested in light of their application to the Spanish
colonies.

The American Revolution of 1776 seemed to provide an excellent
model, at least on paper and in theory, for the Spanish colonies. The
French Revolution of 1789 at first had encouraged the emancipation-
minded criolios. “On the other hand, the Reign of Terror in France
proved to be a sobering influence, for the majority of Creoles scarcely
sought a completely egalitarian society in which their own advantages
might disappear. They were determined upon changes, but hoped to
achieve them within the framework of monarchy.”35

Yet another revolutionary model emerged in Haiti, where an au-
thentic slave rebellion expelled theFrench masters in 1791. A black Hai-
tian military officer, Pierre Francois Dominique Toussaint l’Ouverture,
led the revolt, but he was later tricked into captivity, chained, and sent to
France to die in prison there. But in 1804 another black, Jean Jacques
Dessalines, proclaimed Haiti’s freedom and pronounced himself emper-
or.

Explosions: Battles and the Triumph of Independence

Simon Bolivar, the great Liberator—the Latin American’s George
Washington—declared that the wars were justified because of“the Laws
ofthe Indies, the rule of the old executives, the influence of religion and
of foreign domination,. . . the ferocity of our enemies and our national
temperament.”36

The first revolts. Initial uprisings in Spanish America were spon-
taneous and localized, fundamentally unrelated among the three major
fronts of Mexico, Venezuela-Columbia, and Argentina-Chile. There was
no unified command to bind the leaders—the “Patriots”—in strategy and
goals. The colonial era had neutralized an infrastructure of continental in-
teraction and communication. But the first battles exploded on all three
major fronts: Mexico, Venezuela, and Argentina. In some cases the
struggle began when the criolios took control of local cabildos. Buenos
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Aires caught the independence virus after the English tried to take the
city and fared only calamitous defeat at the hands of the local citizens.

Mexico. Mexico’s case is unique because the battles ripped through
the rural sector in 1810. The war started in the little Indian town of Do-
lores under the leadership of the parish priest, Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla.
This case is also singular because of the Indian role in the struggle—a
factor that led the city criollos to deny their support. The famous battle
cry, the Grito de Dolores, unfortunately led to mob plunder and killing.
Hidalgo was captured and executed by royalist forces; but in 1815 the
mestizo priest Jose Maria Morelos led another revolt. He also was ex-
ecuted; and it was not until September 1821 that criollo Agustin de Itur-
bide emerged as the military leader destined to protest the repressive pol-
icies of a revitalized Spain. He so alarmed the criolios, even the most
conservative, that they aligned behind the rebel leader. “In September
1821 Iturbide entered Mexico City in triumph, and independent Mexico
began its chaotic and violent career.”37

Northern South America. In South America the road to in-
dependence was taking different routes. Here the royalists were better
supported by Spain and the struggle more arduous. The first Venezuelan
surges toward independence were led by Francisco Miranda, the pre-
cursor—or forerunner—of independence. Born in Caracas, he had lived
for a time in the new republic of the United States where he studied the
political experiments there. While in the United States he developed the
vision of a Great Colombia emerging to replace the Spanish rule; later
his base of operations became England. The aristocratic criollo SimOn
BolIvar, ElLibertador, also of Caracas, was tutored there by Andres Bel-
lo, an outstanding man of letters. Bolivar’s education in Europe was nur-
tured on the ideals of the French Enlightenment, and in Rome he vowed
to dedicate his life to the freedom struggle.

Bolivar’s first battle in 1812 resulted in defeat to the royalists. When
General Miranda lost heart in the fighting, Bolivar and other junior of-
ficers called him a traitor and handed him over to the royalists. He was
carried to Spain as a prisoner and died in a dungeon in Cadiz. Bolivar’s
long saga combined periods of military strategies and struggles with pe-
riods dedicated to the writing of constitutions, and with a series of re-
treats and exile periods. Bolivar returned to conquer Venezuela in 1813,
and he set up a strong centralized government. But this venture also end-
ed in defeat and he fled to Haiti. His next invading force in December of
1812 finally defeated the royalists, and a long chain of victorious battles
ensued. The incredible march over the Andes with his army merits a
book of its own. Finally, aided by more than five hundred British ad-
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venturers, the Gran Colombia of Venezuela, Colombia, and Ecuador es-
tablished his rule. He was thirty-nine years old at the time.

The Southern Cone. Down in Argentina arose the leader Jose de San
Martin as the Patriot. Son of a Spanish officerand trained in Spain, he re-
turned to Buenos Aires to aid the independence movement that had al-
ready shaken off the Spanish rule. So San Martin moved his theater to
Chile, leading his Army ofthe Andes once again over the high passes (he
crossed the Andes seven times in all). In early 1817 Santiago fell and
Bernardo O’Higgens (San Martin’s second in command and son of an
Irish-born viceroy of Peru) became the head of the new republic. San
Martin then sailed up the Pacific to Peru, and in July 1821 Lima fell.
This was the final disastrous blow to Spain, for the “City of the Kings”
was the crown jewel ofSpain’s South American colonies.

The sad story repeated itself—it was easier to win a war than or-
ganize a new nation—and San Martin was unable to produce an effective
government. A major summit meeting was held between him and Bolivar
in Guayaquil during late July 1821. The goal was to stitch together an in-
tegrated solution to South America. But differing personalities and vi-
sions produced such conflict that the meeting ended in defeat for both
men, and ultimately for Latin America. Disappointed, San Martin pulled
out of the political struggle, slipping into lonely self-exile in Europe,
where he died in France in 1850.

Thefinal battles. Bolivar carried the mantle virtually alone, winning
the final battles in Peru and Bolivia, and witnessing the impossible—the
total political emancipation of South America from Spain. The frustra-
tions oforganizing the new nations were compounded by the conflicting
dreams of the new leadership, who had scant preparation for ruling.
Bolivar traveled unceasingly, smothering political fires, writing and re-
writing constitutions, decreeing and forcing decisions. British historian
George Pendle concludes:

But it. was a hopeless task. Gran Colombia was al-
ready breaking up into its component parts—Venezuela,
Colombia, Ecuador—Bolivar himself was exhausted, ill,
and disillusioned. An attempt was made on his life.
Slowly he moved away towards exile, following the Co-
lombian coast until he reached Santa Marta. He never
went any farther. He died on the edge ofhis continent, in
1830, at the age of forty-seven. In the previous year he
had written:
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“There is no good faith in America, nor
among the nations of America. Treaties are
scraps of paper; constitutions, printed matter;
elections, battles; freedom, anarchy; and life a
torment.”

Shortly before his death he added: “America is un-
governable. He who served a revolution ploughs the
sea.”38

International Recognition ofthe New Nations

Perceiving a golden moment, England in particularwished to inherit
the commercial ties with Hispanic America; but the United States of
America, that young and vigorous nation, also had her own designs for
both trade and leadership. United States industrial growth had started,
and the new republics were magnificent sources forraw materials as well
as markets for finished products. While the English discussed whether to
and how to recognize the countries, the United States acted. The sec-
retary of state, John Quincy Adams, developed with President Monroe
what became known as the Monroe Doctrine, propounding four basic
principles:

The United States (1) would not intervene in Eu-
ropean affairs; (2) would respect “the existing colonies
or dependencies of any European Power”; (3) could not
admit that the recognized republics be considered “as
subjects for future colonization by any European Pow-
er”; (4) could not view “any interposition [in those re-
publics] for the purpose of oppressing them or con-
trolling their destiny by any European Power in any
other light than as a manifestation of an unfriendly dis-
position towards the United States.”39

However, this Monroe Doctrine did not stop the British from sign-
ing major trade treaties with Argentina, Colombia, and Mexico. Bolivar
attempted in a Panama continental congress to foster a sense of Pan-
Americanism, a dream that floundered when only four nations sent repre-
sentatives. There was too much mutual distrust and internal conflict, a
legacy handed down through thegenerations.
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Brazil’s Unique Path to Independence

The contrast of Portuguese-speaking Brazil with Hispanic America
is astounding. Whereas the Hispanics shed blood in the battles for lib-
erty, the Brazilian route was radically different, almost a gentle transition
more in harmony with the Portuguese spirit. When the Portuguese royal
family and court—some two thousand people—had escaped Napoleonic
forces by fleeing to Rio de Janeiro, they simply set up court there. They
had taken the gold and other valuables, and British ships had protected
them on the seas from hostile attack. Rio, as of January 1808, was now
the capital of Portugal. The city had to be refurbished for royalty, and the
British continued their commercial involvement.

By 1815 Brazil was declared equal to Portugal in status and Dom
Joao became the king over both. He returned to Portugal in 1821 to re-
claim his Europeanthrone, and he lefthis son Dom Pedro as regent.

As it became increasingly apparent that the Lisbon
government planned to reduce Brazil to its former Co.
lonial status, Dom Pedro, in September 1822, with the
encouragement of Brazilian patriots, uttered the historic
cry: “Independence or death!” Before the end of the year
he was proclaimed Pedro I, Emperor ofindependent Bra-
zil.40

Without bloodshed Brazil gained her emancipation and the royalist
troops returned home. “From the beginning of independence the country
possessed trained administrators, and it was peculiarly happy in the char-
acter of its second emperor, Pedro II, who governed constitutionally and
wisely, until in 1889 the monarchy withered away and the republican era
began.”41 It truly stands in stark contrast with the Spanish republics.

THE PROCESS OF ORGANIZATION ANI) DEVELOPMENT
OF THE NEW REPUBLICS: 1824-1880

The Situation

The map was drawn. By 1824 the former Spanish colonies had pro-
duced seven new republics: Mexico, the United Provinces of Central
America, Colombia, Peru, Chile, Paraguay, and the Provinces of the Rio
de la Plata. The latter became Argentina, and in 1830 when Gran Co-
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lonthia came apart, four others emerged: Bolivia, Uruguay, Ecuador, and
Venezuela. Add Brazil to the list and the modern map was basically
drawn.

The republics were in crisis. Octavio Paz, contemporary Mexican
writer, perceptively discusses the meaning of independence to the new
nations. He juxtaposes the conquest with the independence. Both “seem
like moments of flux and reflux in a great historical wave that gathered
in the fifteenth century, flooded over America, attained a briefbut splen-
did equilibrium in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and finally re-
ceded aftercollapsing into a thousand fragments.”42 He goes on to affirm
that

the independence movement in South America began
with a continent-wide victory: San MartIn liberated half
the continent, Bolivar the other half. They created great
states and confederations. They thought that emancipa-
tion from Spain would not bring about the dis-
memberment of the Hispanic world. In a short while,
however, reality shattered all their projects. The process
of disintegration in the Spanish Empire proved stronger
than Bolivar’s clairvoyance.43

North Americans misunderstand Latin America when they assume
that the two independence movements were similar. Although there are
major parallels—both colonies sought freedom from the mother coun-
try—the differences are structural. In North America the patriots led a
people who had been geared to independence through a greater per-
centage of involved electorate, as well as internal development and infra-
structure, years of discussion and public arguments, minimal class and
ethnic variants, and decades of experience in governing. Spanish Amer-
ica was different. There had not been a real desire to change the social
structures of the colonies. The power and wealth simply passed from one
elite to another. Even though the international independence vocabulary
was similar, its particular definitions were not. Paz concludes:

Among ourselves . . . the ruling classes consolidated
themselves, once Independence was achieved, as heirs of
the 01(1 Spanish order. They broke with Spain, but they
proved incapable of creating a modern society. It could
not have been otherwise, because the groups that headed
the Independence movement did not represent new so-
cial forces, merely a prolongation of the feudal system.
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The newness of the new Spanish-American nations is de-
ceptive: in reality, they were decadent or static societies,
fragments and survivals of a shattered whole.44

The new nations struggled with the internal issues as they organized
themselves. No unanimous spirit had guided their vision of what the re-
publics would become upon gaining their liberty. The political experi-
mentation moved across the spectrum. Provisional constitutions, treaties,
pacts, statutes were written and seldom, if ever, applied. The federalists
struggled against the unitarists. “The former supported a system of loose
confederation between the different provinces or, perhaps more accurate-
ly, between the caudillos, whereas the latter wanted a unified state.”45

Another tension came between the urban and the rural inhabitants. In Ar-
gentina the portenos of Buenos Aires violently fought against the pro-
vincianos of the interior. Conservatives clamored for authoritarian re-
gimes, and the liberals apparently wanted to eliminate all kinds of
absolutism. A major battle swirled around clericalism, for “Latin Amer-
ica had inherited from the days of Spanish sovereignty a clergy ac-
customed to playing a political role, and possessing great wealth besides.
Separation of Church and State, distribution of Church property, and
elimination of the clergy’s political influence were the issues on which
Latin American statesmen were deeply divided.”46

Some statesmen wanted a monarchy; and Mexico, for example,
tried that option twice, with disastrous results. Parliamentary government
was experimented with—and the results were dubious. But what
emerged was the need for strong central authority. The United States
constitution had been used as an original model for the Latin American
ones, with very limited success. Now that same foreign document was
used to justify the move toward centralization with democratic re-
spectability. The regime of presidential dominance became the central
political model for the new republics.

The Caudillos Emerge to Take Power

The young Bolivar had cried out in Europe: “I swear that I will not
die until I have driven the last Spaniard out of America.” But the dying
Libertador lamented, “Many tyrants will arise on my tomb.” And that is
what happened. The Spanish yoke had been discarded; but the structures
of society were unchanged, and the lofty and noble ideals stumbled on
the colonial hangovers: ignorance, apathy, poverty, illiteracy, class and
racial struggles, clerical domination, land control by a few wealthy fam-
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ilies, a closed mentality to new ideas, mercantilism, and an exploitative
economy. The new nations were unprepared for a representative de-
niocracy, and into the vacuum of power emerged the caudillos, those
strong, charismatic men who embodied the frustrated aspirations of the
masses. Freedom had been transformed into a millstone, and the national
identity crises cried for relief.

These strong leaders evolved from the caciques (coroncis in Brazil):
the more-localized chiefs of latifundios, tribes, regional armies, gauchos,
and even outlaws. The relationship of a cacique to his men was a feudal
relationship in which the cacique gave his followers protection and they
in turn served him with loyalty. The supreme virtue was loyalty, not pa-
triotism. Generosity and atrocity enforced the relationship. Conquest by
power was key. Now the caudillo was the only one capable of con-
trolling the caciques, and national power in Latin America was assumed
by the caudillos, who brushed aside the vaccillating politicians of the
capital cities.

All of the social strata of Latin America have been
represented among the caudillos: Francia (1811—1840) in
Paraguay was a cultivated, paternalistic aristocrat; Santa
Anna (1824—1844) in Mexico was a wealthy Creole,
charming and volatile, who dreamed of military glory;
Santa Cruz (1829—1839) in Bolivia was a professional
ollicer, honest but conceited, who believed himself heir
of the Incas through his mother’s line; Portales (1830—
1837) in Chile was a rich businessman, concerned with
order and prosperity; Rafael Carrera (1836—1865) in
Guatemala was a mystical and illiterate Indian; Juarez
(1857—1872) in Mexico was also an Indian. hut highly
educated and liberal; Melgarejo (1864-1871) in Bolivia
was an illiterate, alcoholic mestizo; Garcia Moreno
(1869—1875) in Ecuador was a very learned and pious
professor; Rufino Barrios (1872—1895) in Guatemala
was a general, but Fulgencio Batista (1934—1959) in
Cuba was a noncommissioned officer in revolt against
the generals; Gusman Blanco (1870—1890) in Venezuela
was a cultivated gentleman, but Cipriano Castro (1899—
1908), who succeeded him, was an illiterate cowboy.47

The caudillos marked a transitional period of Latin American his-
tory. In some countries, such as Venezuela, they provided achain of rul-
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ers for the period 1830—1935. Some of them, such as the national hero
Benitu Juárez—defender of the Indians and the liberator of Mexico—
served their countries well. Others were barbarian megalornaniacs, such
as Melgarejo of Bolivia and Francia “El Supremo” of Paraguay. Yet oth-
ers such as Porfirio DIaz, who followed Juárez, introduced, at great na-
tional price, modernization to Mexico.

The caudillos marked the history of Latin America in singular man-
ners. Not all of them were negative influences, for the republics needed
strong, central leadership. They lasted long decades, overlapping into the
twentieth century and their values persist even today in Peru and Cuba.
But the transition was being made to other political structures as the so-
ciety evolved and matured in its search for greater stability and continu-
ity.

Brazil was writing her own chapter in history as a new republic.
That nation had advanced economically under the monarchy of Pedro II,
originally developing the plantations. Later, industry began to emerge
along with the railroads. Territorial expansionism and disputes led to
what Pendle calls “the greatest international war in Latin American his-
tory.” 48 Paraguay’s dictator Solano LOpez disastrously lost the war, and
Brazil annexed much of the neighbor’s land. Independence came in 1889
and a republican constitution was published in 1891, although the mil-
itary controlled real power. The classic continental struggle showed it-
self—how to apply new rules to old colonial structures. Yet the nation
held together based on crucial compromises. Millions of European im-
migrants arrived to fuel development—Italians, Portuguese, Spaniards.
and Gennans. Sugar, coffee, rubber, and cattle came from the land, hut it
was industry that gradually set the pace in the powerful cities, particular-
ly Sao Paulo.

THE PERIOD OF RELATIVE PEACE ANI)
NATIONAL 1)EVELOPMENT: 1880-1930

As we move into study of this period, it becomes increasingly dif-
ficult to deal with Latin America as a whole entity. Each country now de-
veloped its own identity; each one had its particular historical dynamics.
Nevertheless some tentative generalizations can he made that provide a
continental perspective. Lambert, a French Latin Americanist, calls the
nineteenth century a “wasted one” for the area. His lament comes be-
cause the republics missed (lie opportunity during that century to pass
from chaos into solid models of development. The natural and human re-
sources of Latin America were greater than those of Europe and at least
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matched those of the United States. But, “compared to fast-growing
Western Europe and Anglo-America, Latin America had turned into an
underdeveloped continent.”49

The Changing Context of Latin America

General social changes. During this period Latin American society
experienced a gamut of changes and shifts, some minor, others major, all
combining to transform the face of these cultures. The black slaves were
finally freed in Cuba (1886) and Brazil (1889), although this did not have
the major impact on those societies that the emancipation of the North
American slaves had had. National infrastructures were developed, pri-
marily with foreign investments and corresponding monopolies. Sig-
nificantly, though, the infrastructure was not geared to bring the re-
publics together, which would have fostered trade and interaction with
each other. The system followed the colonial patterns—they were de-
signed for international export.

Thousands of railroad lines were laid to develop the interior primari-
ly for agricultural export and industrial projects. This was true in Central
America for coffee and bananas, and in the Southern Cone it opened the
Pampas for agricultural and cattle programs. Mining interests were sup-
ported by the new lines in Mexico and South America. Latin America
was gearing itself for major exports in agriculture (sugar, coffee, cacao,
grains, rubber, lumber, tobacco), metals (silver, tin, copper), and other
products (guano, nitrates, hides).

These commercial changes began to modify the traditional class
structures, particularly as a small but significant middle class emerged
between the wealthy landed elites and the mestizo-Indian masses. The
new class, however, did not have any particular interest in aiding those
on the underside of history. The conflicts were exacerbated, adding yet
another fuseto the social time bomb.

“To progress is to populate” became a slogan in Argentina, and the
doors were opened up to millions ofEuropean immigrants. Other nations
feeling the impact ofthe new citizens were Chile, Brazil, and Uruguay.

Land changes. Another tragic internal change unleashed a wave of
violence between and among Latin American countries. Many Latin
Americans today tend to speak of the peaceful manner in which they
have solved their internal social and international problems. The opposite
is really the truth. Pendle observes:

In addition to numerous lesser conflicts in the area,
the South American republics have been involved in five
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major wars among themselves: Argentina against Brazil,
1825—8; Argentina against Uruguay and then Brazil,
1842—52; Paraguay against Argentina, Uruguay, and
Brazil, 1864—70; Chile against Peru and Bolivia, 1879—
83; Bolivia against Paraguay (the Chaco War), 1932—5.
In all those wars the purpose of one side was to obtain
control over a neighbouring country or else to seize
some part of a neighbour’s territory.50

Paraguay lost almost all of its adult male population in the battles
against the Triple Alliance. In the 1898 Spanish-American War the Unit-
ed States with a heavy hand gained control of Cuba—giving it formal in-
dependence. Puerto Rico was ceded to the United States by Spain and
then maintained as a semi-colony. Mexico lost land to the United States
after a series of bloody battles, which included the Texan loss of the Ala-
mo and the subsequent defeat of Santa Anna’s army at San Jacinto. This
led to the independence of Texas. Both England and Mexico wanted to
keep Texas from annexation into the United States. But by 1848 Mex-
ico’s territory had been mutilated and drastically reduced as the United
States excised land that swept from the Rio Grande to California—the
current southwest United States.51

Other pressure groups. National armed forces developed, and dur-
ing this period began to flex their iron power. Their multiplied inter-
ventioas into national life have not been motivated at root by national in-
terest; rather, the interventions came from the military’s drive to
perpetuate its power and selfishness. The mestizos in the officer corps re-
alized that they could retaliate against the entrenched aristocracy by mil-
itary action. In some cases the military was trained by Europeans, such as
the German reorganization of Chile’s army. Germany also advised the
military in Argentina and Bolivia, while France did the same in Brazil,
Ecuador, Peru, and Paraguay.52 Latin America’s armed forces have inter-
vened throughout the last century in governments. The results have pri-
marily been negative; producing instability as political institutions were
undermined, leading to more cruelty, torture, anarchy, and disorder; per-
mitting military control of national coffers, leaving them bankrupt many
times as a result of hardware expenditures and blatant corruption. On the
other side, some military interventions did accelerate positive change of
social institutions. But the pattern was set: the military generally bro-
kered elections and was prepared to subvert civilian authority.

Other pressure groups that emerged during this period were the uni-
versity students and organized labor. The Reforma Universitaria of 1918
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sparked in Cordoba, Argentina, a movement that spread throughout the
continent. Students exploded, protesting archaic educational structures
and demanding a governing role in their universities. This modernization
movement has generally affected higher education in positive ways, al-
though extreme student power has weakened the university in some cas-
es. The revolutionary role ofthe university student in national society be-
came evident in this period also, and has extended down to the present.
Organized labor gradually developed to a point that permitted banding
together to seek common interests and benefits, which started breaking
down the power elites who controlled wealth.

Models and Experiments for Socio-Political Change

The latter part of the nineteenth century had found Latin America
searching for a consistent political and economic structure to provide co-
hesiveness. Utilitariansism—the dream that virtue should consist in util-
ity, thus providing the greatest amount of happiness for the greatest num-
ber ofpeople—was briefly experimented with. But it was too limited to
serve the multi-faceted needs ofLatin America.

The rise ofpositivism. Latin American political thought continued to
seek European models to solve its problems, and thus the theories of
Comte and Spencer surged to the fore. Positivism—affirming the power
of science and order to solve problems and excluding questions of ul-
timate causes and spiritual values-swept into the continent. Order
would bring progress after the chaos ofthe caudillos and the military de-
bacles. Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, Peru, Bolivia, Cuba, and
Brazil saw their solutions in positivism.

Between 1880 and 1890, a new Spanish America
seemed to be emerging—a group of countries which
seemed to have nothing in common with the Spanish
America that had arisen after political independence. A
new order was developing in every country; not the co-
lonial order but one which was based on the concepts of
progress and science; an order which appeared to be giv-
ing thought to the education and the material comfort of
its citizens. Political liberties were sacrificed forthe sake
of this order, since they were considered to be super-
fluous and a source of unrest. In every country, ol-
igarchies came forward to take responsibility for the new
order and for its reflection in the field ofpolitics.53
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But it was Mexico and Brazil that provided clear examples of this
sociopolitical experimentation. Mexico, bordering on the “Great Co-
lossus ofthe North” (the United States), sensed even further threats to its
national sovereignty. In order to compete, Mexico would have to in-
dustrialize with speed. The dictatorial government of Porfirio DIaz un-
leashed the tecnócratas, Los Científicos, to solve national problems.
Massive financial investment from the United States led Mexico to
launch her industrialization. But a high price was paid, and

during the so-called Pax Poifiriana foreigners attained a
position of such importance that they dominated the
Mexican economy, and they were duly appreciative of
the regime that so favoured them. United States and Brit-
ish investors owned the oilfields, themines, and the pub-
lic utilities, and U.S. citizens acquired millions of acres
in the north ofthe country. It has been said that the DIaz
administration was “mother of the foreigner and step-
mother of the Mexicans.” Certainly the mass of the peo-
ple derived little benefit from the dictator’s economic
achievements, and his courting of the outsider was to be
the cause of the violent storm of xenophobia which
broke out after his downfall. It is felt that he had gone
too far; he is supposed to have exclaimed: “Pobre Me]-
ico, tan lejos de Dios, y tan cerca de los Estados Uni-
dos!” (“Poor Mexico, so far from God, and so near the
United States!”).54

Mexican positivism unraveled and the nation exploded in the 1910-
1920 revolution. Brazil’s pattern was quite different; there, positivism
guided evolution toward change. The Brazilian fazendeiro power had
been weakened by the emerging Sao Paulo industrial power. The mon-
archy had vanished, slavery had been abolished, but the church and the
Freemasons had to be checked. The military school at Rio then became
the center ofpositivism, and the new Brazilian flag bore Comte’s motto,
“Order and Progress.” The new philosophy was applied to society, but
disintegrated because of internal schisms that went to the extreme of
creating the Brazilian Positivist Church. Nevertheless, positivism perma-
nently marked Brazil.

Two modelsfor structural change. Uruguay had had such a history
of violent unrest and civil conflict that even one of its military dictators,
Latorre, had in 1880 resigned, “declaring that the people were ‘un-
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governable.” Yet it was Uruguay, during the first decades of this cen-
tury. that under the leadership of a former newspaper owner and editor,
José Batlle y OrdOfiez, moved peacefully into a national structural mod-
ification of the entire society. As a first-term president he had crushed a
revolution, and his authority was unquestioned. He actually obeyed the
constitution by not running for a second term. During later years he stud-
ied European political institutions, and then returned to be elected a sec-
ond time. His programs were peaceful yet radical, calling for honest civil
servants, new laws that would assure orderly transitions, and the in-
stitution of labor and other welfare reforms. Amazingly, the changes en-
dured into the 1960s.

Mexico, on the other hand, found violence necessary to produce
structural changes. When Diaz and his New Creoles fell after thirty-four
years of power, Mexico faced abysmal social crises with some one thou-
sand families owning most of the country—and foreigners owning a
quarter of the land. Real wages had shrunk, productivity was dropping,
and the repressed mestizos and Indians were ready to explode. Following
a short term of a new, incompetent president, the drive for land reform lit
the fuse and the Revolution of 19 10-1920 was on. Rivals for power led
their own regional armies, including the legendary Emiliano Zapata in
the south and Pancho Villa in the north. The country was in chaos, and
destruction was the norm. Over a million persons died and the infra-
structure was ruined by a revolution with no central leadership or phi-
losophy. The criollos had lost permanently and the mestizos were in to
stay, but it took many years before the country settled down and a new
constitution was implemented under a one-party system. The Catholic
church lost much of its position, power, and wealth because the revolu-
tion disenfranchised all religious organizations. Mexico became a secular
state, and anticlericalism remained high among government leaders.

The Struggle for Intellectual
Emancipation in Latin America

The ongoing search for self-identity continued among Latin Amer-
ican intellectuals. Both peninsulares and criollos had largely been re-
placed by mestizos in the struggle for political independence. Yet Latin
Americans did not feel free. Leopoldo Zea, prominent Mexican writer,
points to the Iberian heritage as the apparent root of Latin America’s
problems. He states that the liberal ideas of independence had not ex-
tinguished the hangover of the Spanish spirit. Others affirmed that free-
dom divided instead ofuniting. The solution for these negative attitudes
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was “education. . . to liberate the Spanish-American peoples from their
intellectual subservience to Spain, and to Europe in general.”55

It was this intellectual subservience that grated the most, and the
Latin American writers began addressing these issues. I will give three
examples, all appearing near the turn of this century. Ruben Dario, Latin
America’s foremost poet, rose from the soil of a small Nicaraguan vil-
lage to become the spokesman for modernism. This was a revolutionary
form that attacked traditional Castilian literature; and although it was in-
debted to French style, it was an original expression of the new, proud at-
titudes of Latin American independence. It even seriously influenced
Spanish literature, as well as showing a religious ethos:

Christ walks, thin and feeble through the streets.
Barabbas keeps his slaves, his toadies lick his shoes.
And the land of the Chibcha, Cuzco and Palenque,
Has seen the panthers sleek and in their prime.56

José Marti, the Cuban patriot, offers another example of nationalist
writing. Known as “The Apostle,” he revolutionized poetry not only in
style but in content. His vision was Nuestra America, “Our America,”
with a Pan-Americanist vision, and he died in Cuba fighting for its in-
dependence. He wrote with full freedom on North American soil, free to
condemn his host’s imperialism. The two Americas fascinated him, but
he made his choice:

However great this America may be, and however
consecrated it may be to the free men ofthe America in
which Lincoln was born, to us in the depths of our
hearts, the America in which Juárez was born is greater,
and no one can blame us for it, nor think ill of us for it,
because it is ours, and because it has been more un-
fortunate.57

It was José Enrique RodO, the Uruguayan, who in 1900 wrote
Ariel, 58 an essay on Latin American spiritual values. He contrasted Cal-
ihan, the brutish, materialistic, ugly North American dedicated to prag-
matism and technology, with Ariel, the idealistic, spiritual, and graceful
man of Latin America. RodO argued that to be different did not mean to
be inferior, that Latin America’s own values provided beauty, worth, and
high self-esteem.
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The Controversial Continental Role of the United States

North American expansionism sought to establish a general heg-
emony over the Western Hemisphere, which was further evidence of the
United States’s emergence as a major world power desiring political,
military, and commercial security. While Britain still sustained great in-
fluence—lasting nearly a century—and valuable trade privileges with
Latin America, the United States demanded a greater monopoly of raw
materials for its voracious industrial appetite. New markets were sought
for finished products, and during the last decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury commerce and investment grew rapidly.

The United States was flexing its military muscle and wrestling ter-
ritory from Mexico and Spain. Between 1846 and 1848 the United States
and Mexico were at war, resulting in Mexico’s loss of California, New
Mexico, and Arizona. As a result of the Spanish-American War, the
United States took possession of Puerto Rico, and Cuba gained nominal
independence from Spain. Many United States leaders at that time dis-
played the disturbing attitude that the United States should ultimately
control all the Latin American republics. One writer spoke arrogantly of
the responsibility to impose “civilization” on Latin America: “The Unit-
ed States is in honor bound to maintain law and order in South America,
and we may just as well take complete control of several ofthe countries,
and establish decent governments while we are about it.”59

“Dollar Diplomacy,” the “Big Stick” combined with the Roosevelt
Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, and the many military interventions
generated a tense relationship between the United States and Latin Amer-
ica.

In the period between 1898 and 1934, the United
States intervened militarily in Cuba, Mexico, Guatemala,
Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Colombia, Haiti, and the
Dominican Republic. In some nations, such as Hon-
duras, Panama, and Cuba, the interventions occurred re-
peatedly. In others, like Haiti, the Dominican Republic,
and Nicaragua, they lasted for years, even decades. In
Haiti, for example, the marines landed in 1915 and did
not depart until 1934. 60

The events surrounding the creation of both the Panama Canal and
the Republic of Panama clearly indict North American intrigue. When
the Panamanians seceded (with obvious North American encouragement)
in 1903 from Colombia, American gunboats blocked Colombian ships,
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and Panama was rapidly recognized as a sovereign nation by the United
States. North America was granted control “in perpetuity” over a ten-
mile swath across the nation. The canal was completed in 1914 after a
decade of exhausting labor. Ironically, the Panama Canal decades later
led to one of the wisest and most just North American foreign policy de-
cisions in Latin America—the 1978 treaty returning the Canal Zone to
complete Panamanian ownership and direction by 1999.

An objective analysis of the entire picture clearly proves that North
American diplomacy was not guided by good-will ambassadors. While
the Latin Americans continued their love-hate relationship with the
American way of life, the Northern world power was building up a debt
of mistrust and antipathy that would be hard to pay oil in the future.

This negative attitude toward the United States became evident dur-
ing World War I when many Latin American republics resisted pressure
to support the Allied powers. Historian Donald M. Dozer explains the
tension: “Bound to the Allied Powers by strong ties of consanguinity and
culture they were nevertheless subjected to a persistent pressure from the
Central Powers. Almost all the individual American governments issued
neutrality proclamations in accordance with the Hague conventions.”61
The eventual breakdown was as follows. Declaring war against Germany
were Brazil, Costa Rica, Cuba, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Pan-
ama. Severing relationship: Bolivia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Peru,
Uruguay. Maintaining neutrality: Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Mexico,
Paraguay, El Salvador, Venezuela. Many of the nations who stayed out
of the war had been heavily influenced by their large colonies ofGerman
residents.

The United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) now ac-
knowledges its crucial role in the overthrow of Guatemalan President Ja-
cobo Arhenz in 1954. It also coordinated the flawed 1961 Bay of Pigs in-
vasion that attempted to overthrow Fidel Castro. Again in 1965 the
United States invaded the Dominican Republic, and in Chile the CIA en-
couraged the 1973 overthrow of President Allende. In 1984 the CIA
mined the harbors of Nicaragua; and the entire Contra movement would
have been impossible without United States aid and guidance. The por-
trait of North American relations with Latin America is not very at-
tractive, and unfortunately overshadows sonic of the better chapters of
this tenuous relationship—such as the Alliance for Progress established
under President Kennedy in 1961.

The North American legacy in Latin America is checkered at best,
and this partially explains the love-hate relationship that Latins have to-
ward the United States. It is a complex world of conflicts that fortunately
can he bridged on a personal basis and certainly on truly biblical values
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of justice, national autonomy, and the rich tapestry of cultural beauty in
each people.

The Roman Catholic Church

During this period of fifly years the established church suffered sig-
nificant changes. The centuries of religious hegemony over civilian au-
thorities was fast fading. The church had consistently identified with ci-
ther Spain and the colonial government, or with the landed aristocracy,
the military, or even German interests in World War I. The church op-
posed social change, and certainly opposed legislation or shifts that
would affect her prestige and societal control. The increasing shortage of
clergy led millions of Latin Americans to s1ip into cultural Catholicism,
which encouraged nominal or public participation in ceremonies but was
void of personal conviction. Extreme power loss came in Mexico when
the church’s vast properties were expropriated by the secular state, and
even to this day all religious properties legally belong to the government.
The Catholic clergy were not allowed to wear clerical garb in public, and
a host of other limitations curbed public church power and iniluence.

Freedom of worship had been generally prohibited in Latin America
until the latter quarter of the nineteenth century. Protestant evangelical
missionaries began appearing in Latin America during those years be-
cause of the new affIrmations of the legal religious liberty. However, “in
all Spanish America in 1900 there were only 5,246 communicants and in
Brazil only 11 ,376. The shadow of the Inquisition lay heavy on Latin
America: even when the law permitted Protestantism, local public opin-
ion did not; and the Church often pressed persecution long after the leg-
islature had abolished it.”62

Conclusions to the Period 1880-1930

While on the continental scale it appeared that Latin America was
finally emerging into the twentieth century, it was an uneasy time. The
colonial heritage still could not be completely shaken, and governments
remained unsteady or changed with sad regularity. The more change of
governments, the less social change could truly he accomplished. In-
dustrialization seemed to provide some kind of road of progress and de-
velopment, even though positivism had been generally discredited. At
least the age of the caudillos appeared to be over, with singular excep-
tions. But would consistent stability and development characterize the re-
publics? Would progress come to affect the underside of history, the dis-
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enfranchised masses now growing in number and poverty? Only time

would tell.

THE ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL CRISES
OF INSTABILITY: 1930 TO THE PRESENT

Why does Latin America continue to incarnate so much crisis and
instability? And why so when it has such impressive natural resources,
with knowledge and technology available, and where Christianity has
been on the scene for so many years?

Risking a simplistic answer, I suggest that the root cause combines
at least four major elements: the colonial heritage; a particular cultural at-
titude toward “development” and socio-economic change; the complex
national drive for autonomy and independence interacting with inter-
national pressures; and the problems derived from the sinful nature of hu-
manity, complicated by the supernatural “principalities and powers” at
work over the nations.

In a sense only the Christian can understand the complete and au-
thentic “why” behind Latin American instability. it is ridiculously facile
for North American conservative capitalists simply to declare that Latin
America needs an “American-style free-market-pro-democratic-anti-
Marxist” social structure. This would he absurd; it ignores history and is
doomed to failure. The dynamics of Latin America today are complex
and appear humanly unsolvable. The Christian must constantly look to
the sovereign God, the Word of God, and the people of God contextual-
ized within their own socio—cultural soil.

The Economic Changes Provoking Crises

The Great Depression of the 1930s bottomed out Latin American
hopes for stability. The international debts were called in; amid with cap-
ital shrunk to near invisibility, nations had few options. The British sal-
vaged their interests in Argentina with creative linancing, but it was an
exception. Nations whose economies were geared to agricultural export,
primarily those with single-crop economies, such as Cuba with sugar and
others with coffee, found markets disappearing. Economies geared to
copper or tin, such as Chile and Bolivia, had similar experiences. Those
were hard times for Latin America.

Following the Depression some of the larger nations imagined their
solution lay in rapid industrialization. Argentina under PerOn did so, hut
it was an overly ambitious program that foundered under poor planning,
internal chaos, and corruption. Brazil in the south and Mexico in the
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north later emerged as growing industrial powers, but both had major and
ongoing problems.

When massive deposits of oil were discovered, international corn-
panics began to exploit the reserves. But the profits went mainly to the
transnational companies, and this later provoked the nationalization of
the petroleum companies, as well as other industries. Mexico led the
way, with other countries, such as Peru, following. However, in recent
years the oil boom has turned into an oil bust. International banking con-
cerns loaned billions of dollars at high interest, but when the oil market
collapsed, the countries were left with major internal conflicts as well as
the overwhelming international debts to be paid.

The Social Changes

Much of this material will be discussed in the following chapter, so
only a few items need to be mentioned. The rush to industrialize pro-
duced a massive exodus from both the rural areas and the smaller cities.
Most of the countries concentrated the factories in the capital city,
though Brazil and Mexico attempted to decentralize industry. The flood
to the cities produced a rural and agricultural vacuum. Some countries
that had been exporters of agricultural products, such as Argentina, faced
the tremendous crisis of spending hard cash to import food. The social
dislocation produced terrible crises in the very fabric of the family as the
traditional cultural infrastructure disintegrated.

On the more positive side of the ledger, basic literacy, education,
and medical services became available to a greater number of people.
But many social-aid programs did not have national support, and the pro-
grams seemed more like palliatives. Latin American population was be-
ginning to explode in number, and the societies were not prepared for so
many more people. Whereas in the past sickness and infant mortality had
kept the birth rate down, now increased medical care meant that more ba-
bies of the poor classes would live. While upper and middle classes limit-
ed the number of their own children, the poor reproduced with joy and
sorrow. The popular saying Cada nino nace con su pan bajo el brazo
(“Every child is born with a loaf of bread under his arm”) was proving
insufficient. Sadly, the children are too many, and the loaf of bread too
small.

The colonial period had structured the social classes of Latin Amer-
ica, and these persevered into the twentieth century. At the very top was
a minuscule upper class, the landed gentry. At the other end, in varying
scales of welfare and poverty, were the masses of illiterate mestizos, In-
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dians and blacks who served the upper class. In the middle was a small
group of merchants and immigrants with limited economic power. But in
the twentieth century the structure began to change. A new upper and
upper-middle class, those now powerful through political, commercial,
and industrial activities, challenged the traditional elites, although they
would imitate the values and life-style of the wealthy. At the same time,
from the lower classes emerged an upper-lower to lower-middle class of
labor workers, many as members of unions both in industry and ag-
riculture. And a small but growing middle class of white-collar business
and government workers joined the new university-graduate pro-
fessionals. Nevertheless, the sector of the population that grew the most
was the group locked into poverty, disenfranchised, and excluded from
material benefits and hope.

The Internal Struggles and Political Flux

There is space only to list the litany of problems which beset Latin
America:

Military conflicts. The Chaco War of 1932—1935 pitted Bolivia
against Paraguay. Both contested the Chaco area, harrassing each other
for nearly a century; but when oil was discovered tensions heated up and
the two poornations went to war. Bolivia was thrashed, lost both the war
and much ofits territory, and then plunged into severe self-analysis. Who
was at fault? Some blamed the international oil companies, with the re-
sult that Bolivia led the continent in the expropriation of the Standard Oil
Company ofBolivia in 1937. Others turned to socialism and Marxism for
answers. The Bolivians could not face the reality that perhaps they were
to blame.

Negative self-analysis. The Bolivian writer Alcides Arguedas had
first published his disturbing book Pueblo Enfermo (Sick People) in
1909.63 1 have a copy of the third edition that came after the Chaco dis-
aster. Arguedas pessimistically speaks of national geography that seemed
to conspire against his nation, of a race that suffered almost a genetic
flaw, a nation broken by vices, a people incapable of governing them-
selves, a people condemned to mediocrity, a military and political set of
rulers committed to the rape of the land. When Arguedas finishes his
book there seems to be absolutely no hope.

Other writers began analyzing the Latin American situation, with
Mexican intellectuals leading the way. Among them are Octavio Paz,
José Vasconcelos, Samuel Ramos, and Leopoldo Zea—all of whom have
been mentioned before in this book. Although the four come from the
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same country, they have continental experience and much of what they
write can be applied to the larger context of Latin America.

The many constitutions. Citizens of the United States are ac-
customed to accepting as normal a government of more than two hun-
dred years under one long-lasting constitution of 1787. But not in Latin
America. Lambert has attempted to document the number of constitu-
tions in Latin America for the period 1811—196 1.64 The figure comes
close to 190, with fifty-three written before 1850 (when the nations were
working through their first years), and 127 after 1950. Most ofthose con-
stitutions were written for the smaller nations. Guatemala recently fin-
ished going through the process of writing another detailed constitution
following the long period of military misrule. But the new document had
no surprises. It seemed like just another time-consuming legal exercise in
apparent political decision-making.

Agrarian reform. Agrarian reform has always been one of the most
sensitive hot potatoes in Latin America. Its roots return to the colonial
era, when the land was divided into the latifundios. Many of these mas-
sive tracts of land have been owned and exploited by the same aristocrat-
ic families whose bloodlines may be traced back to Spain. In other cases
the land barons are of relatively recent vintage, but in most cases the cor-
rect word to describe life on these estates is “feudalism.” Mexico in its
revolution had instituted a massive program of land reform with limited
success. Bolivia as part of its 1953 revolution faced the striking phe-
nomenon of Indians invading in mass to possess large estates. Legal land
reform followed soon after. Guatemala during the early 1950s under Ja-
cobo Arbenz attempted land reform. But when some of the United Fruit
Company territory was seized, the United States in 1954 moved to under-
mine the government by supporting the CIA-sponsored “invasion” from
El Salvador. Admittedly, Arbenz had allowed a disturbing number of
Marxists into his government, but it would be naive to assume that Gua-
temala had gone Communist.

A recent controversial case focusing on land reform comes from El
Salvador. The administration of the late Napoleon Duarte tried to intro-
duce peaceful structural change. But the radical right and left despised
him and his policies, and the North American press weighed in against
him also. The right attacked him because he threatened their traditional
power, and they accused him of being a Marxist. The left hated Duarte
because he had co-opted much of their agenda, and to them his changes
were not radical enough. Both wanted to assassinate him, and both hin-
dered sane policies for that densely populated country.

Critics ofland reform point to the loss of productivity ofthe land af-
ter the “reforms.” That is true, particularly where the government does
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not provide the technical aid and financial support to institute the reforms
effectively. Burns responds:

Students of agrarian reform point out that the peasants
tend to sell less oftheir product because they are able for
the first time to eat better. Cold statistics also ignore the
immeasurable psychological results and benefits for the
nation. Land ownership turns the rural proletariat into re-
sponsible citizens; it bestows dignity reflected in the
peasants’ new pride in self and country. It redistributes
power.65

The Marxist options. During the twentieth century the Marxist polit-
ical alternative came to Latin America. It came because of two primary
reasons. First, Marxism is essentially messianic and international. As a
secular and all-encompassing religion it offers a total package: a source
of authority, a concept of man, a way of salvation, an eschatological
promise. Secondly, it came because ofthe inhuman conditions ofoppres-
sion and poverty in Latin America. Marxism did not cause these condi-
tions, it has taken advantage of them. The universities became fer-
menting centers of leftist ideology as the social consciences of students
were radicalized to conclude that Marxism offered the best option.

The first country to experiment with Marxism was Mexico. Her
twentieth-century revolution took place at the same time as the Russian
one. Many Mexican leaders expressed open admiration for Communism,
particularly its socialistic elements, some of which were institutionalized
in Mexico. But ideological Marxism did not win the power struggle with
the Mexican nationalists.

Cuba became the first sovereign nation in Latin America to move
entirely into the Marxist camp. This island has had a unique history very
different from the other countries. It belonged to Spain until 1898, when
it technically gained its independence. But actually the United States
maintained it as a protectorate until the Cuban constitution of 1940, a sig-
nificant document that included major social-structural change. The cor-
rupt dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista collapsed when Fidel Castro and
his revolutionary forces entered Havana in triumph on January 1, 1959.
Had Castro always been a Marxist, or even a crypto-Marxist? Or did he
become one when the United States turned against him and his radical
policies—many based on the 1940 constitution? Arguments heat up on
both sides, and the reader will have to decide for himself. What is clear
today, however, is that Cuba had traded one colonialist dependency for
another one. While most Cuban Christians find it impossible to support
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an atheistic Marxist system, the revolution has brought another set of
“human rights” and improved many areas.

Although some Cuban Catholic and Protestant leaders have iden-
tified the faith with the revolution, most evangelical leaders today have
struck a middle path and generally come to grips with their national re-
ality and understand that the church belongs to Jesus Christ and that his
promises are valid for his people in every socio-political structure.

In all political cases there is a trade off. The Cuban revolution

had eradicated illiteracy, hunger, destitution, and un-
employment. It had diminished racial and sexual dis-
crimination. Conformity, limits on freedom of expres-
sion, and the economy’s overdependence on sugar and
Soviet aid headed the list of criticisms. Certainly the life
styles of the former elite and middle class have been re-
duced, but, at the other end of the spectrum, those of the
once impoverished have been improved.66

At the same time other basic liberties have been greatly limited:
freedom of speech, travel, press and writing, freedom to be educated
without Marxist indoctrination, freedom to unionize or to work according
to interests, ability, and opportunity. Religious freedom is increasingly
available, though with clear restrictions, harrassment, and in some cases
persecution.

Chile became the first nation in history to elect a Marxist president,
albeit controversially. When SalvadorAllende won in 1970 with the sig-
nificant support of evangelicals who identified with his populist plat-
form—he immediately moved to transform Chile into a socialist society.
He worked mainly within the constitutional powers available to him, but
there was no doubt as to his goals, and the change would be radical. His
drastic social and economic policies included the nationalization of the
foreign-owned copper mines and banks, agrarian reform, and major sal-
ary increases for the labor classes. Internal and international conflicts ex-
ploded, and a class warfare seemed imminent. The military—which had
a history of political non-intervention—finally acted in September 1973,
bombing the presidential palace and killing Allende in the process. Gen-
eral Pinochet violently took over, instituted a repressive regime, and is
still a power, although his designs have now been eliminated by dem-
ocratic elections.

In the United States the topic of Nicaragua heats up any discussion,
with the hostile camps simplistically reduced to two alternatives. We
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were left with either the Contras (killers or freedom fighters) or the San-
dinistas (misinterpreted nationalists or Communist-expansionist gue-
rillas). I reject this reductionism. Fortunately there are many sources to
read in North America that will force us to consider all sides—and there
are more than just two.67

Nicaragua represented the most recent example of a country in the
Marxist camp, with government, party, and army fused into one united
body. Undoubtedly the nine-man junta had long been personally iden-
tified with the Marxist vision for its country. Its ideology, forged over
decades of conflict, produced an extraordinary vision and discipline that
guided the Sandinista’s struggle. Victory came after terrible bloodshed in
July 1979. By early 1979 few Nicaraguans had wanted the Somoza dy-
nasty to remain in power, though many suspected the designs ofthe San-
dinistas. For that reason they identified with the slogan “Ni Sandino ni
Somoza” (“Neither Sandino nor Somoza”).

The Sandinistas led the war with the goal to rule; and when themid-
dle classes joined the coalition during the final stages of the struggle, it
was just a matter oftime before Somoza either was killed or fled. He fled
in July 1979 with his coterie, leaving thousands killed, the coffers
stripped, and the nation demolished. Some have suggested that if Somoza
had left even three months earlier the current regime would not be in
power. The Sandinistas took over and began the radical restructuring of
thenation, a process resembling the Cuban model.

North Americans cannot understand Nicaragua unless they re-
member the repeated U.S. Marine invasions and occupations. Sandino,
the guerilla martyr after whom the Sandinista movement was named, had
not been a Marxist himself. He was an anti-American nationalist, whose
spirit and name have effectively been used by the Sandinistas. Credit
must he given to the Sandinistas: they carried out great literacy cam-
paigns, expanded medical care, distributed some land to the peasants,
opened up higher education, and generally aided those who needed help
the most. They also wanted to determine Nicaragua’s own national des-
tiny, a decision that also inherently had an anti-North American com-
ponent as well as a rewriting of the rules of politics. All these changes
were accomplished at great expense to other liberties: free speech, free
press, free labor unions. Religious liberty was curtailed in various cases,
but it would be unfair to accuse the Sandinistas of systematic per-
secution, in spite of what some say. The fact is that every day brought
news of a Nicaragua in flux. And the Arias peace plan (which may be
passé next week) merited respect and support.

The United States as of late 1988 continued to seek a military solu-
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tion, sinking millions of dollars into the Contras’ fight against the San-
dinista regime; but there was little hope for a Contra victory. They were
seriously divided internally, the military leadership inextricably tied to
Somoza interests, their record on human rights atrocious, and they were
not able to communicate a positive alternative to Nicaraguan govern-
ment. It would behoove us to listen to the Nicaraguan opposition resident
in the country and less to the exiles. Will there be more democratic
change in Nicaragua that would please the United States? Probably not,
until the astonishing electoral defeat ofthe Sandinistas!

The options for change. We have already discussed the violent rev-
olutionary alternative. The Christian Democrats in Chile, Venezuela, El
Salvador, and Guatemala offer another option: structural change without
violence—an alternative to violent revolution, reactionary conservatism,
or mere liberal tinkering with the socio-political machine. The essential
ideology of the Christian Democrats comes from the Catholic parties of
West Germany, and was first introduced in Chile and Venezuela as the
solution to Latin America. West Germany has invested vast sums in Lat-
in America to cultivate this new Christianizing vision of government and
social change, a political philosophy with a clear ideology.68 It was an
option that went substantially beyond the “liberal democratic” tinkering
with the politico-economic machinery. Nevertheless I foresee the con-
tinental and even national pendulum moving in the future from au-
thoritarian regimes of left and right to more democratic ones. I do not see
long-term stability under the present circumstances.

Civil war. Central America is the current example of the tragic con-
flicts that can destroy a small area. I was born and brought up in Central
America, and never in my wildest imagination did I dream that these
small countries would be a focal point of war and world attention. Why
such conflicts? Simply—or complicatedly—because of the long-term so-
cial injustice that Marxist elements have taken advantage of. The United
States’s continuing to seek a military solution has transformed Honduras
into a military base. A Honduran joke asks, “What’s the name ofthe new
North American aircraft carrier?” Answer: “Why the USS Honduras, of
course!”

All the countries fester with conflict: Guatemala, El Salvador, Hon-
duras, Nicaragua, and even Costa Rica. The United States is justly con-
cerned about the situation because it is so close to home and it affects the
national security doctrine. The republics have been considered hip-
pocket nations that acted in constant obedience to El Norte. “Banana re-
publics” has been the unfortunate sobriquet, but no longer will simplistic
solutions solve complex issues. While North American foreign policy
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gropes for coherence, perhaps it will be the Central Americans them-
selves who will find their solution. Costa Rican President Oscar Arias
Sanchez, 1987 Nobel Peace Prize winner, put his reputation on the line
with a promising solution that demanded sacrifice ofall.

The United States and Latin America

Through the work of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Good Neighbor Pol-
icy (1933—1948) a new attitude of respect was communicated by the
Northern Giant to its southern neighbors. One tangible result was that all
the Latin American nations cooperated with the United States in World
War II. Eventually all of them came into the war, though in South Amer-
ica many sympathized with Germany and Italy—again the result of the
massive earlier immigrations to Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, and Brazil.
Because of that sympathy many Nazi leaders found refuge in those four
countries. Following the war the United States pumped billions of dollars
into Latin America, cementing the lopsided commercial relationships.
“In 1960 Latin America took one-fifth ofour exports and furnished one-
third of our imports. Investments of United States citizens were re-
sponsible for one-third of all the exports of the Latin American coun-
tries.”69

When John F. Kennedy took office he sensed the need for a new
policy toward Latin America. But though the Alliancefor Progress might
have had good motives, it was fatally flawed. The liberal political thesis
prevalent in Washington was simple: pump massive capital into Latin
America, force internal political and tax reform, recommend new man-
agement techniques, sell new technology and hardware, industrialize and
promote new agricultural models. The obvious result, they boasted: Latin
America will develop and wealth will flow to the masses and thus trans-
form society and in the process neutralize the Marxist mystique. Did it
work? After the billions of dollars invested, today the ledger presents a
confused deficit. For too many Latin Americans, the dream ofrising ex-
pectations foundered on the unrealistic theories which ignored the major
role that history and culture play in “development and progress.”

Today it is virtually impossible to speak of Latin America without
having to refer to the United States. Their current situation and futures
are inextricably interwoven—for better or for worse. North American
foreign policy, like that of every country, is not based on the fruit of the
Holy Spirit. It is based on self-interest. Apparent benevolence is either
merely apparent, or perhaps the result of some honestly philanthropic in-
dividuals who make and apply foreign policy. Significantly, Jimmy Cart-
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er is highly respected in many South American nations for his commit-
ment to human rights. That, probably more than any other international
element, pushed former totalitarian regimes to allow honest elections that
swept into power democratic leadership. On the other hand, rightists ac-
cused Carter of being a “pinko,” soft on the Communists. The United
States considers Latin America primarily in secular terms: national mil-
itary security, raw materials, cheap labor, and a market for finished prod-
ucts. North Americans have not respected Latin America; and their re-
lationships are paternalistic toward Latin Americans, a prevailing attitude
sadly projected even by North American evangelicals. Latins are justly
sensitive to criticism and may lash out in retaliation; theirs is a love-hate
relationship with the Colossus of the North.

A BRIEF CONCLUSION TO THIS HISTORY

Loving understanding of Latin America comes when her particular
history is evaluated within its context. Too many North Americans—to
say nothing about peoples of other non-Latin nations—have made
sweeping generalizations about Latin America, reducing complex issues
to simplistic slogans. Yet others have chosen to ignore the past, a flaw
observed in many missionaries who conclude: “There are only two types
of people—those with Christ and those without. My only task is to
present the Gospel and get people to move from darkness to light.”
While there is truth in their simplistic conclusion, the reductionism stunts
understanding and limits theirultimate impact on Latin America.

Latin American history is unique, rich in textures and at the same
time tragic in essence and proportion. Her history continues today in
complexities beyond the scope of this survey. The future is not very en-
couraging, a reality noted by both secular and Christian observers. E.
Bradford Burns writes at the conclusion ofhis book:

Well-defined institutions from the past, enshrined by the
elites and middle classes and which rely on the strength
of the military, still prevail.... If history does in fact sug-
gest “lessons” on which we can draw, then it teaches that
change of any fundamental nature will not be achieved
easily. Eventually it will probably result from this di-
alectic of violence so long a characteristic of Latin
America.... As we have seen, it is much easier to main-
tain the present system than to bring about authentic
change.... The enigma remains: poor people inhabit rich
lands.70
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A short time ago a leading Latin American evangelical lawyer said
to me: “Latin America has experimented with the political solution. It
has experimented with the economic solution. It has experimented with
the violent solution. None of them has worked. The only thing left for us
is the spiritual solution.”
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3
Latin America’s Human Crises

The staggering contrasts of Latin America are overwhelming to the
thoughtful visitor, the long-term resident, and the reflective Latin Amer-
ican. The first one because he or she simply has never experienced such
an assault on senses and value systems. The other two perhaps because
after years of study and understanding of the entire Latin American pic-
ture there does not seem to be much hope for the future—at least human-
ly speaking. Our previous review ofhistory now brings us to confront the
contemporary realities, La Situación (The Situation), as we say in Span-
ish.

A Personal Perspective

Our entire family sat outside doña Miria’s home—actually a former
storeroom converted into a little two-room abode. There was no way we
would all fit inside, and the weather was pleasant that evening in Gua-
temala City. Sweet doña Miria, a lovely sister in Christ, a single mother
of seven children, was finishing with her two youngest daughters the
preparation of a feast of appreciation forus simply because we, the guest
families, had helped her escape from the slum room she had existed in
for too long. Her feast: charbroiled meat, vegetables, warm Coca Cola,
and hot tortillas. She was spending a fortune, but it surged from her
grateful heart. As we prayed before eating, my mind flashed back to the
plush hotel where I had eaten lunch that noon. A good friend had met me
there for the famous buffet: beef, poultry, seafood, salads, fruits, veg-
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etables, multiple desserts. We had enough food to stuff us, and the left-
overs were dumped. It had been culinary paradise, served by a cultured
staff who could take orders in five languages. Guatemala’s elite swirled
around us. It was a heady, luxurious atmosphere.

But the contrast was almost too much for me that cool evening. As
we ate, I mentally saw the uncounted thousands of workers jamming into
buses, some literally hanging from the door handles as they jostled their
way home. Others rode bicycles, the more fortunate had motorcycles,
and the privileged had some kind ofcar. Dusk gathered around our little
party as I silently struggled with the crisis ofLatin America. Another day
wound down, a day of desperation for too many, fighting to survive, to
maintain their sense of values and the integrity of their families. Where
was God? Where was the God of Habakkuk? Why did He make us see
oppression, twisted justice, cruelty, personal and structural sin? How
long would this last? The answers did not come quickly; rather they
came as they had to the prophets: “Look at the nations and watch—and
be utterly amazed. For I am going to do something in your days that you
would not believe, even if you were told” (Hab. 1:5, NIV). It was not an
encouraging message for Habakkuk; it was one of imminent judgment
and yet one of hope as God established himself as the sovereign of his-
tory. He was not absent; he heard the lament ofhis people. He was acting
in history, and he would bring all to a glorious culmination—in his time.
I had to weep, rest, and trust that night as we banqueted at dofla Miria’s.

Latin America, Member ofthe Third World,
Two-Thirds World, South

I have brainstormed with some of my students at Trinity Evangel-
ical Divinity School about the various ways to categorize the world.
Some ofthese differentiations are based on political, economic, or geo-
graphical concepts, and others on population distribution. The most com-
mon one speaks of the three Worlds: First, Second, Third. The First
groups the nations of the “West”—Europe, North America, Japan; the
Second refers to the former Soviet Union and Communist Europe; while
the Third refers to Latin America, Africa, and the rest of Asia. But who
made this up, and why in that order? The categories come from the Unit-
ed Nations’ economic orientation. They also project an attitude ofsuper-
iority for the “First” world. For various reasons, many of the so-called
“Third World” nations reject the model. What is more, there is also a
“Fourth World,” composed of the most destitute nations of the globe.
Nevertheless we will continue to use these terms.
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There are other ways of categorizing the world: East versus West
(Marxist versus non-Marxist nations); Democratic/Non-Democratic;
Free/Non-Free; Aligned/Non-Aligned (with many of the “non” actually
identified with the Marxist bloc); Developed/Developing/Non-
Developed/Never-to-Develop; More Developed/Less Developed; Haves!
Have-nots; Two-Thirds World/Rest of World. Perhaps one of the best
categorizations today would be North/South, North generally referring to
the nations of North America, Europe, the Soviet Union, and Japan, as
well as Australia and New Zealand (which are in the south but are yet
“North”), and South speaking of the countries of Latin America, the Car-
ibbean, the Middle East, the South Pacific, Asia, and Africa that struggle
with history and economic development. One of the newest models is
also economic, speaking of the NICS (Newly Industrializing Countries),
with first members including two from Latin America and the rest from
Asia: Mexico, Brazil, Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South Korea.
No categorization is perfect, and most are useful at different times. The
key is to avoid oversimplification.

WHY IS LATIN AMERICA WHERE IT IS TODAY?

Regardless of the categorizations, Latin America is a full member of
the underside of history, of the Third World, of the Two-Thirds World,
of the South. The nineteen nations of our study all suffer in varying de-
grees from chronic underdevelopment, bulky administrative bureaucracy,
endemic corruption. Admittedly there is a great variation in terms of Lat-
in American development and national wealth, from Bolivia and Hon-
duras at the bottom to Venezuela and Brazil at the top. Yet the entire
continent is rich with natural resources, there is a partial heritage of dem-
ocratic values, and Christianity has been present for five centuries. Why
is the picture so somber?

We have referred to some of the causes in the previous chapter, but
it might be good to lay the options out. We must carefully makeour anal-
ysis, with full utilization of the data: historical, socio-anthropological,
cultural, statistical, economical, and spiritual. Above all we must attempt
to interpret the scenario from a Christian perspective, a difficult and risky
task at best. Nobody is totally objective.

The Problem ofRacial Psychology

Es que tenemos ma/a sangre (“It’s just that we have bad blood.” Or,
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“Well, we have the government we deserve—rotten!”) We have already
referred to this destructive attitude that has echoed throughout Latin
America for centuries. It is produced by a mentality that judges racial
mixtures as genetically destructive, for some affirmed that “the blend of
these races through interbreeding would doom Latin America to an al-
ternation of anarchy and dictatorship, or even to their coexistence. Some
pessimists. even among Latin Americans . . . believe that nothing can
mitigate (lie results of this racial inheritance.” The great Argentine lead-
er Sarmiento even hoped that the infusion of Saxon blood into his coun-
try would somehow improve the race and give hope for a better future.
We remember (lie Bolivian Arguedas’ dark analysis of a “sick people.”2

Although there is no doubt that the continental search for identity is
compounded by the racial element, it is simplistic to proffer this as the
cause of Latin America’s problems. An analysis of other nations and re-
gions shows that racial combination per se does not doom a people to cy-
cles of underdevelopment and instability. And certainly biblical evidence
doCs not support this option.

The Dependency Theory

Widely accepted by many international experts, members of the in-
tellectual and academic community, Marxists, and liberation theologians,
the dependency theory is the most challenging of the explanations. Four
examples ol writers who vehemently sustain this position are the Marxist
historian Galeano; Protestant liberationist José Mfguez-Bonino; Gustavo
Gut iérrez, the Roman Catholic “systematizer” of liberation theology; and
the Catholic church historian Dussel, a liberationist.3

A definition. Bums gives us a workable description of the de-
pendency theory.

Dependency describes a situation in which the ec-
onomic well-being, or lack of it, of one nation, colony,
or area results from the consequences of decisions made
elsewhere. Latin America was first dependent on the
Iberian motherlands, then in the nineteenth century on
England. and in the twentieth on the United States,
whose decisions and policies directly influenced, or in-
fluence, its economic prosperity or poverty. Obviously
to the degree a nation is dependent, it will lack "in-

dependence” of action.4
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The United States. Currently the United States appears as the cause
ofLatin American underdevelopment. The “Decade of Development” in-
troduced with so much fanfare by the United Nations, coupled with the
Kennedy administration’s Alliance for Progress, simply did not match
the promises. Dependency theorists accuse the United States of tightly
controlling the economic world, setting prices and determining markets,
loaning massive capital at unbearably high interest rates, and at the same
time imperialistically imposing a free-enterprise economy on Latin
America. Critics of developmentalism say that the only thing to develop
has been the development of underdevelopment.

Undoubtedly there is a measure of truth in the accusations, and it
must be recognized that the capitalistic mentality is not known primarily
for its philanthropic policies. For all the “Christian” justifications of cap-
italism as the biblical model, they suffer from the problem of human na-
ture—greed as a major root of capitalism. While free enterprise has its
values, in Latin America too many individuals and governments have al-
lowed a destructive variety of capitalism and “free enterprise” to prosper.
Without the pressures and protections for the “little guys,” without the
balance of counterpressures, capitalism founders on original sin. Yes,
any nation that can will attempt to establish prices to favor its ownecon-
omy—whether in the “West” or the formerMarxist nations. Many ofthe
liberationists refuse to acknowledge the overwhelming dependency in
which Cuba finds itself today, a colony of Marxist imperialism.

Its handicaps. The dependency theory has its merits and its de-
merits. North American neo-conservatives Michael Novak (a Catholic)
and Peter L. Berger (a Lutheran) are two of the most insightful critics of
dependency theory, and the reader who wishes to study this more care-
fully can seek the cited sources.5 What are some ofthe limitations ofthe
dependency theory? They include: an ignorance of the role played by the
value system and the mercantilist economic policies of the colonial era; a
glossing over by some ofthe role of the Catholic church in Latin Amer-
ica as it supported mercantilism and blocked reforms; an almost blind
trust in socialism to generate development with justice and liberty, ig-
noring its legacy of failure in Russia, Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, and
Cuba; the difficulty dependency theory has in explaining the “success”
stories of Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South Korea; and the fact
that it turns a blind eye to the fundamental flaw in human nature—the
sinful characteristic of humanity so evident from grassroots life all the
wayup to governmental relations.

As I write, The Cry ofMy People by Esther and Mortimer Arias sits
next to the keyboard. Theirs is not a tourist book on Latin America, nor
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is it simply a historical review; it is a passionate perspective with an
agenda, subtitled Out of Captivity in Latin America. The Bolivian Meth-
odist bishop and his wife are identified with the historic denominations
ofProtestantism as well as the moderate wing ofliberation theology. The
book is must reading—either in English or in Spanish—for evangelicals
who would minister within the context of Latin America, but it will re-
quire a careful critique. Many evangelicals will appreciate the book’s el-
oquence in presenting the human face of the continent in crisis. The au-
thors engage us in appreciating why we must study Latin America:
because all of us Americans are in the same boat. “A few ofus travel first
class, many of us second or third class, but millions ofus are living in the
galleys ofthis continental boat.... We will sail together or we will sink to-
gether . . . and to ignore each other is a non-permissible, suicidal lux-
ury.”6 The most important contribution ofthe book is found in its attempt
to be a Christian perspective. Perhaps the major weakness ofthe book is
its reductionism—the problems of this continent seem to be traced sim-
ply to dependency coming from North American exploitation. Un-
fortunately, even the Ariases shift the primary blame to others. It is just
too simple a conclusion.

The East-West Conflict

The East-West conflict is a popular explanation found in radically
contrasting political camps. On the one side, the Marxists defended their
“scientific” analysis: Latin America’s problems are class oriented, and
these problems provoke the conflict. Historic oppression and injustice
will he corrected only when a socialist regime is implanted. This may in
rare cases come through the ballot boxes, hut in all probability it will
come as a result of bullets and bombs. The Marxists were perhaps the
most committed to the ideological cause of historic materialism, and
their hard-core cadres have the discipline to struggle and prepare for the
day of redemption. But Marxism is a secular religion, flawed both in its
analysis of humanity as well as in its economic theory. Nevertheless,
why was it such an attractive alternative in Latin America, particularly to
the restless university students? The reasons are partially obvious and
partially subtle: the ideology reduces complex issues to simpler solu-
tions, and this appeals to many; it is a violent revolutionary option, and
many conclude that this is the only option; it is also a spiritual deception
that promises but cannot produce. Georgic Anne Geyer, having spent ex-
tended time with Guatemalan guerillas, concludes: “Marxism offered
them the only coherent, fully integrated, total ideology by which to trans-
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Ionn their societies from feudalism to modernism.... That they would
form another authoritarian structure does not concern them—they be-
lieved it would he a genuine authority because it would be of ‘the masses
of tile people. “v

H is in the United States that we find those who reduce Latin Amer-
ica’s problems merely to the Marxists. They tend to say: “The Com-
munists have caused all the unrest in Latin America. There were not so
many revolutions before (lie Commies came in and provoked the explo-
sions. The answer is to wipe them out militarily!” Many North American
evangelicals have fallen into this reductionism. It is so handy. But it is
wrong. The Marxists only capitalized on a pre-existing situation, aggra-
vated it with their promising scenarios, and perhaps set the match to the
bomb fir tile social explosion. But the context of poverty, oppression,
and injustice was therelong before Marxism exploded on the world com-
munity. This anti-Communist, reductionistic reasoiiing is also simplistic.

A “Spiritual” Explanation

The alternative of a “spiritual” explanation is intriguing. The most
basic explanation for Christians is to reduce all the problems of human
existence—personal, familial, national, societal—to one truth: all hu-
mans are sinners. Therefore the only answer is to lead people to Christ;
and once they have accepted Christ, they and the society will change.
This is a tricky one to respond to. On the one hand, it is a biblical truth,
hut it also is too easy. Most Latin American evangelicais have been at
best apolitical, and most still are antipolitical. Only in recent years has
(his attitude changed, primarily because of the number of evangelical in-
tellectuals who are spearheading a major study of the Scriptures and the
impact of the believer in society. Latin evangelicals are beginning to dis-
cover in the Word the social implications of the gospel, and it would be-
hoove expatriate missionaries to listen to the insights their Latin col-
leagues are receiving from Scripture.

A second “Christian” perspective is seen primarily in North Amer-
ican evangelicals who conclude that free enterprise and capitalism are
God’s economic policy. The solution for Latin America, they suggest, is
double: lead people to Christ and then teach them that capitalism is the
only biblical answer to underdevelopment. UnfortunatOly, this is the mes-
sage of some North American television evangelists who invested mas-
sive sums to communicate this heretical double-gospel.8
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The Broader Cultural-Heritage Explanation

The problems of any society are complex, combining economic, po-
litical, social, cultural, historical, racial, and spiritual elements. This is
true of Latin America; and perhaps the best alternative to the why being
discussed is to combine the suggestions, thus avoiding a reductionism.
The reason each of the positions is argued is because each one has a di-
mension of validity, in particularcertain elements of the dependency the
ory. But taken alone, none answers the problem.

The Mexican intellectual Leopoldo Zea interacts with the cultural-
heritage problem and quotes Andres Bello (178 1-1865):

“We snatched the sceptor from the monarch, but we
did not rid ourselves of the Spanish spirit: our congress-
es obeyed, without knowing it, Gothic inspiration....
Even our soldiers, adhering to the special code, which
was in opposition to the principle of equality before the
law, revealed the predominance ofthe ideas of the same
Spain whose banner they had trampled.”9

Mexican Samuel Ramos has argued eloquently that the main prob-
lem of the Latin American personality is caused by the conceptual trans-
plantation from Europe, and later the United States.’0 If this is true, then
who is responsible for accepting the transplant?

Again I recommend that the reader study some of the writings of
Michael Novak alongside the Arias book. Novak has his presuppositions
with their respective limitations. Some champion him as the important
defenderof capitalism; others attack him, but they miss some of his more
significant emphases: the need for a democratic capitalism, the need for
compassion regarding the root and manifestations of poverty and struc-
tural injustice, and the imperative to understand the historical and cul-
tural causes for the creation ofLatin poverty.

The publication by the Harvard Center for International Affairs
bears comment. Lawrence E. Harrison, after twenty years in an inter-
national-aid career, has developed a most significant thesis in his book
Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind. His major contribution places a
finger on the problems of underdevelopment, particularly the cultural di-
mensions. He defines progress as improvement in human well-being. Al-
though he acknowledges the role that other factors play in the lack of
progress—such as resource endowment, geography and market proxim-
ity, government policies, the vagaries of history, the international forces,



108 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

and even “luck”—he argues for something different:

I believe that the creative capacity of human beings
is at the heart of the development process. What makes
development happen is our ability to imagine, theorize,
conceptualize, experiment, invest, articulate, organize,
manage, solve problems, and do a hundred other things
with our minds and hands that contribute to the progress
ofthe individual and ofhumankind.11

Harrison develops his thesis primarily by juxtaposing a series ofna-
tional case studies (Nicaragua and Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic
and Haiti, Barbados and Haiti, Argentina and Australia, Spain and Span-
ish America, Spanish America and the United States). He writes fully
armed with the necessary conceptual and statistical data, and concludes
that in the case of Latin America “we see a cultural pattern, derivative of
traditional Hispanic culture, that is anti-democratic, anti-social, anti-
progress, anti-entrepreneurial, and, at least among the elite, anti-work.”12

His portrait is not altogether flattering. But Latin America will nev-
er move out ofits cycles of crisis and underdevelopment unless the na-
tional and international Latin leadership stops resorting to the classic
“passing the buck.” Harrison’s observations are not racial in focus—not
based on genetic superiority and inferiority. Neither is he a North Amer-
ican supremacist. His final challenges are specific, directed to Latin
American intellectuals and leaders, calling them to self-analysis and self-
responsibility. Only this way will thedesired change come about.

Fortunately there is a core of Latin American leaders who under-
stand that Latin America is largely responsible for its problems, and the
sooner the entire region acknowledges this, the sooner development will
occur. Nevertheless, it seems to me that ultimately the structural change
so necessary may come from another route—that of the emerging young
evangelicals who sense that God has given them a political vocation.
This is already being experienced in a number of countries such as Bra-
zil, Venezuela, the Dominican Republic, Argentina, Peru, and Gua-
temala. As the evangelical population grows numerically, it will also be-
come a politically sensitive group that has the capacity to rally around
competent, gifted, eloquent, and honest believers who see that God has
raised them to national prominence. They must anticipate accusations of
causing a religious war, the “Irelandization” syndrome that pits Roman
Catholics against Protestants. The Catholic church is very sensitive to ev-
angelical growth—at Roman expense—and has already agitated the sen-
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sitive nerve of the religious war. Such new, truly Christian, national lead-
ers must also he seen as representative voices of the entire nation, not
merely as members of a historically religious minority.

SOME OF LATIN AMERICA’S HUMAN CRISES

Our survey of the problems of Latin America must sweep the con-
tinent, k)r entire volumes have been written on just each one. While sta-
tistics may he given for some of tile issues, in other cases the focus is
personal.

There Are Positive Signs

I ani tempted to slide into total negativism when studying the Latin
American picture; care must be taken to acknowledge the tangible signs
of improvement in human well-being——even though the distribution of
the benefits has been unequal. Traveling through Latin America, one is
impressed by the external signs of progress: massive highway systems,
urban communications, hydroelectric plants, high-rise apartment com-
plexes, (he ubiquitous computer, the development of new agricultural
products primarily for export, the presence of small and large industries,
new schools springing up (from primary through college), modern cities
and government buildings, plush hotels and exquisite restaurants, world-
class airports, exclusive tourist centers. In just about every category there
is progress. Two specific areas of encouragement deserve mention.

Health. Medical care has been extended to serve more and more
people. This is proved by the declines in death rates and the rising per-
centage of children who continue to live beyond the critical first year. In
1931) “life expectancy was about 35 years, a level attained by North-
western Europe before 1850 and by the rest of Europe by l900.” 13 By
1985 the Latin American average of life expectancy was sixty-five years.
This is a most significant improvementfor that one category.

In 1984 Colombia was able to mount a health campaign that im-
munized in three days some 800,000 young children against five major
diseases. More than 120,000 volunteers were mobilized in 10,000 posts.
The care went beyond this one-time event, for “every parent bringing a
child for immunization has been given a growth chart with the child’s
immunization record—plus advice on breast-feeding, nutrition, and the
treatment of diarrheal illness.”14 In Brazil during 1983 a similar cam-
paign “virtually wiped out poliomyelitis among Brazil’s 19 million un-
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der-fives.”15 In 1984 some 90,000 immunization posts were manned and
it was announced that “2 million under-twos have been vaccinated
against measles and 1.5 million against diphtheria, whooping cough and
tetanus.”16 At the same time one prevailing truth must be mentioned: in-
fants and young children from poor homes keep the negative statistics at
a high level. And (lie children from these homes are less likely to attend
school beyond the minimal first one to three years—if they go at all.

Education. There have been remarkable gains in education ill recent
years, though the differences from country to country remain significant.
In republics such as Costa Rica, Panama, Argentina, Uruguay, amid Chile
there has been a history of high investment in formal education. This has
not been (lie case in others, where the budget restrictions demonstrate
shortsightedness ill national planning. Somne countries, such as Gua-
temala, lace a polyglot reality, with more than twenty—two major lan-
guage groups.

The percentage of children in formal schooling has increased, with
fifty-eight percent enrollment of children ages six to eleven in 1960, but
a jump to eighty-four percent in 1985. The rate of enrollment for those
aged twelve to seventeen soared in the same period from thirty-six to
seventy-one percent. The gender differences in enrollment in Latin
America are not significant, in contrast with Africa and Asia, and in both
the above-age categories girls trailed boys by only one percent.17

The Underside of History in Latin America

The litany of Latin America’s tragedy stares into our faces, inhuman
conditions that stoke a conflagration. Some of the problems are the prod-
uct of a colonial heritage, others are the result of personal sin, yet others
come from structural injustice, and some even come as a result of mod-
ern technology. We must see people—hungry, malnourished people,
sonic with permanent brain damage caused by infant malnourishment;
we must see hopeless eyes, people without a future beyond desperate
subsistence, individuals also bound by destructive habits, persons en-
veloped in sin, arid even demonic spirits.

The population explosion. The following two tables demonstrate an—
other perspective on Latin American growth.18 It is crucial to observe
growth over decades, particularly the average annual growth rates as they
vary from country to country. For example, note the difference between
Uruguay and Paraguay, between Cuba and Honduras. In short, Latin
American population is exploding, hut unevenly. What these tables do
not show is the population “doubling time,” the numnher of years it will
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take to double the national population—at current rates of growth. For
Latin America as a whole, it will take thirty-six years, whereas for the
United States it will take 105 years (if at all). Honduras will double in
twenty-five years, Guatemala in twenty-two years, and Nicaragua in
twenty-six. It will take Argentina fifty-five years to double, and Uruguay
102.19

Some ofLatin America’s problems are caused by the population ex-
plosion, others accompany it or parallel its growth. It is the Christian
who is called to see beyond the numbing statistics, to peer into human
eyes that are represented by the sterilizing and mind-boggling facts, to
see people as Christ sees them—helpless and harassed sheep without a
shepherd. The sensitive Christian can take these numbers and go to
prayer, perhaps even staining the pages with tears.

Less food to eat. North Americans complain about inflation, but
they cannot conceive of inflation that literally cuts the family diet in half.
This is the scenario faced by many of the destitute poor in Latin Amer-
ica. Some estimates suggest that 100 million Latin Americans are under-
nourished, a fact easy to believe when visiting the shantytowns of any
city. The United Nations Childrens’ Fund (UNICEF) defines malnutri-
tion poignantly: “when a child doesn’t eat sufficiently to have the energy
necessary to play.”20

More sickness. In spite of the advances in health care in Latin
America, the tragic list of sickness is increasing. In some Central Amer-
ican countries the vast majority of medical doctors and dentists live and
practice in the capital city, avoiding the rural areas. “Undernourished
childreii are less resistant to disease. The World Health Organization
says 119 children die daily in Peru from malnutrition and preventable
diseases: measles, tetanus, polio, whooping cough and diptheria.”21 In
Bolivia two-thirds of the people do not have access to clean drinking wa-
ter and health care. And forty-five percent of the people do not consume
the minimum calories to maintain health. The Population Reference Bu-
reau observes that “Bolivia is more similar to many sub-Saharan African
countries than to its Latin American neighbors.”22

Less formal education. “A government report of 1982 states that
half of Rio de Janeiro’sfave/a children, more than a million, could not
get into schools and dropout rates were ‘astronomical’ for those who
did.”23 Mexico City faces a similiar crisis, with an estimated Iwo million
children having mio access to any kind of school. Compounding the prob-
1cm is the prevalence of child labor, whether in rural or urban areas. Chil-
dren must work, either in the fields or in town. Indian children face an
even more critical situation, for many times they are forced into schools
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that teach only the national language, not their mother tongue. The In-
dian girls face almost insurmountable odds—tradition favors schooling
for the boys, and girls are to stay at home, work, marry, and bear chil-
dren.

POPULATK)N PROJECTIONS: 1985-2025
(Numbers in thousands)

Total Population Population ages 15-24

Subregion
and country 1985 2000 2025 1985 2000 2025

Total 404,806 546,395 778,662 81,934 103,731 127,467

South America
Argentina 30,564 37,197 47,421 4,770 6,635 7,395
Bolivia 6,371 9,742 18,294 1,207 1,890 3,686
Brazil 135,564 179,487 245,809 27,566 33,671 38,854
Chile 12,038 14,792 18,301 2,455 2,380 2,639
Colombia 28,714 37,999 51,718 6,261 7,192 8,259
Ecuador 9,378 13,939 22,910 1,913 2,695 4,017
Paraguay 3,681 5,405 8,552 750 1,074 1,519
Peru 19,698 27,952 41,006 3,989 5,454 6,828
Uruguay 3,012 3,364 3,975 486 536 563
Venezuela 17.317 24,715 37,999 3,550 4,794 6,407

Mexico and Central America
Costa Rica 2,600 3,596 5,099 561 676 812
El Salvador 5,552 8,708 15,048 1,105 1,738 2,799

Guatemala 7,963 12,222 21,668 1,541 2,479 4,228
Honduras 4,372 6,978 13,293 864 1,433 2,680
Mexico 78,996 109,180 154,085 16,552 22,095 24,666
Nicaragua 3,272 5,261 9,219 656 1,066 1,752
Panama 2,180 2,893 3,862 460 536 593

Caribbean
Cuba 10,038 11,718 13,575 2,251 1,555 1,750
Dominican
Republic 6,243 8,407 12,154 1,388 1,621 1,957

Guyana 953 1,196 1,562 214 234 220
Haiti 6,585 9,860 18,312 1,293 1,929 3,677
Jamaica 2,336 2,880 3,704 570 534 519
Puerto Rico 3,451 4,185 5,121 674 690 700
Suriname 375 469 625 90 89 91
Trinidad

and Tobago 1,185 1,473 1,897 255 265 267
Others 2,368 2,795 3,553 517 471 500
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Some years ago K. S. Silvert reported some disturbing information
about education in Mexico. Even though the statistics are not fresh, they
illustrate the frustrating task of educators in Latin America.

According to recent information, of every thousand
children who manage to put their feet on the first rung of
primary school (on the same base, 460 never get even
that far), only one reaches the last grade of the pro-
fessional school.... During the course of the first six
grades ... no fewer than 886 are left on the road. Only 59
get to the threshold of secondary education; but of these,
32 drop out during the three scholastic grades of sec-
ondary, prevocational, and special education, who added
to the previous ones give us the figure of 973. Only nine
arrive at the bachillerato, vocational education, and the
professional cycle of primary normal instruction, of
whom three drop out in the two or three grades involved

with whom the total of desertion rises to 994. And,
finally, only six get to higher education, but of these five
drop out.... In summary, through the course of the six-
teen grades that comprise a complete educational scale
999 abandon their studies and only one finishes. To this
we must add the alarming circumstance that 471 aban-
don school. . . in the first grade.24

The job shortage. As late as 1950 about half of Latin America’s la-
bor force was involved in agriculture, but by 1980 this was true only in
Guatemala, Honduras, and Haiti. However, the switch to industry and
manufacturing did not guarantee jobs for all, because much of the new
employment was capital intensive and technological, not labor intensive.
Too many vast new tracts opened up for agricultural export were de-
veloped with machinery, not people. Consequently, people sought jobs
elsewhere, primarily in the cities. This has produced a massive under-
employment in the “informal sector”: legions of street vendors, errand
runners, handymanjobs, and other work performed on an irregular basis.
This sector shows a mixed ledger: on the one hand it does provide some
kind of job; but on the other hand most of these people are bereft of so-
cial-security benefits, wage contracts, and job security —and the gap be-
tween the haves and the have-nots widens dramatically.

Significantly, Peruvian novelist-politician Mario Vargas Llosa
argues for the recognition of the value of the underground economy as
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evidence of human ingenuity and persistence. While the stifling bu-
reaucracies destroy creativity and foment underdevelopment, the under-
ground holds answers.25 But then, what kinds ofanswers are these?

The housing shortage. The social groups with adequate housing in
Latin America are the middle and upper classes, representing at most
twenty percent of the population. The crisis is palpable in the cities. Dur-
ing a recent trip to Sao Paulo, a leading architect told me that in his city
ninety percent of present housing construction was dedicated to only ten
percent of the population—the higher class. That means that ninety per-
cent of the population—the less fortunate majority—must compete for a
mere ten percent of construction of homes.

The crisis leaps out at you as you walk through any of the countless
shantytowns that rim or lace the large urban centers. “Here, cut off from
the city’s economic mainstream and many of its services, the urban poor
live in makeshift shelters of cardboard, wood scraps, corrugated plastic,
even mud. Nearly half (46 percent) of Mexico City’s population lived in
shantytowns or other slums in 1970; . . . in Caracas, Venezuela, the pro-
portion was 42 percent, and in Bogota, Colombia, 60 percent.”26

I have seen some of these villas de miseria erected overnight (liter-
ally) to establish a “safety in numbers” mass against the absent land-
owner—who may also be the government. I have seen the police dis-
mantle the same callampas (mushrooms) in short days. The shantytown
inhabitants exist in grinding poverty and are prey to floods, mudslides,
disease resulting from the absence of basic sanitary provisions, prostitu-
tion, drugs, violence, and crime. In the providence of God the gospel is
present in these barrios where you will find many evangelical churches
with dedicated workers attempting to improve the people’s lot and dig-
nify human life. Just in Mexico City’s famous largest slum, Nez-
ahualcóyotl, with 2.5 million people, there were 191 local churches in
1988.

The dream of owning one’s little casita is coming true only for
those who have either the funds or the connections in order to benefit
from the newer housing developmnents. Some of these are governmental,
others private. All tend to offer long-term loans at varying prices, de-
pending on the size and location of the new home. The families will pass
the debt on to their children, but at least they have something that is
theirs. At long last they are legal landowners. That does provide status in
Latin America.

The family disintegration. Family disintegration is perhaps the sad-
dest crisis. Individuals flooding to the cities many times abandOn the rel-
atively stable structures of the rural and small-town world. For example:
a young woman travels to the city to work as a maid, earning a minimal
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salary plus room and board, getting perhaps Sunday off (at most) for lei-
sure and personal time. What does she do that day? Perhaps visit other
family and friends in the city, perhaps go to the park with acquaintances,
or even to the dance hall. She meets men on the search for naive girls,
and she is pressured into a sexual relationship. Pregnant, she faces a cri-
sis both on the job (she will be fired) and back home (disgrace to the
family) and is forced to seek lodging and another job in town. All too of-
ten she takes the path to prostitution—easy but shameful money, and per-
sonal destruction.

“Rural emigration, poverty and unemployment tear at the fabric of
the family. Single parent households are common in the poorbarrios. An
estimated 35 million children in Latin America have weak or absolutely
no family ties.”27 I was recently told in Brazil that Sao Paulo has an es-
timated 2.5 million abandoned children, only 50,000 receive any help
from government agencies, and the entire nation has 16 million street
kids. Too many of these children are the human castoffs of the dis-
integrated family, and too many will be sucked into the vortex of crime
and drug abuse. Just in Bolivia there is tragic evidence of small children
addicted to drugs who pay for their own addiction by selling marijuana
and cocaine.

THE CRISIS OF THE LAND

Who owns the land? For what purpose? How is it used? Can there
be peaceful land reform? Why so little aid and counsel to complete land
reform laws and programs? And how long have the distribution patterns
been as they are today?

Another Colonial Heritage

From early colonial years the land has been concentrated in the
hands of a minority. The latifundios, massive estates, were distributed
and owned by a few families. Some scholars estimate that even today ten
percent ofthe population owns ninety percent of the land.28 Too much of
the time land has been utilized inefficiently; and in many cases landlords
are absent, living in comfort in the city. In some countries the estates are
owned by families whose name derives from colonial days. A recent
trend in agricultural lands is to develop crops for exportation, projects
that arc machine intensive and use few laborers. In other cases grain
products are used more to fatten beef than for human consumption, with
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the anomalous result being nations that previously exported food are now

transformed into food importers.

Land Reform: The Hot Potato

One ofthe quickest ways to cause a coup in Latin America is to ac-
cuse the regime ofsurreptitiously scheming for land reform. This injects
fear into powerful landowners and fuels the political parties that have tra-
ditionally defended the old aristocracies. During the years since in-
dependence, many short-lived governments have attempted land reform.
A few nations have seen the reforms only partially implemented. El Sal-
vador is a fascinating contemporary case study. The Christian Democrat
Party of the late NapoleOn Duarte finally instituted the long-promised
land reforms—a necessary step in structural change and national de-
velopment. However, two antagonistic groups stymied ongoing imple-
mentation ofthe land reforms. On the one hand Marxist guerillas violent-
ly sabotaged the land project because it undercut their own promises. On
the other hand the right wing sabotaged it through political pressures and
even death squads. Land reform is destined to disaster if it is not ac-
companied by financial credit, agricultural counsel, market coordination,
and political power. Obviously, large farms can be run more efficiently
than myriad smaller ones. But the benefits and pride of personal own-
ership outweigh serfdom, and smaller farms have the potential of meet-
ing national needs.

Countries where major land reforms have been introduced and sus-
tained include Cuba, Nicaragua, Bolivia, Mexico, Venezuela, and Peru.
In Venezuela, land reform expropriated the largest estates and com-
pensated the owner. In Peru the land reform progressed without pro-
duction decline. During the 1950s the Guatemalan government ofJacobo
Arbenz initiated land reform; but local elites, the United States (North
American fruit companies lost land), and even the Catholic hierarchy co-
alesced to back a CIA-sponsored invasion from El Salvador. Arbenz was
overthrown (there was solid evidence of Communist infiltration into his
government), but a series of military regimes systematically bankrupted
the nation and helped create the cycle of violence from which Guatemala
is only now beginning to emerge. Ironically, a quietly developed pro-
gram of land reform emerged as one ofthe factors in Guatemala that mo-
tivated the 1983 military coup that removed the evangelical head of state,
General Efrain Rios Montt.
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THE URBAN/RURAL DICHOTOMY

Again a Colonial Heritage

Spanish authorities in particular set the pattern from the very be-
ginning: stress the cities and use the interior only to fortify the cities. All
benefits of the new culture were concentrated in the major urban centers:
education, health care, government, church hierarchy, import-export
structures, and significant employment. The future was in the city. The
notable exception is seen in Brazil, where at the beginning the Por-
tuguese empire had little interest in developing anything. However, when
the monarchy fled into exile and set up court in Rio de Janeiro things be-
gan to change. But even then, power was concentrated in the enormous
estates where export crops were grown and an entire culture evolved
around the manor house—somewhat similar to the American South and
its plantation life. In the eighteenth century Argentina faced a long, vi-
olent struggle between elitist Buenos Aires and the gaucho-led interior.
Finally the city won, but the gaucho became an immortal piece of Ar-
gentine history and ethos.

The Two Worlds

Today in every Latin American country one sees the drastic contrast
between the large cities and the rest ofthe country. Within brief minutes
the traveler leaves the twentieth century and plunges into a world long
disappeared from North American society. The pace of life changes,
“proofs of modernity” are gone, with perhaps two exceptions—the ubiq-
uitous transistor radio and the digital wristwatch. Modes of travel con-
trast: motorized high speed versus oxen, pack animals, and laden hu-
mans. It is a world of the soil, of the land. In some areas the land is
fertile, gratefully bearingcentury after century, with occasional improve-
ments in technique, seed, and fertilizer. In others it is adesperate battle to
eke out an existence, tilling sterile or overworked land, fighting pes-
tilence, drought, exhaustion, and despair.

These two worlds coexist, each with advantages and disadvantages.
Prestige, power, higher education, and better jobs are found in the cities.
But the city’s magnetic and almost mythical attraction transforms rural
stability into chaos. The favelas disintegrate known social fabric. In
many cases, families who thought the city would improve their lot found
that back“home” did have advantages: there was less hunger, the choices
were limited, life was more simple, and the family network provided dai-
ly support.
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GROWTH OF LATIN AMERICA’S TWELVE
LARGEST CITIES: 1950-2000

Monterrey•

Guadalajara

2000

1985

1950

Populatlon (in mill ions) and ranking

City 1950 Rank 1985 Rank 2000 Rank

Beto Horizonte 048 10 325 9 511 8
Bogota 070 7 4.49 6 6.53 6
BuenosAures 525 1 10.88 3 13.18 4
Caracas 0 68 8 374 8 5.03 9
Guadalajara 0.43 ii 2.77 10 411 10
Lima 1 05 6 5,68 5 914 5
Mexico City 3.05 3 17 30 1 2582 1
Monterrey 0.38 12 253 12 397 12
Porto Alegre 0.67 9 2.74 11 4.02 11
Rio de Janeiro 348 2 10.37 4 1326 3
Santiago 143 5 4.16 7 526 7
Sao Paulo 276 4 15.88 2 2397 2
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The Growth ofthe Cities

In spite of all the destructive elements of the cities, people continue
to stream in at incredible rates. Rural bus terminals are jammed with
families with meager possessions, risking all to stake out a future in the
city. As of 1995, seventy percent of Latin America was classified as ur-
ban, with the highest in Uruguay (ninety percent) and Argentina (eighty-
seven percent), and the lowest in Guatemala (thirty-eight percent).29 The
following figure illustrates the phenomenal development of Latin Amer-
ica’s dozen giant cities.30
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THE ECONOMIC CRISES

Latin America’s economic future is bleak. Each week new statistics
pour in: the international debt rises to the critical point where interest
payments are suspended, as in Brazil and Ecuador. Mexico continues to
be bailed out with more loans and refinancing, and both Peru and Ar-
gentina threaten default. Raw materials and other products are channeled
to exportation, and nations with single crops or minerals—Cuba with
sugar and Bolivia with tin—cannot develop OPEC-style cartels to protect
their own interests. The oil boom has busted, and economic planning
geared to future rising petroleum value has brought chaos, particularly to
Mexico. Ecuador’s 1987 earthquakes and massive mudslides not only
killed thousands of people but temporarily destroyed the national oil in-
dustry. Brazil’s vaunted Cruzado plan of early 1986 disintegrated in less
than a year into triple-digit inflation, and interest payment on its 108 bil-
lion dollar debt jolted to a stop. One major Sao Paulo business magazine
printed in 1987 the headline “GENERAL CONFUSION,” with an up-

Life on the Underside of History
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side-down map of the country.
Few items monopolize international headlines on Latin America

like the debt crisis. The figures are astronomical and unrelenting, and
every government struggles with the pressures to reform economic pol-
icy while avoiding a military coup or political loss in the next elections.
Here are a few of the current debters, as of November 1987 records. 31

Country Debt Debt Per Capita
(Billions ofDollars)

Argentina 48.40 $1,484.00
Brazil 107.00 713.00
Costa Rica 4.20 1,448.00
Ecuador 9.20 860.00
Mexico 97.40 1,094.00
Panama 4.70 1,958.00
Peru 13.70 665.00
Venezuela 32.10 1,637.00

One new political bloc emerging in Latin America to deal with this
debt problem—among others—is the “Group of Eight”: Mexico, Pan-
ama, Colombia, Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, Peru, and Uruguay. Their
most recent summit in Mexico, held without the presence ofthe United

Life for the Privileged Few
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States, which is pointedly not a member of the group, attempted to rec-
ommend solutions to renegotiate debt. About thirty to forty percent of
Latin American government spending goes only for interest payments,
further fostering the various governments’ own social crises.32

Topping that off, systematic and institutionalized corruption bled
the nations, inadequate tax systems generated even less income and more
evasion, and poor administration and shortsighted planning assured an
uneasy future. The newest experiment in creative financing became the
debt-equity conversion, allowing foreign banks to sell orbuy bad debts at
reduced prices. These were exchanged for local currency and required to
be invested in local businesses. On the negative side, this fosters a loss of
national sovereignty over national business and natural resources, but on
the positive side it encourages investment and development. South mag-
azine dedicated a major section to discussion of this swap-market
boom.33

A Final Word on the Economic Crisis

Latin America confronts a sustained, hopeless economic future. Mi!-
lions of citizens conclude that their only alternative is to emigrate, even
from some of the more prosperous nations. Argentina has experienced
the dramatic exodus ofmore than 600,000 peoplejust since 1960, depart-
parting for the United States, Brazil, Spain, Venezuela, Australia, and
Canada.34 It is significant to note that not all are leaving for the United
States. At the same time, uncounted thousands of Central Americans are
flooding illegally into the United States, fleeing both political and ec-
onomic chaos. And Mexico will continue to use its northern border as a
safety valve for its own unemployment and economic crises. Meanwhile
the economic crises ofMexico grow even more grim. South reports:

Rising prices are adding to the agony of Mexico’s
poor. By mid-December the minimum daily wage in
Mexico City—5,626 pesos, orjust under US$2.50—was
worth only 50 percent of its 1981 equivalent. The basic
basket of goods such as beans, rice, sugar and maize
now costs 14 percent more than the minimum wage.35

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN LATIN AMERICA

Latin America’s class structure is centuries old. Today it is difficult
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to give accurate figures for each country, and each nation has different
figures. However, I estimate the following: perhaps two percent at the
top, at most eighteen percent in the middle, and eighty percent on the
bottom. A disturbing pattern emerges in the new members of the rising
middle class. Most of them have come from families which a generation
ago formed part of the “popular classes.” You would expect that they,
having risen on the scale, would be more sensitive to those who remain
on the underside. Why have they experienced rapid upward social mobil-
ity without a keen social consciousness toward the less fortunate? Would
they not be natural promotors of justice and change? The “new rich”
have short memories and readily adopt the value systems ofthe elite, for-
getting their roots. Richard Adams observes that “the apparently new
middle group is only an extension of the traditional upper class, both in
terms of economic position and basic values.”36

Indians on the same rising ladder find the odds stacked against
them. While back in their indigenous communities they might have been
local elites, once they step into mestizo society they automatically drop a
few notches on the national social scale. A medical, law, or engineering
degree does open doors to limited upward social mobility. Racial prej-
udice is prevalent toward Indian peoples. Because they are different from
the dominant society, many times they are judged dumb and unprepared
for modern society. In other countries prejudice is directed against the
black populations. One Central American country had a constitutional
prohibition against blacks gaining permanent residence. While Brazil is
justly proud of its racial blending, even there prejudice is present. Ex-
amine the faces of national politicians, army generals, and top business-
men to discover how many are black.

THE POLITICAL CRISIS OF LATIN AMERICA

I have written enough in previous chapters to underline Latin Amer-
ica’s disturbing political uncertainty. Latin America was the locus of a
political ferment that both experimented with and criticized hard-line
Marxism, socialism, and free-enterprise capitalism. No system has been
able to produce stability and still guarantee peace, justice, and liberty.
The law is all too many times chilled, serving the ruling class. As the
gaucho Martin Fierro said: “The law is like the knife, it does not cut the
one holding the handle.” The prophet Habakkuk would understand Latin
America well.

Radomiro Tomic, former Chilean presidential candidate for the
Christian Democrat Party, diagnosed Latin America’s problems in a
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closed seminar I attended some years ago at the University of Texas,
Austin. He affirmed that the problems are threefold: internal poverty, in-
ternal disintegration, and external dependency. To him the key questions
were: Who rules? How do they rule? Why do they rule? For whose ben-
efit do they rule? Latin American nations reminded him of “tragic abor-
tions, miscarried by capitalism, born before their time.” Although he had
lost the election to Allende, he concluded that the overthrow of his op-
ponent’s Marxist government was the “ultimate example of the in-
compatibility ofrepresentative democracy and social order.”

During the mid-1970s Peru experimented with a hybrid brand of na-
tionalistic socialism. It was touted as a Peruvian Renaissance, and a “new
man” was being molded for the nation. The Indian language Quechua
was spoken with pride, land reform was instituted, and the future seemed
to glow with promise. Ismael Frias, a leftist journalist, wrote at the time
that the expulsion and expropriation of a North American oil company
had been the first step to affirming national sovereignty. “In that mo-

Mexico City--One ofthe Exploding Ninevehs
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ment, truly historical Peru not only rescued one of its primary natural re-
sources, but something of incomparably higher value: its own national
dignity violated for more than forty years by an imperialistic potency.”
The political alternative would not be Marxist, and Frias scored that sys-
tem because “it represents a regime of exploitation of work, of political
oppression and of imperialism as unlivable as capitalism in its worst
forms.” The new system would be socialistic, but with a Latin face. Frias
concluded: “This is the way in which the Peruvian Revolution has de-
veloped from a nationalism to a socialism that is humanist, libertarian,
and culturally immersed in the Christian tradition; and it will be national,
patriotic, Peruvian above all things, and in this sense irreconcilably anti-
imperialistic.”37 Yet even that experiment foundered on the shoals of in-
ternal and international opposition.

Today it is hard to locate a country with a year-long track record of
economic stability. At least the decades of military totalitarianisms have
ended, for now. However, the military, one of Latin America’s most
powerful elite, sits backstage, brokering governments and assuring that
its military power is not threatened. Mexico is a country with a pro-
fessional and nonpolitical military, and Costa Rica continues its non-
military tradition. Only in Argentinahas the backlash following the Falk-
land Island debacle allowed a civilian government to judge and jail
former military presidents, although the 1989 Peronist government tried
to make peace with both military and Catholic hierarchy. But in the other
countries the military is making sure it is not treated as its Argentine col-
leagues were.

Democracy sustains its illusive nature. One Mexican politician re-
cently observed with sardonic humor, “Democracy is like the Holy Grail.
Everyone talks about it, but nobody has really seen it.” As of 1995, most
Latin American governments were experimenting with some variety of a
democratic system, but it was an uneasy truce. Central America is con-
vulsed with bitter, contrasting political alternatives. The acid test for the
future will be to determine which of the options has both an ideology and
a discipline to create and prevail in the maelstrom of societal turmoil.
And is it too much to dream for an honest administration in Latin Amer-
ica?

The heroes of the left have been apotheosized: Camilo Tones, Che
Guevara, Salvador Allende. Independence heroes such as Bolivar are im-
mortal, and each country has its particular set of personages who have
marked national history. But democracy does not yet seem to have a hero
to apotheosize. Do Latin American democracies lack both a political ide-
ology as well as deep commitment to theirvalues? What options do Latin
Americans have today? Most of them will stay in their countries, loving
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their patriotic symbols, and hoping in hope; some will emigrate legally or
illegally, either within Latin America or to the “promised land,” El Norte
ofmythical proportions and broken dreams.

THE LOVE-HATE RELATIONSHIP WITH THE UNITED
STATES

From the pre-independence years to the present, Latin Americans
have struggled with their attitude toward the United States. Previous
chapters have underlined some of the early positive attitudes toward this
northern neighbor, to the point of modeling the first constitutions after
that of the United States. For about one hundred years Latin Americans
looked on the United States with a kind of pride, laced with envy that a
newer nation would progress so rapidly. But the love affair deteriorated
close to the turn of this century. By then the United States had embarked
on its own imperialistic expansion and heavy-handed diplomacy: Cuba,
Puerto Rico, Panama, Mexico, the interventions in the Caribbean and
Central America. These all contributed to a dramatic change in attitude:
“That gigantic neighbor to the North truly does not love us. Our love is
unilateral. The land of democracy and liberty does not respect the de-
mocracy and liberty of other countries.”

I have already mentioned the Latin American intellectuals who rose
to defend Hispanic values and culture. José Enrique Rodó’s Ariel38 laud-
ed the familial, Christian, and moral values of beauty and idealism and
criticized North America’s cold pragmatism. But it was Nicaraguan poet
Ruben Darlo who penned his eloquent “Ode to Roosevelt,” a biting cri-
tique in the spiritofRodO.

The voice that would reach you, Hunter, must speak
in Biblical tones, orin the poetry ofWalt Whitman.
You are primitive and modern, simple and complex;
you are one part George Washington and one part Nimrod.

You are the United States,
future invader of our naive America
with its Indian blood, an America
that still praysto Christ and still speaks Spanish.
You are a strong, proud model of your race;
you are cultured and able; you opposeTolstoy.
You are an Alexander-Nebuchadnezzar,
breaking horses and murdering tigers.
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(You are a Professor ofEnergy,
as the current lunatics say).

You think that life is a fire,
that progress is an irruption,
that the future is wherever
your bullet strikes.

No.

The United States is grand and powerful.
Whenever it trembles, a profound shudder
runs down the enormous backbone ofthe Andes.
If it shouts, the sound is like the roar of a lion.
And Hugo said to Grant: “The stars are yours.”
(The dawning sun ofthe Argentine barely shines;
the star ofChile is rising. . .) A wealthy country,
joining the cult of Mammon to the cult ofHercules;
while Liberty, lighting the path
to easy conquest, raises her torch in New York.

But our own America, which has had poets
since the ancient times ofNezahualcOyotl;
which preserved the footprints ofgreatBacchus,
and learned the Panic alphabetonce,
and consulted the stars; which also knew Atlantis
(whose name comes ringing down to us in Plato)
and has lived, since theearliest moments ofits life,
in light, in fire, in fragrance, and in love—
the America ofMoctezuma and Atahualpa,
the aromatic America of Colombus,
Catholic America, Spanish America,
the America where noble Cuauhtémoc said:
“I am not on a bed of roses”—our America,
trembling with hurricanes, trembling with Love:
O men with Saxon eyes and barbarous souls,
our America lives. And dreams. And loves.
And it is the daughter of the Sun. Be careful.
Long live Spanish America!
A thousand cubs of the Spanish lion are roaming free.
Roosevelt, you must become, by God’s own will,
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the deadly Rifleman and the dreadful Hunter

before you can clutch us in your iron claws.

And though you have everything, you are lacking one thing:

God!39

The Guatemalan intellectual, social democrat, and former president
of the nation, Juan José Arévalo, wrote a symbolic book, The Shark and
the Sardines, in which he spoke ofthe United States as the shark and Lat-
in America the sardines. His polemic may disturb some readers, but it
merits pondering in order for understanding to emerge.

In our resistance to the business man mentality, we
are still Spanish, stubbornly Spanish. Also, we have not
left off being Catholic, nor have we left off being ro-
mantic and we cannot conceive of private life without
enlightening ideals. If you want to be our friends, you
will have to accept us as we are. Do not attempt to re-
model us after your image. Mechanical civilization, ma-
terial progress, industrial techniques, fiduciary wealth,
comfort, hobbies—all these figure in your programs of
work and enjoyment of life. But for us, the essence of
human life does not lie in such things.40

I spoke with Dr. Arévalo one day in Guatemala City. He was a gra-
cious and.dignified gentleman in his late seventies, and he had been a
true liberal revolutionary in Guatemala, freely elected with great dreams
and hopes following a long and violent dictatorship. When I asked him
about The Shark and the Sardines, he was quick to assure me that he ful-
ly respected North Americans and the United States but felt that at that
moment in history a strong word had to be said about all kinds of sharks
in the world who fed their appetites at the expense of the sardines.

More recently the United States has transmitted a confused signal to
Latin America. On the one hand Franklin Delano Roosevelt and John F.
Kennedy have gone down on the record as men who respected Latin
America. Kennedy died and was apotheosized to the point that his sup-
port of the invasion of the Bay of Pigs in Cuba, as well as his Alliance
for Progress, has escaped serious judgment. In the 1970s it was a com-
bination of Watergate, Vietnam, the CIA scandals, and the multimillion
dollar bribes of transnational corporations that led the distinguished
Spaniard, SalvadordeMadariaga, to write ofthe “vertical fall ofall moral
authority of the United States.”4’
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Military Power of the Left

Military Power of the Right
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Latin Americans had a rough time sifting out the foreign policies of
Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. Carter has been vilified by the right
but appreciated by the progressives. Reagan has experienced the op-
posite. The return of the Panama Canal to the Panamanians during the
Carter administration was the only just thing to do, and that bold act gen-
erated good will toward the United States. But the Reagan administra-
tion’s support of the British in the 1982 Malvinas-Falkland Islands war
created a storm ofopposition. The United States had reneged on its treaty
agreements with Latin America and had openly supported the British.
The Reagan attitude toward Nicaragua was another example of danger-
ous military games. While Congress deserves absolutely no credit for its
vacillations, many serious observers wonder if there is any North Amer-
ican policy for Central America. The Bush and Clinton administrations
may stand for a more sensitive Latin American policy, but only time will
tell.

This love-hate relationship with the United States takes on a variety
of manifestations today. On the one hand, most Latin Americans will
generally admire the North American life-style—actually coveting it—
and are generally friendly to the individual Gringo-Yankee-
norteaniericano. At the same time they struggle with the imitation of for-
eign life-styles, and they are frustrated with North American foreign pot-
icy—often so heavy-handed, shortsighted, and self-serving. There will
always be a powerful minority that virulently attacks the United States.

Yet there is a growing group of Latin Americans who are trying to
face their own realities head-on. The late Carlos Rangel, a Venezuelan,
was one such spokesman. He wrote insightfully in The Latin Americans:
Their Love-Hate Relationships with the United States. He was not a ser-
vile Americanophile, and he articulated a serious, objective critique of
the United States. But more significantly, he was also fearless in judging
Latin Americans who blame all their problems on the United States. He
refused to avoid responsibility by merely accepting the dependency the-
ory, afraid that “by echoing this line of thought, we Latin Americans are
starting on a new cycle in our self-delusion over the causes ofour frustra-
tion. We are once again refusing to admit that the reasons for North
American success and Latin American failure are to be found in the qual-
ities of North Americans and in the defects of Latin Americans.”42 Such
writers deserve much more serious study.

IN CONCLUSION

The colonial heritage, compounded by the post-independence ex-
perimentations, the caudillo era, the years of the technocrats, the cen-
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turies of imitation, the disenfranchised masses, the unequal social and
class structure, international dependency and internal oppression, Marx-
ism and selfish capitalism, personal and structural sin, even demonic
principalities, all of these have conspired against. Latin America. Again
we reaffirm our faith in a sovereign God who not only knows where his-
tory is going, but is also in control. Jesus Christ from the beginning clar-
ified that his church would be built in the context ofspiritual warfare, not
peace, prosperity, position, and power. Certainly Latin America is a test
case of conflict, where the crises force its magnificent people to seek ul-
timate answers in the person of the virile and powerful Victor, Jesus
Christ. At the same time the church has been left on planet Earth to fulfill
her cultural mandate. Increasing numbers of Latin evangelical leaders—
godly and committed, competent and honest, tried and experienced—
must enter the public arena by election or appointment in the name of
Christ and in service to their fellow citizens. May this day come soon!
Meanwhile, our Quiche proverb for “crisis” continues ever so relevant.
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4
Spiritual Dimensions of Latin America

“Es que somos un pueblo religioso, y la es-
piritualidad fluye en nuestras venas.” (“It’s just that we
are a religious people, and spirituality flows in our
veins.”)

—A Latin American

Ever since I had the use of reason, the name Jesus
Christ was one ofthe most familiar in my house and in
school during my infancy and adolescence. I never saw a
contradiction between the ideas that sustain me and the
ideas ofthat symbol, of that extraordinary figure.1

—Fidel Castro

Latin America’s racial rainbow is matched by its religious mosaic,
with overlapping pieces that can periodically confuse the observer. The
original continental religions were practicedby the Indian peoples. Those
religions were animisms that continue to permeate the Indians’ world-
view to this day. The Spaniards and Portuguese later brought a Christ,
the other Spanish Christ, the hybrid conceived from Moorish medieval
seeds and imported with conviction and force. In many ways that Christ
was blended into the animistic beliefs, producing a syncretism evident to-
day throughout the continent and particularly witnessed in popular Ca-
tholicism. At other times the hybrid Christ demonstrated his own severe,
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suffering Spanish identity—an agent of mystery, miracle, and authority.
The third major spiritual piece of the mosaic came with the importation
of Africans to the New World. Catholicism was the official creed of the
colonial rulers, but the black peoples injected into it a belief system ap-
pealing more to their own ethos, and reflecting their own spiritual tradi-
tions—spiritism. This produced another brand of syncretism particularly
experienced in Brazil today, where perhaps thirty percent of the popula-
tion would call themselves both Catholic and spiritist.

In the late nineteenth century a more biblical Christ made his ap-
pearance to Latin American republics. In those early years he arrived un-
der adverse conditions, and at times dressed in Anglo-Saxon clothing.
But nevertheless the Scriptures spoke with their own power, for this
Christ was the supernatural one who transforms people. Fordecades the
evangelical population has existed with a minority complex, even a cat-
acomb mentality. But lately these churches have exploded with a virile
growth that surprised both religious and secular observers. There is a
quickening pulse beating in the heart of Latin evangelicals. Lives are be-
ing changed; hope surges through the continent. Of course, not all the
signs oflife are biblically healthy. Many of the churches suffer from dis-
eases similar to those of their Anglo-Saxon counterparts, and others
breed their own national viruses. Many churches and denominations are
large, but that does not necessarily mean they are all healthy churches.
Too many of them suffer from doctrinal deadness, or insufficient biblical
teaching, or from emotional overdoses. An analytical eye needs to ex-
amine carefully the evangelical churches ofLatin America.2

For decades animism, Catholicism, spiritism, and evangelical Prot-
estantism presented the only significant spiritual alternatives. Then the
other groups invaded the scenario. The cults have sent thousands of mis-
sionaries and made converts. The Bahai have scored heavily among, of
all groups, the Bolivian Indian populations, where three percent of that
country’s population profess the Bahai faith. Jim Jones made tragic his-
tory in Guyana, the Oriental and mystical groups offer their alternative,
and even gnosticism has its peculiar appeal. The secular religions of
Marxist materialism and consumer materialism seduce with terrible con-
sequences; and even atheism makes its mark in some lands. In Uruguay,
for example, atheism claims thirty-seven percent of the population, and
in Cuba it claims forty-four percent ofthe populace.3

Today Latin Americans seem to open their hearts and lives to what-
ever spiritual message comes with emotion, conviction, and the offer of
personal change. It is obviously a time of harvest in almost every coun-
try, and this means it is a time of crisis. Will the strong, virile, res-
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urrected Christ reign on this continent, bringing even national trans-

formation, or will the evangelicals miss this historical moment?

THE HOLY APOSTOLIC ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH IN
LATIN AMERICA

Latin American history confirms the thesis that when Christianity
enters a culture, both culture and Christianity change. What kind of
Christianity was imported to the New World? How did it change and
how was it changed? MacKay’s unequaled classic, The Other Spanish
Christ, indicts the Conquest Christ, arguing that this one was not the au-
thentic One.

However much overshadowed by His Mother,
Christ too came to America. Journeying from Bethlehem
and Calvary, He passed through Africa and Spain, on
His long westward journey to the Pampas and Cor-
dilleras. And yet, was it really He Who came, or another
religious figure with His name and some of His works?
Methinks the Christ, as He sojourned westward, went to
prison in Spain, while another who took His name em-
barked with the Spanish crusaders for the New World, a
Christ who was not born in Bethlehem but in North Af-
rica. This Christ became naturalized in the Iberian col-
onies of America, while Mary’s Son and Lord has been
little else than a stranger and sojourner in these lands
from Columbus’s day to this.4

In Latin America, Christ represents the tragic victim, the focus of a
cult of death, an expiatory creature who had neither personality norpow-
er. He came to show people not how to live, but how to die. MacKay
continues to evaluate this Christ as

a Christ known in life as an infant and in death as a
corpse, over whose helpless childhood and tragic fate the
Virgin Mother presides; a Christ who became man in the
interests of eschatology, whose permanent reality resides
in a magic wafer bestowing immortality; a Virgin Moth-
er who by not tasting death, became the Queen ofLife—
that is the Christ and that the Virgin who came to Amer-
ica! He came as Lord of Death and of the life that is to
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he; she came as Sovereign Lady of the life that iiow is.5

Jose MIguez Bonino agrees that “Latin America was never ‘Chris-
tian’ in the sense that Europe or even North America can he said to he so.
What took place here was a colossal transplantation—the basic ec-
clesiastical structures, disciplines, and ministries were brought wholesale
from Spain and were expected to function as a Christian order; a tre-
mendous form without substance.”6 And traveling with this dark Christ
came the darkness of the Inquisition, inspired by Torqucmada’s vision of
a pure Roman church. Visit the Museum of the Inquisition in downtown
Lima and sense the reality of that tortured technology.

The Black Legend merits comment here. The Spaniards accuse the
English of perpetrating this legend, which essentially argues that all of
the Spanish influence in the New World was negative, that no good at all
came of the colonial era, and that Spain is to blame for all the evils of
Hispanic America. The British retort that such accusations are false; that
it was not a British creation, that history must speak for itself. I refer to
this Black Legend because to some readers my own conclusions seem
black. 1 do not fully subscribe to the Black Legend, though Spain—
poliUcal and rcligious—must bear responsibility for her imported in-
stitutions, many benevolent, while others were destructive. Ironically, it
was the Spanish friar Bartolomé de las Casas whose heated indictments
of Spain gave much credence to the Black Legend.

Post-revolutionary Catholicism in Latin America suffered major
changes. Although the political battles themselves did not have religious
discontent at their core—actually in Mexico and Brazil priests led the
revolutionary struggle—Bolivar was convinced of the necessity of sep-
aration of church and state. But he did not advocate the totally secular-
ized French model. In actuality the new republics instituted Catholicism
as the state religion—the only faith they had ever really known. But the
tensions between church and state soon broke open. The Spanish crown
during the colonial period had exercised the power to name bishops, and
it wished to continue doing so. It was rejected in the new Americas. The
papacy had earlier appealed to faithful Catholics to fight for Spain. The
plea was rejected also. Later violent anticlerical actions swept through
some of the new countries, and the church was disestablished in several
of them.7

Catholicism as an Institution Facing Crisis and Change

The Roman Catholic church of Latin America finds itself today in a
historic and multifaceted crisis. For centuries she had operated on the ba-
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sis of the dogma formulated in the Council of Trent. She was the One,
Holy, Roman, Apostolic, Catholic church, indivisible, exercising tre-
niendous temporal power; at times on center stage, but very adept at be-
hind-the-curtains influence. For centuries it was the medieval triad of
miracle, mystery, and authority, with the Bible unavailable to the masses.

Over the decades, the Catholic church of Latin America experienced
a variety ofchanges from different sources. But it was Vatican Council II
(1962-1965) that caused the tremendous upheaval that rocked the church.
“Pope John XXIII’s encyclicals Mater et Magistra and especially Pacen
in Terris called for an end to ghetto Catholicism and cooperation with
men of diverse persuasions in meeting the crises of the modern world.”8

Because Dr. Núñez deals with these matters, my treatment will be very
general; and the following are my personal observations.

This new church has made a radical and renewed commitment to so-
cio-political activism. Today’s social crises had festered in the hearts of
the younger leaders of the Latin church, many of whom had served in the
poor parishes. So when the Catholic bishops of Latin America met in
Medellin in September 1968 the continent was recast in theo-political
categories. There seemed to be two strands of the new focus, one centrist
and the other radical. However, Medellin was not the first time in recent
years that the Catholic church awoke to her perceived role in modern
Latin America. Houtart and Emile Pin had written and actively worked in
the mid-1960s,9 and others had published extensively on the topic. The
more moderate perspective was expressed by Ivan Vallier, who argue
Roman Catholicism’s “international character provides it with a special
potential for articulating and symbolizing universal values. . . . Instead of
using their office and prestige as bases for promoting confessional goals
and mobilizing commitnients to sacramental participation, the stress has
been on the problem of the poor, the importance of human freedom and
dignity, and the sacredness of the value of social justice.” 10

However, it was at Medellin that Gustavo Gutiërrez, first sys-
tematizer of liberation theology, emerged as aperiti—advisor to his bish-
ops. His perspective was radical. It was revolutionary both in theology
and praxis. He compared Vatican II with Medellin in the following man-
ner:

At MedellIn, the Latin American Church . . . re-
alitically perceived the world in which it was and clearly
saw its place in that world. In short, it began to be aware
of its own coming of age and to take the reins of its own
destiny. Vatican II speaks of the underdevelopment of
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peoples, of the developed countries and what they can
and should do about this undcrdevclopmcnt; Medellín
tries to deal with the problem from the standpoint of the
poor countries, characterizing them as subjected to a new
kind of colonialism. Vatican II talks about a Church in
the world and describes the relationship in a way which
tends to neutralize the conflicts; Medellin demonstrates
that the world in which the Latin American Church
ought to be present is in full revolution. Vatican II
sketches a general outline for Church renewal; Medellin
provides guidelines for a transformationof the Church in
terms of its presence on a continent of misery and in-
justice.1

Bishop Elder Cãmara of northeast Brazil has been accused of being
the “red bishop”; but he rejects violence, urging the pursuit of a peaceful
revolution. Nevertheless he is forthright: “Ourobjective is the integration
of Latin America without external nor internal imperialism. We have no
desire to simply exchange masters (patrones). The United States, Russia,
China. They are all patrones.”2

Today’s Latin American Catholic hierarchy is not united, following
one single position. Nevertheless, the church clearly is moving ag-
gressively into the sphere of socio-ethical leadership. Pope John Paul II
has attempted to rein in the Jesuits and the extreme liherationists—with
moderate success—hut he has called the church to play a public role in
the transformation of society, with a preferential option for the poor and
without ideological identification with leftist political parties. The coun-
tries where the Christian Democrat Parties have won national elections
for the presidency exemplify this public role. These parties, advised by
Catholic ideologues, attempt to steer a progressive course between doc-
trinaire socialism and nondemocratic capitalism. Chilean Christian
Democrats received multiple millions of German marks to stop Marxism,
failing when Allende was elected to office; at that time the Christian
Democrats were discredited and demoralized.

Medellin also underscored the crucial role of the national, regional,
and continental Catholic conferences, particularly so in the Latin Amer-
ican Episcopal Council (CELAM). This collective body harkens back to
the activist role of Vatican II; and although the clarion calls of Medellfn
are partially muted by the 1979 Council in Puebla, the commitment to in-
fluence the public life will continue. Of critical importance to both ev-
angelicals and Catholics will be the day when top evangelical political
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candidates emerge for the presidency of a nation. A sourforetaste of that
has already been experienced tice in Guatemala.

Catholicism has renewed its attempts to attract and keep its laity,
particularly the key ones. The quality and quantity of literature is formid-
able, and meets specific needs. The very effective cursi/los—intensive
seminars—have drawn together chosen leaders for fellowship, training,
and devotional exercises. The Christian Family Movement has extensive
weekend retreats to fortify the home. The Opus Dei, a highly select and
disciplined order, has elevated the role of consecrated laity within the
Catholic church. It has a network of groups in Latin America, and also
provides scholarships to qualified young people to study in universities
and live in special residence halls run by the Opus Dei. During my last
trip to Central America I was surprised by one Catholic parish church
that was offering special workshops on how to study the Bible and lead
Bible groups. Catholic liturgy has more recently borrowed elements of
evangelical churches: guitars, informal singing of gospel songs, flan-
nelgraphs for children’s ministries, parish church and home Bible stud-
ies, and other methods that attract and keep the faithful.

Evangelical Samuel Escobar gives a fascinating historical note.
When the Catholic bishops met in Rio de Janeiro in 1955 to discuss mat-
ters of their concern, one high priority item dealt with the “Protestant
danger.” They called on the Roman church to send to Latin America
those missionaries who had been forced to leave their fields due to the
rise of Communism. This would enable the Latin American Catholics to
stem the rising influence of evangelicals. This concern has continued and
even motivated aspects of their pastoral renewal.’3

Of particular importance has been the development of the Co-
niunidades Eclesiales de Base (CEB), Base Ecclesial Communities, in
the last twenty years—with an estimated 150,000–180,000 groups in Lat-
in America, and up to 100,000 just in Brazil. What are they? One Cath-
olic report says the following:”Typically, a CEB is a grouping of a dozen
to 50 or more persons, accompanied occasionally by a priest or pastoral
agent, who meet to pray and reflect on their everyday lives in the light of
the Bible, and to celebrate their faith.”14 Ironically, this aptly describes
many things that evangelicals in Latin America have been trying to do
for some one hundred years.

The uniqueness and importance of the CEB movement for Cathol-
icism is seen in numerous ways: it is a discovery of the laity even in the
face of hierarchical criticism; it is an experimentation with new forms of
being the church, a novel ecclesiology; it is an expression of pastoral
concern to meet personal needs of the faithful in light of a desperate
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dearth of clergy—in some parishes there is one priest for every ten thou-
sand people; it is a forum for individuals to express their social concerns,
and even to channel them into some kind of formal political expression
of protest; it is also a means by which Marxist liberation theology pen-
etrated the bases of Catholicism; it is an approach that gives the poor an
outlet to share and convey theirfaith and convictions—many times in the
context of oppression and conflict; it is a means of re-evangelization of a
continent perceived as Catholic but not practicing its faith; it is a very ef-
fective counter to Protestant conversion methodology, thus stemming the
spiritual hemorrhage that has so worried the hierarchy. In essence, the
CEB movement is a new challenge for the Roman Catholic church as
well as evangelicals in Latin America. Whether or not these groups will
prosper under hierarchical blessing waits to be seen, but they were there
to stay. 15

The Catholic church historically has committed itself to education
on all levels. Many different religious orders today maintain a fully de-
veloped system of education. Generally they have focused on the sec-
ondary level and in recent decades have established high quality uni-
versities. And whereas the national autonomous universities go on strike
after strike, the Catholic universities continually produce graduates to
serve both church and country.

Christo-paganism in Latin America
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Catholicism in Multi-Faceted Church Perspective

The once-monolithic church is no longer a reality acknowledged
even by Catholic leaders. Recent battles between the Vatican and certain
liberation theologians illustrates only one facet of the schisms. There are
different groups that exercise particular influence and pull for their posi-
tions. I remind the reader that I am evaluating Latin American Roman
Catholicism and not North American or North European Catholicism.
Whatever we say must be guided by Scripture within today’s context.
Also, it is important to study two dimensions: official Vatican-hierarchy
statements in harmony-tension with grassroots Catholicism. In this re-
gard I recommend the study of the World Evangelical Fellowship state-
ment on Roman Catholicism. This document is based on the current of-
ficial teachings of Rome, not on the particular characteristics of
Catholicism in North America or Northern Europe.’6

First, the old-line conservatives. Some years ago journalist Georgie
Anne Geyer interviewed Colombian Cardinal Luis Concha COrdoba,
then seventy-six years old. Colombia at that time had been the scenario
of conflict between old and young priests.

Aging, retired, and feeling set aside, the cardinal sat
in the quiet and lonely splendor of his red brick mansion
and mused over the Church that had been torn apart by
the division.

I asked him whether he had seen many changes in
his fifty-two years as a priest—years that had encom-
passed the Vatican Councils, Pope John and the entire
trauma of the revolution in the social doctrine of the
Church "No great changes,” he answered slowly, his
aged hands resting in his lap on the black cassock that
had changed little in centuries. “But there has been an
improvement in spiritual life. To me it seems that the re-
ligious life here is very good. In all the churches of Bo-
gota, there are masses from morning to night. The
churches are filled with people. Every day things are bet-
ter and better.”17

Clearly not all conservatives in the Catholic church perceive reality
in the same way. They lament many changes that have threatened their
position of authority. They would harken to the days before Vatican II,
with a doctrine closer to the Council of Trent. And amazingly, their day
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Cult Explosion in Latin America
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seems to be returning even in the last years of this decade. Pope John
Paul II has emphasized many doctrines that were cardinal to the con-
servatives. A chief one is his profound commitment to Mary’s place in
the life of the churhc. The documents of Puebla reaffirm this very clear-
ly; and Mary even appears to replace the role of the Holy Spirit, for she
presides over a new Pentecost. She can replace the work of Christ—the
document states that she reigns and intercedes for humans. She is the
Queen ofthe apostles, reigning over all nations. And the pope has made
it clear that he has unlimited confidence in her.’8

Liberation theology. This cultural theology (now in great flux) is an
authentic expression that emerges from the underside of history, from the
context of poverty and oppression. At the same time it borrows con-
structs from European theological presuppositions. Many liberationists
are radical in their exegesis of the biblical text, preferring to substitute
the contemporary context as their authority in matters of faith and praxis.
Dr. Nüflez deals fully with this issue in his major text on the subject, and
surveys it later in this book.19 Liberation theology is still a challenge to
every faith found in Latin America. To Catholicism it says, “We’ve been
here about five hundred years and what have we done that has trans-
formed peoples and eliminated poverty? Precious little! Our option now
must be radical and political.” Sensitive evangelicals recognize that lib-
erationists have challenged them to search the social implications of a
biblical gospel for its politico-social applications to life. Unfortunately, a
few keen young evangelicals have been seduced by liberation theology’s
radical response to transformation—ultimately a dead end when it dis-
regards the Word and the Spirit. Emerging from the effervescence of lib-
erationist thinking comes the Igiesia Popular, the “Popular Church.” One
currently well-known variety is active today in Nicaragua. This move-
ment professes independence from the Nicaraguan Catholic hierarchy
(accusing it of abandoning the “people” and compliance with North
American interventionism) and commitment both to biblical themes of
socio-political revolution and the Sandinista revolution.20 In other coun-
tries this Iglesia Popular is seen in the dynamic of the Basic Ec-
clesiastical Communities.

The biblical movements. As far back as 1979 some evangelicals not-
ed a biblical renewal movement within Catholicism, coming particularly
on the heels of Vatican II. 21 It heralded a return to the Scriptures, which
for most Catholics means a first-time encounter with the Word of God in
their own language. Today we see an amazing openness among Catholics
to possess and read the Scriptures with understanding. Many priests and
bishops encourage their people to purchase the Bible, even the “Prot-
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estant” versions.
This rapidly growing group also provides serious Bible study ma-

terials, helping even evangelical seminaries as they stock their libraries.
Sadly, evangelical publishers, who take their cue from North American
markets, tend to translate and distribute best sellers that have made mon-
ey in the United States, or more popular, lightweight books. Catholic
scholars have dedicated themselves to a study of the Word of God. One
word of caution must be expressed about this biblical-theology move-
ment—its weakness in terms of higher criticism regarding the Word.
Many Catholic scholars were trained in seminaries and universities that
accepted theologically liberal presuppositions. This obviously requires
evangelical alertness and discernment.

The charismatic Catholics. Thecharismatic Catholics in many ways
emerge as nonhierarchical, interconfessional, at times preferring to call
themselves simply “Christians,” “renewed Catholics,” or even “evangel-

A View of the Other Spanish Christ
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ical Catholics.” The Vatican has struggled for some time with this dy-
namic movement, attempting to control it. On the one hand here are
Catholics finally excited about personal Christian faith; but on the other
hand many of them dangerously flirt with Protestantes, the evangelical
“sects.” Many Catholics, upon studying the Holy Spirit, are developing a
thirst for more Bible study, which leads some to a personal religious cri-
sis: either stay within their mother church or leave it and probably iden-
tify as new believers in Christ with the evangelicals. A measured re-
sponse has been to permit, and even guide, the charismatic experience,
teaching Catholics that such spiritual intuition stimulates them to greater
devotion to the mother church, its sacraments, and the Blessed Holy Vir-
gin.

Many “renewed Catholics” have opted to remain within their church
as a force for biblical change. In 1987 I sat in a Guatemalan restaurant
with a friend but could not avoid overhearing the conversation at the next
table. Four men were discussing a series of spiritual retreats, seminars,
prayer breakfasts, and home Bible studies. At one point they paused to
pray for the food and their plans. Wondering who they might be, the
question was resolved when they made the sign of the cross and later
mentioned something about their priest. Evangelical charismatics tread
dangerous ground when they assume that since Catholics and others have
had the “same Pentecostal experience” they share the same bases of fel-
lowship and unity in the Spirit established by Scripture.

As evangelicals ponder the future of the Catholic church in Latin
America some suggest that the continent may be on the eve of a new Ref-
ormation that would transform that church. The near-evangelical tone of
many BECs, coupled with Catholic theologians reexamining the biblical
nature of the church, mixed together with the various renewal move-
ments—all of these have the potential for structural change. The keys
will be historic Reformation themes. What will be the place of scriptural
authority and the nature ofsaving faith? Without regeneration the chang-
es will he stalemated.

Popular Catholicism. Popular Catholicism speaks of a generalized
practice of vague spiritual commitments that comes from a religious her-
itage of Christendom. Behavior is guided by tradition, not conviction.
Evangelical Brazilian theologian Key Yuasa offers a Catholic definition
of popular religiosity as follows:

Popular religiosity is the totality of religious con-
victions and practices, formed by ethnic and social
groups in their confrontation with Christianity as the re-
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ligion of the dominators. It is an attempt to conserve
their identity and existence as a people. They know that
in religions and their ritual celebrations they can affirm
their wayofbeing human and Christian.22

A greater percentage of Latin Americans practice Popular Cathol-
icism. They might find their bases of faith reflected in the Spanish fable
The Faith of the Charcoal Seller. When asked, “And what do you be-
lieve?” The charcoal sellerreplied, “I believe what the Church believes.”
Second question: “And what does the Church believe?” His final answer:
“Ah, it believes what I believe.” In other words, it is a faith devoid of
content beyond tradition and emotion. Ignorant of the essence of their
faith, Latin American Catholics are Catholics by birth certificate and
baptism and are left to practice a folk religion riddled with syncretism,
superstition, and spiritism. Notwithstanding the massive outpourings of
fervor during Holy Week processions, the essence of faith that saves and
works is absent from daily life.

MacKay records the words of that great Spanish writer-philosopher-
Christian, Miguel de Unamuno, regarding cultural Christianity, with sur-
prising conclusions.

He identifies the popular faith ofthe African Mos-
1cm and the Spanish Catholic. . . . Their living popular
religion is the same as ours. Our peasants believe in God
and in the immortality of the soul, in a heaven in which
they will take up again their earthly life, only far from
misery, and in which there will be fairs and pilgrimages.
All that goes beyond this simple creed they simply admit
as ornament. And the substance of this faith is the same
as the Moors’. Nothing has any value for us except the
doctrines we live by; and our people live by no doctrine
but this. All the business of the filioque, and even ofthe
Trinity, are for the Spaniard nothing but theology, sci-
ence, that is to say, irony and scepticism, an ethical de-
vice to aid mental economy. His aesthetic demands are
met by the tragedy of the Passion, which pierces his soul
because it is a tragedy. And this tragedy strengthens his
faithin immortality, a faith which has a tragic basis.23

Ironically, Catholic documents coming from both Medellin and Pue-
bla supported the need to sustain popular religiosity among the masses.
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They understood this option to be the only one that would allow millions
of nominal “believers” to remain both Latin American and Catholic. But
it also gives the people a spiritual sensitivity that allows them to consider
a biblical and vital life-changing faith. The Catholic leadership knows
this, and is launching itself to re-evangelization methodology.

Nominal Catholicism. Nominal Catholicism is similar to Popular
Catholicism but speaks of those who are Catholic simply because they
are not evangelical, Jewish, or Muslim. They are Catholics by tradition,
by baptism and perhaps by first communion, but without personal com-
mitment even to the externals of the religion. Their culture calls them
Catholic, but in fact they are secular. Probably the majority of Latin
Americans are nominal in faith, and perhaps only ten percent of the total
population practices its faith. Token demonstrations of religiosity at best
emerge when required at weddings and funerals. This group represents a
serious challenge to Catholic leadership, as well as to evangelicals, who
must proclaim a Christ who transform both life and society.
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Catholics and Evangelicals in Latin America

When my parents as young missionaries sailed to Costa Rica in
1938 on a banana boat, relationships between Catholics and Protestantes
were tense. It was the polemical era with battles of ideology and theol-
ogy and years of hostile persecution. In some countries such as Co-
lombia, evangelicals faced a terrible decade of open persecution from
1948 to 1958. Evangelicals in other lands lived with harassment. When
thirty years later my wife and I drove by land to Costa Rica, relationships
between the two religious bodies were characterized by a more formal
and gracious spirit, which was nevertheless a bit suspicious. Some well-
known evangelical leaders—expatriate and national—were lauding the
new spirit of Vatican II and its “biblical ecumenism.” This euphoria of
idealism was not shared by all Christian leaders, some of whom sus-
pected that not all was as rosy as itwas painted.

Latin American Catholicism has experienced major changes in the
last half-century, changes that have permanently marked the church. W.
Dayton Roberts, veteran missionary to Costa Rica, suggests key terms to
describe these changes: in the 1940s and 1950s the word was self-
awareness as the church realized the need for spiritual re-evangelization
of the continent; the 1960s were years of awakening social reform spear-
headed by Vatican II and MedellIn; during the last years of that decade
renewal caught fire, particularly in the charismatic movement, which fos-
tered some interconfessional activities; liberation then moved to the fore-
front. Roberts concludes: “By 1980, however, both the charismatic re-
newal and the theology of liberation had leveled off. Pope John II was
firmly in the saddle, and theological innovation was discouraged.”24 To-
day veteran evangelical leaders observe a historical reversal ofattitudes,
with the conservative Catholic hierarchy returning to a polemic stance
again.25 Before Vatican II evangelicals were “sects,” then they were
warmly described as “separated brethren,” and now they are back to
“sects” again.26 The Catholic hierarchy has been encouraged by the cur-
rent pope—who demonstrates suspicion of evangelicals and seldom re-
fers to them. One clear example comes from Venezuela, where in Jan-
uary 1988 the National Council of Catholic Bishops published its report
on evangelicals in the country. They were “sects, aggressive and fanat-
ical.” The only Protestant exceptions to this condemnation were the “his-
torical groups”: Lutherans, Orthodox, Anglicans, and Armenians. The ar-
ticle is laced with strong accusations against evangelicals: they foment
division and confusion among the people; they defame the church and
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scorn Catholic worship, the Virgin Mary, the saints, and even God; they
use the Bible in a simplistic and “fundamentalist” manner; they use fear
to win converts by preaching about the last judgment. At the same time,
it is recognized that these sects are challenging the church pastorally to
strengthen the liturgy and popular religiosity and to encourage a mis-
sionary outreach.27

Why such an attitudinal change in Latin American Catholicism?
Perhaps there are many reasons, but I will mention only a few. For a time
it seemed that a select group of Catholic leaders really thought there
might be some kind of union between Rome and the evangelicals, or at
least with the more liberal Protestants of Latin America. They thought
that unity could start with certain cooperative activities. Of course, it
would be on Rome’s terms. Liberal Protestants have merged with liberal
Catholics in liberation theology, but both groups have lost biblical moor-
ings and are cast adrift on the sea of the human context. There are some
examples of grassroots interconfessional cooperation, as seen in the
UCELAM (United Group of Roman Catholics and Evangelicals for the
Evanglization of Latin America) and in charismatic ecumenism—
witnessed particularly in Mexico, Central America, Peru, and Brazil.28

But any significant unity with Rome is currently impossible, a fact well
recognized by Catholics.

Secondly, the pope’s attitude toward evangelical growth in Latin
America has led his church toward a harder line, calling for a re-
conversion of former Catholics, calling for national and continental
“evangelism crusades,” inviting evangelicals to return and embrace the
only mother church. Catholic charismatics have been warned that they
niay have their experience, but they must remain Apostolic and Roman
Catholic. Bible study may be encouraged by the church, but always with-
in the framework ofRoman theology and affiliation. The lines are drawn
much harder now, and this is forcing people to define themselves spir-
itually.

Thirdly, the change in attitude comes from Pope John Paul II’s pro-
found devotion to and veneration of Mary. It is with difficulty that North
American Catholics understand Latin American Catholicism. They must
remember that Latin American Catholicism did not come from northern
Europe. It came from Mediterranean Europe and, hence, is radically dif-
ferent. The Pope’s Polish heritage, with Mary the patron saint ofhis own
country, has again injected and reinforced Latin American Catholicism
with the worship of Mary. Last year in Central America I saw two ev-
idences of the renewed commitment to Mary. One was a huge billboard
along the highway affirming, “Pray to Jesus and the Virgin Mary for
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Guatemala,” and other posters announcing the celebration of “2,000
years with Jesus and the Virgin.” This worship by definition divides ev-
angelicals and Catholics on the ground of authority: either the Scriptures
alone, or tradition interpreting the Scriptures.

A Final Statement on Roman Catholicism

Latin America might have been “Christianized” but it is certainly
not Christian, a reality Catholics also acknowledge. If the true gospel is
to touch and transform people’s lives and nations it must come as a
movement of the Holy Spirit utilizing the unsheathed Bible. If the Cath-
olic church were to free its members to an open study of the Word, trust-
ing the Holy Spirit to act, the continent could be radically changed. This
historic church is experiencing tectonic changes within its own structure,
and the original monolith will probably never he restored. Perhaps a holy
minority from within the church will appeal to the Word, leading people
to a saving faith in the powerful Christ of Resurrection Sunday.

THE EVANGELICALS OF LATIN AMERICA

I was an infant when first taken to our local Iglesia Cen-
troamericana in Turrialba, Costa Rica. My parents were pioneer church-
planting missionaries in rural areas, and they imbued me with a love for
Christ, his church, and Latin America. At one time my folks traded in our
milk cow for a horse so Dad could travel into more remote areas. I grew
up in evangelical churches in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Guatemala.
They are part of my fiber, and I thank God for the privilege of being a
part of those churches. The highlight of my own missionary career in
Guatemala caine from the joy of working with a team to plant a church in
the capital, a church that continues strong, with a vibrant outreach and
singular world-missions commitment. Our three children were baptized
in that church. Our memories are warm and powerful. It still is our home
church from which we were commissioned in 1985 as part of their mis-
sionary outreach. That congregation is but one of multiplied evangelical
churches of all shapes, colors, structures, ecclesiologies, and sizes in Lat-
in America.

But where did these churches come from? Who are the evangel-
icals? How many churches and believers are there in latin America?
What are their characteristics and the challenges they face? What follows
is my personal perspective on the evangelicals of Latin America. Many
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others have written from different perspectives: socio-anthropological,
theologically liberal, or biblically conservative.29 The reader must in-
vestigate these sources for a fuller picture, but nothing will put flesh on
perspective like years immersed in the life and pulse of these churches
within the concrete world ofLatin America.

An Historical Overview ofthe Evangelicals ofLatin America

The following survey merely indicates some of the highlights in the
development of today’s Latin American evangelicals. Facing opposition
from state, populace, and Catholic church, all Protestant-evangelicals op-
erated in an uneasy context up until the early l990s. “The shadow of the
Inquisition lay heavy on Latin America: even when the law permitted
Protestantism, local public opinion did not, and the Church often pressed
persecution long after the legislature had abolished it.”30 Another im-
portant note: few historians have given significant importance to the his-
tory of Christianity in Latin America, which reflects a particular pre-
judgment regarding important information ofthe church in the world.

The first roots and limited fruit. A few major strands intertwine to
introduce Protestantism in Latin America. Initiating the arrival of the
Protestant faith were various disparate groups during the colonial era.
Deiros writes that probably the first was the short-lived Lutheran Welser
colony that settled in Venezuela from 1528 to 1546. 31 French Huguenot
immigrants, fleeing persecution back home, tried to establish from 1555
to 1567 a Brazilian base from which they could also evangelize the In-
dians. They were soon forced out. Dutch Protestants attempted a theo-
cratic colony in Brazil from 1624 to 1654 and controlled a significant
segment of northern Brazil for about thirty years. They also had the vi-
sion of evangelizing the Indians of their areas and, unique to the con-
tinent, gave religious freedom to Jews and Roman Catholics. They were
driven out by the Roman Catholic Portuguese authorities.

In the latter 1700s Dutch, English, and French groups—led mainly
by pirates, some professing Protestantism—took over northern South
American territory and settled what became the three Guianas. “It was
during this period that the Moravians began missionary work among
West Indian slaves; the Congregational and Methodist missionary so-
cieties also began in this area and in the Guianas in the early 1800s when
the British and Dutch were in control.”32

A second strand is woven in not so much as a result of colonization
by European Protestants, but by their presence in foreign coastal en-
claves. Some were sailors in the ports; but most were merchants, for the
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British in particular had commercial interests in the Buenos Aires vicin-
ity. Others came for business but decided to remain in the New World.
Brazil was the first to sign an agreement with England that allowed Prot-
estant establishments. TheseProtestant foreign citizens had permission to
celebrate worship for themselves, but not to reach out to the nationals.
The truth is that few of them were really interested in evangelizing the
“locals.”

A glorious chapter in the advance ofthe gospel—leaving permanent
though costly fruit—in Latin America was written in blood by the Bible
colporteurs, agents of British and American Bible Societies. MacKay
writes: “To the British and Foreign Bible Society belongs the honour of
having introduced South America to the perennial source of Christian
thought and experience. Not with a sword, but with a Book, did the new
Christians appear. Between 1804 and 1807 the Bible Society published
twenty thousand copies of the New Testament in Portuguese.”33

The Inquisition had blocked every possible attempt to import
Bibles, although some copies of the historica Biblia del Oso (the first
translation of the Scriptures into Spanish from Hebrew and Greek)
slipped through customs agents—the first Bible smuggling of the Amer-
icas. Other Bibles came during the early 1800s, when “the American and
British Bible societies shipped Bibles to merchants who were living in
towns along both sides ofthe continent.”34

The Scottish Baptist pastor James Diego Thomson, agent of the
British and Foreign Bible Societies as well as of the Lancasterian Educa-
tional Society, covered the coasts of western South America and all of
Central America with Bibles in his luggage. He landed in Buenos Aires
on October 6, 1818; and while his passion was that people come to know
Christ, he opened doors for the gospel as an expert of the Lancastrian
monitorial education. He was warmly welcomed in Argentina in 1818;
and the government appointed him director of a primary school, paying
him a salary of 1,000 pesos. Soon he had about one hundred of these
schools in operation.35 His prime text? The Bible. And his impact. was
felt not only in Argentina, but also in Uruguay, Chile, Peru, and Co-
lombia through his schools. Significantly, in these countries Thomson
was invited by the patriots of Spanish-American independence—Bolivar,
Miranda, O’Higgins, and San Martin. Although his educational activities
were later stymied by Catholic opposition, his Bible distribution projects
spread copies of the Scriptures from Argentina to Mexico to the Carrib-
can. He later even served in Spain, and died in England in 1854 after an
outstanding career ofserviceto his Lord.

During the 1 820s, Luke Matthews traveled in Bolivia as a col-
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porteur and was martyred in the Andes in 1831. In 1877 Joseph Mon-
guiardino penetrated the same area and was stoned to death. Francisco
Penzotti (1851—1925) ranks highest among Latin American evangelicals
for his commitment to the distribution of the Word and his evangelistic
zeal. This indefatigable gospel pioneer had emigrated from Italy to Mon-
tevideo, where he came to Christ through the reading of the gospel of
John. Originally working with the outreach of his Methodist church,
from 1883 to 1908 he dedicated himself to the broadest promotion ofthe
Bible. Obstacles were his daily bread. Traveling on foot, mounted, or
sailing, he met harassment and persecution as common events. He was
jailed various times; in Callao, Peru, he spent nine months incarcerated,
convicted for Scripture distribution. In 1892 he chose Guatemala as a
strategic base for northernLatin America, and the last seventeen years of
his life he served as the main agent of the American Bible Society in
Buenos Aires.36

Thefirst expatriate missionaries and churches. Before we continue,
it might he wise to pause and ponder some of the factors that made pos-
sible the Protestant penetration into the new Latin America republics that
were gradually developing politically. Deiros underscores some of the
key elements: the impact of the French and North American revolu-
tionary philosophers with their emphasis on the “rights of man”; the new
Latin American independence and the elimination of the Inquisition; the
Latin American contact with Protestant nations ofEngland and the Unit-
ed States for commerce and diplomacy; the European immigration de-
signed to develop the new lands; the political liberalism and anti-
clericalism of some of the highest political leaders; and finally the
linkage between the Spanish crown and Roman Catholicism. All these
contributed to the preparation of the ground for the soon-coming wave of
Protestantism.37

Latourette reports that “as early as 1833—1834 an effort was made
by the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions to ex-
plore the possibilities for missions to the Indians of Patagonia. . . . Two
men were sent to investigate, but after hearing their report the Board de-
cided not to pursue the project.”38 During the first decades of Protestant
penetration the Europeans led the way, particularly in South America,
where the British especially had commercial concerns. By the mid-
1800s, in spite of opposition, beachheads were established. Capt. Allen
Gardiner and his parties, serving under the Patagonian Missionary So-
ciety (later the South American Missionary Society), attempted three
times to pioneer ministries in Patagonia, Bolivia. “At mid-century, as one
of a party of seven, Gardiner landed on the shores of Tierra del Fuego,



154 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

but within a few months the whole party died of starvation and ex-
posure.”39 I encourage the reader to appreciate the providence of God at
work in SAMS, the Latin American missionary arm of the Church of
England. Its renewed commitment to church planting in Latin American
countries has resulted in a surge of growth for this Anglican de-
nomination.

In 1845 the second pioneer, David Trumbull, was sent to Chile by
the Evangelical Foreign Society. He became the true founder of Spanish
work in Chile in 1868. The Anglican Bishop of the Falklands, with ju-
risdiction throughout South America, W. H. Sterling, covered the re-
publics in an outreach to Indians as well as supervised Anglican chap-
laincies that served British expatriates. The major non-Christian target of
those early years was the Indian populations, not so much the Spanish-
and Portuguese-speaking peoples. Others started first with expatriates,
then tentatively moved out into an inevitable ministry to the national
populations. Gradually efforts were expended to consolidate these new
works. The Scottish physician Robert R. Kelly pioneered in 1855 a work
that later became part of the Congregational Union of Churches. Deiros
says: “Kelly is the precursor of the evangelizing missionary who at-
tempted to carry the message above all to nationals.” 40 The Moravians
had initiated missionary work in Central America in 1849. “The period
from 1855 onward witnessed the entrance, in rapid succession, of ev-
angelical missionaries and missionary societies in the different Latin
American countries.” 41

The Plymouth Brethren assemblies arrived in Argentina in the
1880s. Other denominational churches were established when the flood
of European immigrants—many of them Protestants and others nominal
believers—reached South America, a case particularly witnessed among
the German-Brazilian Lutherans at the turn of the century. These Lu-
therans later began reaching out to the rest of the Brazilians.

Three North American denominations manifested priority outreach
to Latin America: the Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists. As best as
I can get the dates, here are the years of first arrivals of these three de-
nominations so committed to evangelization and church planting.42

The Presbyterians: Argentina 1823
Colombia 1856
Brazil 1859
Mexico 1871
Guatemala 1882

The Methodists: (See next page)
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The Methodists: Brazil 1835
Argentina 1835
Uruguay 1835
Mexico 1872
Chile 1877
Bolivia 1901

The Baptists: Mexico 1870
Brazil 1881
Argentina 1881
Bolivia 1895

We must underscore the fact that some liberal Latin American pol-
iticians favored Protestantism for political motives. The Ariases write
that,

particularly the new elite . . . was looking to the Prot-
estant European countries and the United States for new
models of “modernization.” Latin American intellectuals
and anti-clerical freemasons—who stressed freedom
over against the backward Catholic clergy’s dog-
matism—looked to the Anglo-Saxon world as their mod-
el and to Protestantism (the religion of freedom and re-
sponsibility) as a timely ally against religious and
political conservative forces.43

Guatemala illustrates the Ariases’s point, for in 1882 the Presbyter-
ians began their work at the invitation of liberal president Justo Rufino
Barrios, who saw them as an instrument to weaken Catholic hegemony.

The faith missions. Surprising things happened in Latin America at
the close of the last century. In 1894 D. L. Moody and Ira Sankey visited
Mexico City, speaking to 140 workers at the first General Missionary
Conference. Moody also preached the gospel in the Teatro Nacional, a
historic first. In 1890 C. 1. Scofield and others founded the Central Amer-
ican Mission, with the vision to reach this close but closed “Sarnaria.”
That year the first base was opened in Costa Rica by the pioneers Mr.
and Mrs. W. W. McConnell, and shortly thereafter outposts were opened
in the other Central American republics.44

By the end of the last century God was moving in the entire con-
tinent, and such is the wealth of information that each country has to
write its own evangelical church history. Although in the pioneer years
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the majority of missionaries had conic from Great Britain and the Eu-
ropean continent, by 1900 it was the churches of North America—
historic and newer denominations, and the faith missions—that were
pouring in new personnel. Nevertheless, the historic denominations had
now begun to shift their emphasis away from evangelism to education
and socio-political concerns. This directly affected the numerical growth
of members. The newer agencies filled the vacuum. A significant number
of these agencies came right after World War II. Some of them were
more specialized in their original charter. such as the Latin America
Evangelistic Crusade (later the Latin America Mission) under that in-
domitable couple Harry and Susan Strachan. The major growth of the
faith missions came between 1930 and 1950. However, though their mis-
sionary lorce continued to rise, the number of national evangelical mem—
tiers did not rise accordingly. Explosive growth was to come lirsi from
churches with Pentecostal distinctives.

The beginnings of the Pentecostal movement. Historic events for
Pentecostals are the Topeka Revival (Topeka, Kansas, 1901) and the
Azusa Street Revival (Los Angeles. 1906). Brazilian and Mexican Pen-
tecostals fix Azusa and 1906 as the start of such works in their countries.
Pentecostal flames were lighted in Chile about (lie same time; however, it
was a split among the Methodist churches—producing the Methodist
Pentecostal Church of Chile—that led to the tremendous Chilean Pen-
lecostal growth. In a short time all Latin American Countries had Pen-
tecostal denominations. Some of them were offshoots of North American
groups, hut many from the beginning were completely autonomous na-
tional movements. Their proliferation and growth—many times as a re-
sult of unhappy divisions—is truly astonishing. and later I shall try to
evaluate this growth.

The Consolidation of Evangelical Growth: 1900—1930

By the beginning of the present Century most Latin American re-
publics permitted at least partial religious freedom, though harassment
and persecution were still a possibility. Brazil experienced in 1905 a spe-
cial “awakening” of the Lord that produced some twenty years of sus-
tamed growth among Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists. Argentina
in the same year had a similar movement, with special growth among the
Plymouth Brethren, Baptists, and the Christian and Missionary Alliance.
Bible distribution continued to he the spearhead for evangelism and
clnirch planting. Read, Monterroso and Johnson observe:
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The years from 1900 to 1916 marked a new kind of
growth for the young Churches. These were years of
missionary mobility into the interior of the continent de-
spite isolation, poor communications, bad roads, and
primitive living conditions. Heavy responsibilities were
placed immediately upon willing, able, and enthusiastic
converts, encouraging the emergence of national leade-
ship.45

The Pananici Conference of 1916. The Panama Conference of 1916,
an historic event in the life of Latin American evangelicals, came in part
as a reaction to the 1909 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh,
when the organizers did not allow representation from Latin American
agencies. Why? Because this continent was still considered “Christian”
and hence not a mission field. Edinburgh focused only on “pagan” na-
tions. However, some North Americans at Edinburgh decided to have a
Latin American Congress and began planning for that occasion. 11 was
held in Panama, “Crossroads of the World,” in 1916. “A total of 304 del-
egates from forty-four mission hoards and societies in the United States;
one from Canada; two from Jamaica; and three from Great Britain met
with 204 auditors in Panama.”46 The Panama Congress is a watershed of
Latin American evangelical missiology because of the serious analyses
and extensive reports on the nature of evangelical churches in Latin
America. The Panama congress reported a total membership of 126,000
in Latin America. up from 50,000 in 1900. However, it was dominated
by North Americans, with English the official language, and the agenda
carrying items of particular interest to expatriate missionaries.

Post-Panama events. The Congress of Christian Work in South
America was held in Montevideo in 1925. At that time half the par-
ticipants and leaders were Latin Americans, Spanish the official lan-
guage, and the Congress a true expression of Latin American evangel-
icalism. The growth of the churches was evident from the report that the
number of believers had doubled in number since 1916. Their figures
speak of communicant membership, not total Protestant community. The
broader community includes nonbaptized believers as well as members
of Christian households. These are categories utilized even today when
we study the size of churches in Latin America. If we used a ratio of
three in the evangelical community to each member the figures would
surge as follows:
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Year Communicants Total Community

1900 50,000 (Arias)
1916 126,000 378,000
1925 252,000(?) 450,000 to 756,000 (?)

(Deiros: 125,000)

However, following the Montevideo Congress the focus in some of
the Protestant denominations shifted from evangelism and church plant-
ing to educational and developmental projects. This significant change
gave even more justification to the influx of new faith missions and thou-
sands of North American missionaries with apassion for evangelism.

A number of positive results with continental impact arose from the
Panama Congress. One was the decision by denominations and faith mis-
sions to operate on the basis of comity agreements whereby they would
distribute national territory to avoid duplication and competition. For ex-
ample, in Argentina the ministry boundaries were drawn up following
the railroad lines. In Guatemala the country was divided along both geo-
graphical and tribal lines. Comity worked until the Baptists, Pentecostals,
and other newer groups arrived after the territorial division had been
forged. They never felt bound to those agreements and worked as they
wished.

Latin American Evangelical Praise
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Formal Christian schooling received great impulse after Panama, in-
cluding both primary and secondary schools as well as ministerial train-
ing institutions. In 1900 it was estimated that seventy-five percent of Lat-
in America was illiterate, and this encouraged evangelicals to found
Christian schools that would also reach the more learned classes in Latin
America for Christ. Some of those institutions became nationally famous
and continue to this day, perhaps not with the same Christian value and
philosophy of education. Others gradually became purely secular
schools. This project of “indirect evangelism” continued for some thirty
years.

The Bible institute movement had profoundly affected North Amer-
ican evangelicals, and most of the newer missionaries were graduates of
those schools. Thus they also established Bible institutes all through Lat-
in America—with North American staff, curriculum, and administrative
policies. It was but one example of benign importation ofcultural struc-
tures that later would cause tensions. A serious evangelical vision for
university-level theological training would not come until decades later,
sadly lagging far behind liberal Protestant seminary training. One sin-
gular exception was the Seminario Biblico Latinoamericanao in Costa
Rica. Founded by the Latin American Mission, it met a great need for
years, until more recently as an independent, nationalized institution it
separated itself from its historical biblical moorings and moved into a lib-
erationist focus.

Relationships with Catholics. Having already addressed the issue of
the relationship between Roman Catholics and evangelicals, I will under-
score simply that these were tough years for evangelicals—years of ha-
rassment, controversy, and polemics. Aggressive opposition from the
Catholic church—hierarchy and grassroots—was common. The Catholic
church was “Constantinized,” compromised by its political involvement
as an “official church.” Protestants were people of the Book, a book gen-
erally closed to Catholics.

The Continuation of Evangelical Growth: 1930—1950

The evaluation of the period 1930—1950 is mixed. On the one hand
new and creative specialized missions emerged, with a particular focus
on evangelistic crusades. New and strong national leaders were emerging
into positions of responsibility. Many of them were graduates of the
Bible institute movement and other leadership training programs. But
more of them simply surged ahead spontaneously without much formal
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biblical training. There was little time for theological reflection. Con-
textualization was not something to be discussed, simply because the
term had not yet been coined. Action was required.

But on the other hand those young churches faced and fought new
and tough tensions. One major bone ofcontention was the issue ofthe in-
digenous church, specifically the salary subsidy of pastors and the entire
process of what was then called “indigenization.” Some missions ter-
minated the salary subsidy rather abruptly as a result of the Great De-
pression, others tapered it off gradually, and yet others today still pay
part or all of their national pastors’ salaries. The “three selfs” of self-
propagating, self-governing, and self-supporting swirled through the
churches.

The indigenization issue—still hot today—rippled through all levels
of expatriate-national relationships but basically revolved around the
questions: Who controlled the churches? Who controlled the foreign mis-
sions and the missionaries? Who controlled the purse strings? Who con-
trolled the institutions? Who controlled the agenda, discussion, and de-
cisions? Some historic denominations solved the issue by withdrawing
their personnel, others moved into a “fraternal worker” mode, yet others
opted for “separate but equal” coparticipation, some chose merger of
church and mission, and still others maintained the foreign dominance.

Nevertheless those churches continued to grow, and by 1936 there
were about 2.4 million evangelical members in Latin America. “While
the population only grew three percent annually, the evangelical mem-
bership grew 10 percent, doubling itself every ten years.”47 The faith
missions represented about 25 percent of the total North American mis-
sionary force in Latin America—5,431 out of20,970. However, their na-
tional church growth entered a period of stagnation. Growth was evident
in the Pentecostal groups, and by 1930 the Assemblies of God had thirty
thousand members in Brazil alone.48

The Explosive Growth: 1950—1988

Phenomenal evangelical growth took place during the period 1950—
1988. Read, Monterroso and Johnson have amply documented the in-
formation, and by 1967 they estimated a total evangelical membership of
4.9 million. The same formula would give a total evangelical communit
of 14.7 million, about six percent of the Latin American population.4

The Ariases report a total community figure for 1973 of twenty million,
about seven and on half percent of the total population. Pentecostals ac-
counted for seventy-five percent of the evangelical population. They
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Evangelical Population of Latin America

Percent of
Year Communicants Total Community Population

1900 ? 50,000 (Arias)
1916 126,000 378,000
1925 252,000(?) 756,000(?)
1936 2,400,000 7,200,000
1967 4,915,400 14,746,200 6.0
1973 6,666,666 20,000,000 7.5
1987 11,635,666(?) 37,432,000 8.8
2000 26,666,666 (?) 80,000,000 (P. Johnstone, est.) 15.0

Evangelicals in Latin America by Country

Country 1988 Density Evangelicals Evangelicals Evangelical Number
Population (persons in 1967 in 1988 Percentage of Mis-
(millions) per square (thousands) (thousands) of 1988 sionaries

mile) Population in 1988

Argentina 32.0 30 748.5 1,920 6.0 590
Bolivia 6.9 16 136.2 449 6.5 650
Brazil 144.4 44 9,939.6 23,104 16.0 2,741
Chile 12.6 43 1,315.1 2,722 21.6 440
Colombia 30.6 70 221.7 734 2.4 1,150
Costa Rica 2.9 148 42.6 464 16.0 330
Cuba 10.4 242 — 260 2.5 6
Dominican 6.9 365 — 324 4.7 190

Republic
Ecuador 10.2 93 37.8 326 3.2 822
El Salvador 5.4 652 107.4 691 12.8 43
Guatemala 8.7 206 231.6 2,175 25.0 457
Honduras 4.8 111 56.4 528 11.0 405
Mexico 83.5 110 1,289.7 2,589 3.1 1,700
Nicaragua 3.6 72 59.4 450 12.5 60
Panama 2.3 78 112.5 276 12.0 210
Paraguay 4.4 28 45.6 110 2.5 235
Peru 21.3 43 185.7 639 3.0 890
Uruguay 3.0 44 65.4 57 1.9 115
Venezuela 18.8 53 46.9 545 2.9 510
Totals 403.9 48 14,735.9 37,432 8.8 11,544
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were exploding in numbers. The Ariases suggest a cluster of reasons for
the Pentecostal growth: spiritual facts—the free action of the Spirit; an-
thropological reasons—hunger for God; sociological elements—they
provided a sure sense of shelter, security, identity, and community in the
hostile world; pastoral methodology—lay participation; psychological
and cultural factions—freedom of worship and emotion, use of folk mu-
sic and instruments.

The fact is that they are large, self-supporting, self-
governed and self-multiplying churches, rooted among
the poor masses, while the historical Protestant churches
are confined to middle-class enclaves. Pentecostals do
not lack problems of leadership, education, division and
social alienation, but there is no doubt that they have a
significant place in the future of Christianity in Latin
America.50

There are notable Pentecostal shortcomings, some of which they
themselves acknowledge: a serious lack of trained leadership, the prob-
lem of numerical growth without biblical teaching and discipleship, the
tendency to center power in authoritarian leaders, artificial spirituality,
lively but routine liturgy, and a spiritof legalism in the Christian life.

What happened to the churches that came out of the faith missions?
Some of them just stopped growing, and the reasons are varied but very
sobering. Others have held their own, and yet others have experienced
notable growth, an example being the Igiesias Centroamericanas ofGua-
temala, historically related to the CAM International ministries, and cur-
rently one of the largest denominations in that land. Why are some of
these non-charismatic churches growing at a clip equal to the Pen-
tecostals? Probably because they are aggressively moving out in evangel-
ism and church planting, a ministry led almost entirely by nationals
themselves.

During this period the continent witnessed a tremendous prolife-
ration of evangelical groups, and by 1988 just in Guatemala alone there
were more than one hundred ten different denominations for some eight
thousand churches. Ecuador, with a much smaller evangelical popula-
tion, had forty-seven denominations and church groups for only sixteen
hundred local churches and congregations.5’ The specialized missions
grew, with a particular emphasis on radio—the most famous being
HCJB—Christian bookstores, missionary aviation, and other ministries.
How many evangelicals are there now? For a numerical review, let us
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bring together the figures previously given, remembering that the sta-
tistics vary in reliability; I have thus simply combined the sources and
tried to harmonize them.52 Only God really knows how many there are,
and I doubt that the exact figure is as important to him as it tends to be
for us. (Read my update chapter for recent numbers.)

Exact figures on evangelical churches for all the countries of Latin
America do not exist yet. My data comes from various sources: Read,
Monterroso and Johnson; Patrick Johnstone; the Atlas de COMIBAM;
and my own information, with percentages and figures updated ac-
cording to the 1988 World Population Data Sheet of the Population Ref-
erence Bureau. All statistics are estimates, up to twenty percent low or
twenty percent high. The total ranges from thirty-seven to forty-five mil-
lion. I prefer to err on the side ofconservative figures.

A Personal Perspective of the Evangelicals of Latin America

This final section reflects my personal evaluation, resulting from my
own experience and reflection. The reader must seek other sources—
written and living—to complete the picture. But before we get into the
major points, a few items must be clarified. The terms Protestant and ev-
angelical must be defined. Latin American Evangélicos want to be called
just that, a cordial term that speaks of their commitment to the Bible,
Christ, and the good news of personal salvation by faith alone. Protestant
is a broader religious category to describe the Reformation branch of
Christianity. Catholics and much of the secular press will use either Prot-
estante or even sectas to refer to the evangelicals. This is because they
use terms and categories coming from the sociology ofreligion.

In the United States there is a clearer demarcation between Prot-
estant and evangelical, the latter referring to those who affirm the in-
spiration and authority of the Bible and hold to a personal, saving ex-
perience with Christ. The former term speaks more of the historic
mainline denominations that may or may not be biblically conservative
in theology. The overwhelming majority of non-Catholic Christians in
Latin America are evangelical. Patrick Johnstone states that 10.2 percent
of Latin America is Protestant and 9.1 percent is evangelical. (The CO-
MIBAM data drop the total to 8.8 percent). That means that 1.1 percent
would be less conservative doctrinally, belonging primarily to the his-
toric mainline denominations that have lost biblical moorings even in
Latin America. We run the risk of nominal Protestantism in Latin Amer-
ica already.

Also, Latin American evangelicals must be understood in terms of
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their particular continental history. Anglo-Saxon Christians tend to im-
pute their own particular historico-cultural religious experience to Latin
Americans.

This is inadequate and wrong. Therefore the expatriate must come
to a comprehension of Latin American history and culture in order fully
to appreciate what God is doing there. And now let me give my evalua-
tion ofthe evangelical church in Latin America.

First: Rapid numerical growth. The statistics are clear; and although
we can quibble over the figures, the record demonstrates unprecedented
evangelical growth.53 About seventy-five percent of these evangelicals
are Pentecostals. While the general population grows at an annual rate of
2.2 percent, evangelicals grow at a rate at least twice that clip and in
some countries three times as fast. This truly is a movement of the Spirit
of God, and we rejoice in it. It is also growth with few financial re-
sources, mostly lay participation, relatively few paid pastors, and the
generally scarce formal preparation of those pastors.

Growth rates vary from country to country, with some more re-
sistant to the gospel, such as Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela. On the
other hand the Central American republics, Chile, and Brazil enjoy phe-
nomenal growth—enough to alert politicians to a new bloc and disturb
the Catholic hierarchy. Johnstone notes that “there are, in fact, more ev-
angelical Christians in Brazil than in the whole of Europe, excluding the
USSR!”54 Brazilian evangelicals now outnumber practicing Roman
Catholics according to Johnstone—twenty-two million to seventeen mil-
lion. Significantly, when the Latin American nations produce a popula-
tion census they no longer include the religion factor. Although official
statements play up the “objective and secular” reasons, the fact is that
Catholic leadership is fearful of such religious information becoming
public news.

Just about every European and North American strand of Protestant
church can be found in Latin America, as well as uncounted autochthon-
ous varieties. North Americans are accused of exporting their Yankee in-
dividualism and ecclesiastical-theological splinters to Latin America. But
that is only part of the story. The fact is that fierce Latin American in-
dividualistic nationalism does not subject itself to any kind of united ev-
angelical movement, either foreign or local.

A recent and disturbing phenomenon in Latin America merits care-
ful study: the television blitz of made-in-the-USA programs dubbed into
Spanish. Whether it is the Spanish PTL, 700 Club, or Jimmy Swaggart
(whose moral collapse disillusioned so many Latin Americans), with far-
reaching implications as to the authenticity of the evangelical gospel
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proclamation, there is now an electronic and foreign church, geared to
media standards. Unfortunately it projects in many cases a message that
combines and confuses the gospel with anti-communistic capitalism—
the American Way of Christian Prosperity. This has given the secular
and Catholic press ammunition to charge that evangelical growth in Latin
America is simply the result of millions of imported dollars and high tel-
evision budgets. The accusation is largely false, but does Latin America
really need this high-budget, high-tech methodology? Most sensitive ev-
angelical leaders seriously question this, while at the same time rec-
ognizing that programs like Swaggart’s have penetrated all levels of so-
ciety, and in some countries captured seventy percent of the television
audience.55

Historically most of the growth has taken place among the lower
classes of Latin America. These churches are proletarian, they are the
poor and disinherited masses who have received much: identity as chil-
dren of the King, personal transformation and victory over sin, and title
to a heavenly mansion.

But in recent years the gospel has begun to penetrate the middle
classes of Latin America, and second- to third-generation evangelicals
have experienced their own upward social mobility. Some members of
the most powerful classes are coming to Christ. Luis Palau, Argentine-
bornevangelist with a global ministry, has seen doors open to the highest
elites of Latin America through his television call-in programs. Un-
fortunately, most local churches have not been able to integrate and con-
serve the fruits ofsuch a ministry. Palau’s crusades in general have been
instruments to bring evangelicals together for mass events, with varied
impact in local church growth.

Today again some churches are experiencing harassment, per-
secution, and even martyrdom. Costa Rican evangelicals face a hostile
press and Catholic leadership, with indirect legal pressures and visa con-
trols on new missionaries. Other countries multiply the red tape for mis-
sionary visas. Mexico has been the scene for violent persecution of be-
lievers in small towns; and bombs have exploded in the Summer Institute
of Linguistics’ (SIL) Mexico City center. The Mexican press has sus-
tained a tremendous barrage against the SIL work in the country. In Peru,
El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala evangelicals suffer as they are
caught in the crossfires between subversives and government troops. In
Venezuela the New Tribes Mission continues to face hostile opposition
from a coalition ofopponents.

One of the most amazing current stories of evangelical growth
comes from Argentina, a nation proud ofits “Europeanness,” exuding su-
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periority over its neighbors. With one of the highest literacy rates—
matched by one of the highest inflation rates—Argentinians have also
been proud of their secularism and along with Uruguay have had the
highest percentage ofagnostics and atheists. It has been hard territory for
the gospel. But disillusionment hit the nation from a variety of sources:
the humiliating defeat in the Malvinas (“Falklands” to the English-
speaking worlds); the subsequent popular rejection of the disgraced mil-
itary regime in which a democratic election put progressive Raul Al-
fonsin into the presidency; the unprecedented trials that convicted and
jailed formerheads of state; the ongoing economic crises; the hunger for
some kind ofpermanent message ofhope. All these contributed to an his-
toric movement ofthe Spirit—a story amply documented in other sourc-
es.56

Significantly, the growth is coming on multiple fronts, with church-
es of many denominations growing. “I would say the church has grown
more in the last two years than in the last twenty,” says one Pentecostal
leader whose churches are growing at forty percent a year. Other groups
report an annual growth rate of about fifteen percent. The Argentinian re-
vival is not without its critics, who are concerned over theology (the va-
lidity of supernatural manifestations) and practical issues (the desperate
shortage of equipped leaders to handle the growth). Yet tougher opposi-
tion comes from the secular and Catholic press which attacks evangel-
icals as “Reagan’s sects.” The false cults are also exploiting the situation,
particularly the Mormons (who are planning to send twenty thousand
young missionaries) and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Spiritism imported
from Brazil also flourishes in the climate of spiritual hunger and personal
emptiness.

Yet the story of Latin American church growth must be scrutinized.
Years ago I spoke with Ecuadorian evangelical theologian and author
Rend Padilla about these stories of growth. He said, “Ah, Guillermo, we
must ask our church-growth friends two questions: What is church?
What is growth?” In other words, merenumerical growth is not sufficient
to measure the biblical church. Latin American church growth fascinates
the number-hunters of North America who see size as the prime measure
of growth. Some emphasize the need only for homogeneous churches,
but the reality of Latin America is that sociological and anthropological
categories cannot become our guidelines. Many churches are large, but
they are perhaps obese, not healthy. As one church leader told me this
year, “We have more births than midwives in ourcountry.”

Numerical growth has far outstripped the capacity to minister to the
babes in Christ. Other questions must be asked: What is repentance?
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What is true conversion? What is the security of the believer that frees
him or her from Protestant legalism or the constant fear oflosing salva-
tion? Where is the internal transformation that produces authentic ex-
ternal changes of private and public values and behavior? What is bib-
lical discipleship?

And these tough questions lead us to a second characteristic. Sadly,
many evangelical churches and denominations are so institutionalized
that they cannot minister effectively. They are stagnant internally, lead-
ership is not renewed as caudillos solidify their power base; youth are
slipping out the side door; and services are routine, predictable, and le-
thargic. Ongoing spiritual complacency will bear tragic fruit in suc-
cessive generations of nominal, cultural evangelicals. Too many theo-
logical institutions are producing young graduates unable to minister in
humility, with inadequate pastoral gifts, and without leadership skills.
Some Latin church leaders reflect a subtle dependency upon the Anglo-
Saxon leaders, funds, and ideas.

Second: Evangelicals love the Bible but are biblically illiterate. Ev-
angelicals are known as people of the “Book,” or actually two books: on
Sunday you can identify the evangelicals on the streets because they are
carrying their precious Bible and hymnbook. Their love for God’s Word
is seen in the names they give their own local congregations—a de-
lightful variety of biblical names, geographical places, and even theo-
logical concepts. Yes, they love the Word of God, but they have a super-
ficial working knowledge of it. Hence there is a poor integration of
biblical truth to the problems of life. Some Pentecostal groups reject even
books that would aid Bible study. A theologican friend ofmine was lead-
ing a workshop on Bible study and exposition. When he asked the class
to use the New Testament commentary in an assignment, one woman, a
university professor, vehemently objected: “These human writings aren’t
inspired by the Spirit! All we need is the Bible and the Holy Spirit.”

A number of acute evangelical observers are deeply troubled with
the lack of internalization of biblical values. Secular “virtues” such as
machismo, the sexual double standard for men, dangerously characterize
too many believers.57 On one occasion I had spoken on the Christian
concept of sex to a large youth group in an evangelical church. Af-
terward I chatted with the president of the group. “Memo,” I asked, “how
many ofthe guys in this group have had premarital sex?” He laughed and
said, “Oh, perhaps ninety percent!” Was he exaggerating or speaking the
truth? A similar cavalier attitude condones too much cheating and gener-
al lying. On one trip I made from the United States to Central America a
local church leader asked me to bring him a TV, and he “would take care
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ofthe customs agent.” One delegate to a continental evangelical congress
returned to his country loaded with undeclared items, tried to slip them
through customs, was caught and jailed.

Some would call these items superficial, but they point to under-
lying problems—a lack of dynamic and systematic teaching of the Word
of God contextualized and applied to daily lives. Serious questions
emerge about evangelical attitudes in times of crisis. Ifpeople come from
an animistic or spiritist background before conversion, and after this new
relationship find themselves facing a major crisis, do they return to the
spirit world for help? Studies need to be made for Latin America like
those that have been done in Africa.58 But the growing evidence from
Latin America is disquieting in this area ofspiritual warfare.

Doctrinal distinctives in Latin America do not always cany the
same degree of importance that they do for North Americans—a fact that
causes conflict between Christian leaders of the two areas. Church mem-
bers tend to minimize some of the theological variants, calling them ir-
relevant. This may be true, but a more dangerous problem lies under-
neath—the ignorance of even basic doctrines. One Dominican student of
mine at the Central American Theological Seminary in Guatemala City
wrote her thesis comparing doctrinal convictions among Presbyterians,
Centroamericanos, and Pentecostals. Of particular interest to her was the
doctrine of eternal security—firmly taught in the first two churches but
not in the latter. The results surprised her: even the official teaching dif-
fered, individuals in all three groups defended the insecurity of the be-
liever.

Yet anotherdisturbing element is seen in the evangelical upward so-
cial mobility. Most of the evangelicals have come to Christ from the low-
er socio-economic sectors. Their commitment to Christ and the power of
the Spirit has given them victory over past vices—primarily women and
alcohol—which has in turn freed up money and motivation to serve fami-
ly needs, to work harder, to plan for the future, to assure a higher educa-
tion for their kids. And when they “arrive” in the lower middle class, do
they remember their lower roots? No, and this does not seem to bother
them. It is a characteristic of the secular society that has permeated the
evangelical mindset regarding society’s needs.

Who is responsible for the lack of biblical teaching among Latin
American evangelicals? All who have exercised leadership: pioneer mis-
sionaries whose emphasis was solely evangelistic, current expatriate and
national leaders who evade serious Bible study and teaching, theological
institutions that produced leaders unprepared to meet the deeper needs of
the churches, and Christian publishers who push translated best-sellers.
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And beyond lies the cultural heritage: five centuries of a superficial
religion, a Latin American mindset that concerns itself with the ex-
istential now, an emotional penchant that minimizes the intellectual dis-
cipline of biblical study. Although the emphasis on numerical church
growth is fine, more enthusiasm should be placed on internal church
growth—Christian maturity within the context of Latin America. It will
become even more acute with the historical development of third-,
fourth-, and fifth-generation evangelicals. Will the original fires stay hot,
or will the passage of time produce generations of cultural evangelicals
similar in value and life-style to the cultural Catholics?

Third: A critical shortage of biblically trained leaders. There is a
critical shortage of biblically trained leaders. By this I do not necessarily
mean graduates of formal or nonformal institutions, residence or exten-
sion. I mean men and women who know the Scriptures thoroughly, who
know how to teach the Bible and apply it wisely in their own historico-
cultural context. My observation is that church leaders in Latin America
emerge from two major sources: the formally trained ones (Bible in-
stitute, seminary, university, or a combination) and the self-taught ones
(who “surge” into positions of leadership and power). Some of the latter
may have studies in a nonformal theological program.

Many times the self-taught leaders are godly individuals with at-
tractive personalities; but all too often their knowledge of the Word is
shallow. On the other hand formal theological training runs the risk of
domesticating gifted believers, narrowing their vision, and communi-
cating to them that leadership must be accompanied by all the formal
trappings of the ministry. The fact is that Latin American evangelicals
desperately need committed, creative, passionate, and biblically trained
leaders. Some years ago there were many highly trained but theologically
liberal Protestant leaders who had an international platform. Their crisis
was simple: they had few people listening within the ranks. On the other
hand, the masses of believers were evangelicals, but without qualified
leaders. This led Antonio Núñez to say to me once that liberals are “gen-
erals without an army,” and conservatives are an “army without gener-
als.”

In the providence of God this picture is changing, manifested by a
number of international forums for evangelical Latin leaders. One is the
Latin Americal Theological Fraternity (FTL), a broadly-based fellow-
ship, founded in 1970 and composed of a select group of men and wom-
en who share a commitment to the Word applied in the Latin American
context.59 This Latin voice many times makes North American evangel-
icals most uncomfortable, primarily because the Latins are courageous
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enough to speak out on prickly issues, including church and society, and
relationships between the United States and Latin America. Some ofthe
better-known names are Pedro Arana (Peru); Orlando Costas (Puerto
Rico), who died in November 1987; Samuel Escobar (Peru); Rolando
Gutiérrez (Nicaragua and Mexico); Emilio Antonio Núñez (El Salvador
and Guatemala); and René Padilla (Ecuador and Argentina). These men
represent the older generation of evangelical thinkers and writers, and
nowwe must pray for the younger leaders who will receive the torch.

One of the FTL’s major contributions has been in the publication of
the papers from theological conferences. One of the most recent books,
edited by Pablo Alberto Deiros, Los Evangélicos y el Poder Politico en
America Latina (Evangelicals and Political Power in Latin America), is
published by Eerdman’s Spanish division, Nueva CreaciOn. It is the re-
sult ofan FTL consultation held in the Dominican Republic to study po-
litical power from the perspective of both social sciences and Scripture,
and it offers a major treatise designed to guide the Christian social con-
science of evangelicals as they play an increasingly larger role in their
national societies. Another book, edited by C. René Padilla and pub-
lished by Nueva CreaciOn, deals with theological education themes, Nue-
i’as Alternativas de Educación Teológica (New Theological Education
Alternatives).

But the FTL is not charged alone to engender a new generation of
gifted Latin expositors of the Word, a generation of men and women
with vision and authentic Latin pride capable of bringing the church to
maturity. The Bible institute movement (generally on a high school level
or lower) in Latin America produced an effective generation for its time,
but the times are changing. The evangelical seminaries ofLatin America
(generally on a college level, with a few giving the equivalent ofan M.A.
in theology, the “licenciatura”) that sustain high academic standards are
relatively small in size. More seminaries must study the model of re-
newal and transformation of the Central American Theological Seminary
in Guatemala City. It has broadened its programs to meet the needs of a
changing church and society, albeit with a very specific non-charismatic
and relatively separatistic stance. From a school that primarily offered a
residence program, it now offers seven different ministry-training pro-
grams, with a total 1989 enrollment of 835 students.

But too many of these institutions operate on specific and limited
theological platforms. Either they are non-Pentecostal and hence close
their doors to the seventy-five percent of evangelicals, or they promote
Pentecostal distinctives to the point that the non-Pentecostal does not feel
comfortable. These centers carry out their ministries largely unrelated to
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each other unless there are denominational ties, and even then the re-
lationships can be tenuous. With the exception of Caribbean Evangelical
Theological Association and the recent Brazilian one, AETTE, most of
these institutions remain independent of a global association such as the
International Council for Accrediting Agencies (ICAA) ofthe World Ev-
angelical Fellowship. Spanish America has two non-ICAA analogous
bodies, ALIET in the northern area and ASIT in the Southern Cone; but
these have not coalesced on the continental evangelical level as move-
ments to stimulate renewal, contextualization, and accreditation.

Another problem is that too many theological institutions continue
to operate on a purely North American model that has not come to grips
with contextualization issues in Latin America. There is a desperate need
for Latins who have studies matters deeply—both theological and sec-
ular—in order to apply the Word of God in its fullness to Latin America.
They will be able to produce a contextualized theology and ecclesiology
that are both biblical and Latin. They will be the writers whose books
will forge values (and one hopes the North American-based publishers
will print and distribute these books, not merely translate into Spanish
works that do not scratch where Latins itch). They will be the leaders of
the next generation ofLatin American evangelicals.

I am greatly encouraged by a newer phenomenon in Latin American
evangelicals; young university graduates committed to Christ and his
church who are seeking the highest quality biblical training for ministry.
Most will do their biblio-theological studies within their own cultures, a
very few will travel to North America, Europe or Asia. Yet others will
become self-trained leaders. If they study outside of Latin America, pray
that their financial aid will come from evangelical sources and not from
organizations that would undermine their biblical foundations. Here I see
tremendous need for substantial scholarship programs from the North
that will stimulate progressive contextualization, as well as pastoral care
that enables Latin students to keep their return-home-target after gradua-
tion.

These men and women offer unusual gifts, leadership and ad-
ministrative skills, depth of perception and study, pastoral passion, and
psychological abilities. They should enable the churches to enterthe next
century, meeting the challenges of wholistic church growth. They also
are the keys to reaching the upper class, the university worlds, the in-
tellectuals, the Marxists, and the secular humanists. A good number may
become cross-cultural missionaries. But I wonder if North Americans
and Europeans are capable of working in full partnership with this crea-
tive new generation of leaders who do not feel inferior to or threatened
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by their Anglo-Saxon counterparts.
Fourth: A need to express Latin evangelical unity in Christ. Prot-

estant ecumenism is not newto Latin America, as the 1916 Panama Con-
gress demonstrated. Over the years the more ecumenical and liberal sec-
tor of Protestantism has developed its own organizations and
relationships. Most of them would find representation in CLAI (Consejo
Latinoamericano de Iglesias, the Latin American Council of Churches),
which was established in Mexico in 1978. But in the 1960s three bodies
came into being. The first was ISAL (Isglesia y Sociedad en America
Latina, Church and Society in Latin America), which was born with an
ecumenical and interconfessional commitment to liberation theology.
The other groups are CELADEC (Comision Evangélica Latinoameri-
cana de Educación Cristiana, the Latin American Christian Education
Evangelical Commission), and UNELAM (Unidad Evangélica en Amér-
ica Latina, Latin American Evangelical Unity).

But now evangelicals are beginning to express the desire for a more
biblical expression of their unity in Christ. Often I have heard it said:
“We evangelicals must stand united.” But the fact is that the Spanish
proverb is right: “Cada Cuál jala agua para su propio molina” (“Each
one carries water to his own mill”). That is, the calls for unity are there,
but each one wants it on his terms. This is the result in part of the ex-
treme Latin spirit of independence. One Costa Rican educator told me,
“Our educational system has taught us that ‘I have my own rights,’ and
that makes it so difficult for us to get along with each other on a broader
base.” Ironically it is when the entire community of churches faces a
united outside enemy that the churches bond together. This has been ex-
perienced recently in a number of countries.

Hopefully, two evangelical associations of recent vintage are pro-
viding some expression of evangelical unity, though neither one enjoys
full support. The first organization is CONELA (Confraternity of Ev-
angelicals ofLatin America), founded in 1982 with a more ecclesiastical
Vision than the FTL. Conceived in the format of both the World Evangel-
ical Fellowship and the Lausanne movement, it adopted the Lausanne
Covenant as its doctrinal statement. In its first years CONELA was char-
acterized by some as an extension of the promoters of evangelistic cru-
sades and hence did not enjoy a broad reception. Lately, however, large
and small church bodies ofall theological stripes—Pentecostal and non-
Pentecostal—as well as many other institutions, have become members.
CONELA, in time and with godly, respected leadership, has the potential
ofbecoming a viable voice for Latin American evangelicals.

A specifically focused movement that in its recent history enjoyed
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even a broader though temporary reception among evangelicals was CO-
MIBAM (The Congress of Iberoamerican Missions), established in Mex-
ico in late 1984.60 Initially led by Argentine Luis Bush, COMIBAM’s
first meeting was called under the auspices of CONELA, but the move-
ment rapidly extended its arms to take in the widest representation in Lat-
in America. While the original COMIBAM spoke ofthe Sao Paulo Con-
gress held in November 1987, the ongoing vision is the Comission of
Iberoamerican Missions which will further the cross-cultural missionary
vision sweeping through the continent. It is also responsible for pro-
ducing the most significant body of cross-cultural missionary literature
for the churches ever seen yet. Although COMIBAM is not an ec-
clesiastical body designed to bring evangelicals together in Latin Amer-
ica, nevertheless it has served the church of Christ in bringing together
for a common cause groups and individualS that would not have coop-
erated in other programs. COMIBAM’s missiology must develop and
strengthen into a more holistic and contextualized mission of the church
if it wants to avoid the charge ofshallow theology and activism.

Fifth: Historically weak in social conscience, but now changing. At
best evangelicals have been apolitical, and most of them harbor a deep
suspicion of Latin American politics—well deserved—that causes them
to be against involvement in this dimension of local and national life.
They have not been so concerned with life on this planet; and that is un-
derstandable if we remember the socio-economic strata from which most
of these believers have come—the lower ranks. What political options
did they have in a semi-feudal world? Jesus provided the answer with
eternal salvation, and praise God for this message! The hymnbooks are
laced with songs that speak ofthe glorious future, and most speak only of
spiritual responsibilities on earth coupled with celestial promises. Why
have evangclicals been so unconcerned about their social responsibility,
demonstrating little commitment to the poor? Steve Sywulka explains
part of the reason in Transformation:

Evangelicals have been “base” and abased from the
beginning. They have been historically, and vast num-
bers still are, the poor and powerless, the alienated and
marginalized.

One could say that evangelicals don’t get excited
about a “preference for the poor”: they are the poor.
Nevertheless, there is an obvious and visible danger that
as evangelicals move up the scale and get into the mid-
dle-class structures, they forget their roots.61



174 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

Evangelicats have generally preferred the more conservative polit-
ical options, most often voting—if they vote at all—for the rightist, law—
and-order candidates, many of them military officers. Evangelicals tend
to operate more comfortably in right-wing reginies, even dictatorships.
When Castro took power in 1959 a majority of Christian leaders fled the
island, leaving the evangelicals bereft of trained shepherds. Nicaraguan
evangelicals did not ommit the same mistake, and most came to terms
with the ongoing revolutionary process—even though for many theirper-
sonal political preference was not Sandinista.

Yet evangelicals are slow and inexorably changing in terms of so-
cial conscience. This results from a combination of reasons. In the first
place, the newer Catholic “preferential option for the poor” combined
with the Base Ecclesial Communities and liberation theology has af-
fected many evangelical circles. Secondly, evangelicals, led primarily by
the FTL, have come to a newer understanding of their biblical duties as
citizens, even under hopeless conditions. These studies and recommenda-
tions for action come as a crucially needed response to the passionate
challenges of a liberation theology, which challenges diregard biblical
authority. Evangelicals must counter with biblical teaching on poverty
and society that does not capitulate to a noncritical acceptance of any
particular ideology or economic system. This means a critique of Marx-
ism, socialism, and capitalism.

The rising number of evangelical university students and graduates
has called for a more reasoned study of the Word as it applies to concrete
human issues. In some countries a vanguard of young and restless ev-
angelical thinkers is emerging, independent of older leaders and very
critical of United States policies and Latin evangelical conservatism. Not
incidentally, in a number ofcountries—such as Peru, Bolivia, Dominican
Republic, El Salvador, and Guatemala—evangelicals have opened their
own Christian universities. However, this does not mean that they func-
tion with a fully Christian philosophy of education that affects the total
life and ethos of the school—objectives, board, faculty, students, cur-
riculum, and pedagogical emphases that relate all truth to a Christian
worldview.

Whether evangelicals like it or not they are targets for political ma-
nipulation. A case in point is Chile where the Marxist Allende captured
overwhelming support from evangelicals. Why? Because he offered
them something, an escape from grinding poverty. And many of those
same leaders later expressed support for Pinochet. Rightist dictators and
totalitarian military leaders have courted support by questionable means.
I personally know one Central American pastor who was asked by the
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A Sample from 250,000 Church Signs



176 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

Proclaiming the Gospel by All Means

Hope for the Future--Emerging Latin Evangelical Leaders



Spiritual Dimensions ofLatin America 177

government if his church would appreciate cement and other building
materials to finish off the educational unit for a new Christian school.
Believers in Latin America must stay alert lest similar manipulation neu-
tralize their voice.

Finally, the course ofhistory is forcing evangelicals to participate in
the political process. In a number of countries evangelicals have run for
local, regional, and national offices. In Guatemala during the 1985 pres-
idential election the candidate registering a respectable third place was an
evangelical engineer, the most competent and honest of that lot. He
awaits his turn for the next national campaign. Venezuela has a similar
situation. Others across the continent are already running for political of-
fice; and as the evangelical population grows, its political clout will also
increase. One danger I see is the rise of evangelical political parties.
They are unfortunate and ultimately self-defeating because their base is
so limited, and they are polarizing the body politic into religious ad-
versaries we do not need in Latin America. Probably the best option is
for gifted evangelicals to enter established parties that stand for justice
and liberty and which have a chance of winning elections. This requires a
high level of pastoral care. In 1988 thirty-four of the five hundred con-
gressmen in Brazil and ten percent of the members of the Guatemalan
congress were evangelical, but few had adequate pastoral care or saw
their task with a solid biblical foundation for social participation.

From March 1982 through August 1983, Guatemalans experienced
a unique moment in history—the “presidential” leadership of General
José EfraIn Rios Montt. That period also forced evangelicals to come to
grips wtih the biblical basis of political participation, a process that con-
tinues to the present. As far as I can tell, very little serious evaluation of
that period has been made, although authors have argued in favor and
against Rios Montt’s person and administration. I am not the best analyst
ofthis period but believe that some observations must be made.

Guatemala was experiencing a desperate time of violence, corrup-
tion, and spiritual darkness. The powers of the Evil One were unleashed,
and the disintegration of the nation’s social fiber was evident by fear,
death, and general hopelessness. The corrupt military was losing battles
on the international scene, to say nothing about the internal crises in the
battles against the growing Marxist movements. Junior officers, one
whom I met and spoke with at length, led the surprising coup that
brought about the changes, including the blow to army hierarchy. When
those junior officers called on the radio for Rios Montt to take the lead-
ership, they did not know about Rios Montt’s conversion to Christ. They
had known him during this period as director of the military academy
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and respected his high moral leadership. They also remembered that in
1972 Rios Montt had run on the Christian Democratic presidential ticket
and was well known in the country as a man with convictions.

When Rios Montt, whom I know personally, took over he surprised
everybody on that first evening television appearance. And he launched
the nation into unique history. How should we evaluate him and his ad-
ministration? Here are some observations made by thoughtful Gua-
temalan Christian leaders.

• Rios Monu was a good general but not the best politician. He gave or-
ders, but the nation could not work by military rules. He offended
some people who deserved to be attacked, but gradually he alienated
all the national power blocs—the media, civil servants, chambers of in-
dustry, agriculture, and commerce, international powers, the U.S. State
Department (for his positive neutrality on Nicaragua), and the Catholic
church (although his brother is a bishop).

• He was well advised by some; but others did not counsel him wisely;
and he himself made wrong decisions.

• While he wanted Christian counselors, he made the mistake ofmoving
two other pastor-elders ofhis church into the presidential palace as
prime leaders. Evangelicals would not like a Catholic president to
bring two priests into the palace and appoint them to high positions.

• Evangelicals in the United States made mistakes by visiting Guatemala
and then making too many public pronouncements for personal gain
and publicity.

• His spiritual shepherds developed a theonomic structureto guide Rios
Montt, the “Nehemiah” ofGuatemala, confusing Old Testament prac-
tice with universal principles for a pluralistic society.

• Rios Montt restructured the army internally and for the battle against
the subversives—both ofthe right and particularly ofthe left. In the
war, thousands ofpeople died, too many innocently. But it is wrong to
accuse him ofgenocide.

• Unfortunately he did not try in the courts military officers whose guilt
was unquestioned.

• His personal moralitywas untouched by corruption, and even his en-
emies do not attempt to accuse him in this area.

• He is one of the very few formerLatin American heads ofstatewho to-
day calmly drives his own car and walks the streets. The vast majority
have become rich through corruption and do not dare live as Rios
Montt does.

• He set a high ethical standard for political office that has not been
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matched in Guatemala, a fact acknowledged more and more today in
that country.

• Although some dispute this, he truly set in motion the process that led
to the democratically elected government ruling today.

• His seventeen-month rule gave invaluable political lessons for evangel-
icals in all Latin America.

Rios Montt, a true believer and brother in Christ, a rather quixotic
and at times unpredictable individual, also serves his church as a pastor-
elder. The last time I saw him was in a Christian bookstore, purchasing
materials for the church leadership program he was directing.

Another example of evangelicals involved in the search for rec-
onciliation, peace, and justice is the Peruvian organization “Peace and
Hope.” An outreach ofthe National Evangelical Council of Peru, it has
national support from evangelicals as well as respect by the government.
The organization emerged after believers were caught in the brutal cross-
fires between army and Shining Light guerillas. Christians have been
killed by guerillas and by the army, and gripping fear paralyzed the
emergency zones. Peace and Hope met the needs of the Christian popula-
tion through every possible means, including relief, developmental pro-
jects, and the resettlement of refugees into lands that can be cultivated in
peace. It also provided legal representation before the authorities to as-
sureevangelicals of their just rights as citizens.62

Sixth: A move toward contextualization. The need in Latin America
is for evangelicals to establish their own identity as a Latin body, cog-
nizant of their own multiracial, cultural, and spiritual heritage. And this
heritage must be expressed in evangelism, worship, music, leadership
styles, decision-making processes, administrative policies, architecture,
and ultimate authority over the church. This will not come quickly or
easily, but it is coming. Part of the lack ofcontextualization comes from
the foreign influence—the missionary and the general cultural invasion
from abroad. But national leaders are also at fault, particularly those who
find it comfortable to operate with the foreign models or who are even
“more North American than the North Americans” themselves. This may
be in part the result of the Latin sense of inferiority about things Latin
and the excessive admiration for things foreign. This North American-
ization also happens because of a fear of losing employment in evangel-
ical ministries with North American funds.

Commitment must arise for a creative breakthrough on the part of
national evangelical leaders to pursue the ongoing task of contextual-
ization—that dynamic process by which the Scriptures are released in a
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culture in order to have maximum impact and expression within that cul-
ture.63

Much has been said about the Pentecostal freedom of worship as a
contextualized use of Latin emotions. This is probably true, and un-
fortunately some very conservative Latin and expatriate missionaries
confuse liturgical expression with theological conviction. Clapping or
lifting the hands is not theology. It manifests praise and worship if done
in the Spirit. Clearly there can be false and wrong motivated emo-
tionalism; not every song lends itself to the same purpose; there are times
to be quiet before God; church services should respect the rights of the
neighborhood; not everything that is called worship is really worship.
Nevertheless, even non-Pentecostal churches are being freed up to new
and warm manifestations of worship. And all the churches need both sol-
id biblical exposition and uplifting praise that reflect Latin America’s
cultural and spiritual mosaic.

A special word of appreciation for its commitment to contextual-
ization goes to Mis/on magazine. Edited and nurtured by René Padilla,
today in Latin America it is the prime periodical with continental dis-
tribution that challenges the churches and leaders to serious application
of the Scriptures in the Latin context.64 Readers may not agree with some
of the positions, hut all are stirred to serious reflection.

Seventh: Struggling with complex theological issues. Space permits
only a general listing of the complex theological issues with which ev-
angelicals must struggle, some of which I have already discussed. First
let us consider that cluster of issues that combines liberation theology
with Marxism-socialism-capitalism, with poverty and development, with
personal and structural sin. Obviously not all evangelicals are concerned
to the same degree about these issues. But they clearly affect the entire
fabric of Latin American society, the top, middle, and bottom of the so-
cial pyramid; and they simply cannot be ignored. Some proposed sugges-
tions and solutions may not meet the approval of North American mis-
sionaries and agencies. What we need is true confidence in the Holy
Spirit to guide his Latin servants to make decisions within their cultures
in humble submission to the authority ofthe Word ofGod.

A second category deals with the forms and structures of evangel-
ical churches and institutions which have come from abroad. Latins do
not want to toss the institutional baby out with the bathwater. But they do
respectfully request permission to make decisions as Latin evangelicals.
Mission boards working in this continent must have Latin members to
give them an accurate reflection of Latin opinion. Expatriates cannot do
this, even if they speak good Spanish or Portuguese and have identified



Spiritual Dimensions ofLatin America 181

well with the Latin Americans during their careers on the field. There is
nothing like the honest and brave counsel of the national who will have
to speak English to be understood fully.

Still other issues deal with the rapidly shifting religious panorama of
Latin America: Roman Catholicism, spiritism, animism, syncretism, ecu-
menism, and the plethora offalse cults invading the scene.

Eighth: Struggling with issues of the secular society. Evangelicals
must struggle with issues raised by their secular society. The first of
these is secularism, defined as the “secular spirit or tendency, a system of
political or social philosophy that rejects all forms ofreligious faith and
worship.” Although Latin America offers a unique religious context
where a God mentality has traditionally pervaded life, secularism is nev-
ertheless changing the religious horizon. The drive for material posses-
sions furthers the ethos of secularism. Competitive capitalism and Marx-
ism share blame, for both preach that a person consists of the abundance
ofthings she or he possesses. Evangelicals have tended to view secular-
ism as a liberalizing influence, further weakening Catholic hegemony.
But evangelicals are now challenged to think differently, particularly as
Latin America makes the transition from a “religious” to a “modern
world,” one operating without spiritual values.

Happiness is marketed in Latin America just as in the United States
(and many times the English language is used in advertising to create a
false “international” pleasure). Everything can be bought on credit—
from shirts to autos. The poor pay weekly, and the middle to upper class
monthly as they flash credit cards. Evangelicals are not exempt from the
secularizing forces, and their value systems have invisibly been in-
filtrated. The neglect of the poorer classes, or blindness to their own for-
mer status, can be tied to this spirit of selfishness. Marxists and “Chris-
tian Socialists” correctly criticize evangelicals on this latter point, even
though leftist ideologies have no real alternative answerbecause they ig-
nore the biblical analyses and solutions.

Another matter evangelicals continue to confront is totalitarianism,
either of the left or the right. The former is found in Cuba; the latter is
found at present in Peru, but latently in so mans’ other countries where
the military continues as the prime power broker or where death squads
murder at will. We must pray for Christians in these tense situations, and
we must take steps to aid them in whatever way possible. The entire
gamut of the population explosion and its impact provides a baffling set
of thorny issues for Christians. Urbanization and industrialization with
all of their destabilizing effects are others. In other words, all that has
been said in the chapter on the crises of Latin America must be lived day
in and day out by our brothers and sisters.
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Ninth: Grappling with a newly adversarial Catholic church. I have
referred to this previously, and the reader might desire to return to that
section in light of the changing Roman Catholic church in Latin Amer-
ica. These shifts call for tremendous evangelical sensitivity, wisdom, and
the careful use of prayer and public pressure to assure full constitutional
rights. No evangelical wants a religious war in Latin America, but there
must be mutual respect and graciousness in the public arena of vibrant
Christian witness to the changing continent.

Tenth: Facing their own missionary challenge. Perhaps one of the
most moving characteristics of today’s Latin American church is the way
in which it is facing its own missionary challenge. A movement sparked
by the Holy Spirit is sweeping the continent, and surely there will be an
excessive emotional response by some. But time will test and purify mo-
tives, and emotions will be balanced by realism. COMIBAM will con-
tinue, even though certain individuals and groups will follow their own
different missiological route. Yet not all Latin evangelicals are pleased
with the COMIBAM missiology, feeling that it still lacks theological
content and that some emphases are unbalanced.65

One of the best signs of missionary maturity is the rise of national
missionary agencies with Brazil leading the way. Brazil has economic

World Mission From Latin America
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power and a large evangelical population to support a global missionary
outreach. National, regional, and international missionary conferences
have been held in recent years, and they will increase in number and im-
portance. Ironically those with the highest enthusiasm for cross-cultural
missions are the youth and the young professional-business class. Many
pastors are threatened by their lack of control and by a potentially weak-
ened economic base. Even some expatriate missionaries have doubted
the emerging missionary movement. Ironically, Latin America has, as do
Asia and Africa, expatriate missionaries incapable of seeing that the mis-
sionary vision must also belong to the young churches. Praise God for
those missionaries who have been touched by the Spirit and are par-
ticipating fully as co-partners.

Latin America offers a world of unreached peoples. But the cities
must he given the first place of evangelism, church planting, and lead-
ership training. If Mexico City is only one percent evangelical, then the
challenge is mammoth; and the Mexicans cannot do it alone. Help is
needed from the outside, but it should be sensitive and cooperative mis-
sionary help that is willing to enter into partnership relationships with ex-
isting Mexican churches instead ofmerely starting an uncounted flock of
new denominations.

Other unreached peoples include Latin America’s economic elites66

the university students and faculty, the university graduates, the school-
teachers, the military in their enclaves, the labor-union officials, the new
urban and industrial middle classes, the untouchable upper classes, the
Indian and peasant leaders, the media, and others. At the opposite end of
the economic spectrum of under-reached peoples are the slum in-
habitants, those who live off the garbage dumps, those locked into hope-
lessly grinding poverty. Latin missiology must deal with all ofthese.

The tribes of Latin America continue with their unique contextaul
needs—reachable, but requiring missionaries with language and cross-
cultural training. The Asian people in Latin America require a special ap-
proach; and we thank God for what he is already doing throughout the
continent, where Asian missionaries are working with their own diaspora
people. Muslims (0.11 percent of the population) are moving into Latin
America, and the Jews (0.28 percent) have been there for long decades.
Traditional evangelism will not touch these two groups.

One major question comes to my mind: Is there room for the North
American orEuropean missionary in Latin America? Yes, of course. But,
he or she must be a missionary who comes devoid of even latent pa-
ternalism, one ready to learn from Latin ministry partners, one who has
talents and training but is also humble, one who will learn the language
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with the highest proficiency possible, and one who will understand and
come to love the history and cultural mosaic that makes Latin America
what it truly is and can become by God’s grace.

A FINAL WORD ON THE SPIRITUAL DIMENSIONS
OF LATIN AMERICA

Much ground has been covered in these pages. Latin America is a
continent infused with a religious ethos—animist, spiritist, cultic, Jewish,
Muslim, Catholic, and evangelical. All these faiths have a message and
invite people to come to them. But which one truly is biblical and truly
meets people’s deepest longings? That is the faith that ultimately must
win the spiritual warfare of Latin America.

The history and socio-economic crises of Latin America frankly dis-
courage me many times, and I cannot always conceal my pessimism. But
my confidence must be in God and not in history. He is working in amaz-
ing, even in peculiar, ways in Latin America. Our vision is focused on
this sovereign God of history, the Lord of time and eternity.
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5
A Personal Perspective of the

Latin American People
This chapter, clearly the most subjective one to write, is based on

my impressions ofthe particular ethos (the essential spirit or character-
istic of a people) and cultures that make up the Latin American per-
sonality. Admittedly my perceptions are not only personal, they are limit.-
ed to the interactions I as an individual have had during nearly thirty
years of life in Latin America. Just as there is no single Latin American
culture, so there is no single, unique Latin American personality. Nev-
ertheless, I shall make generalizations that I hope will reflect both pro-
found respect and love for my friends who make up the glorious mosaic
of Latin America.

Unfortunately too many missionaries have served Christ in Latin
America without much serious interaction with what makes Latin Amer-
icans special and even different from the Anglo-Saxon peoples. There
has been a cavalier attitude toward the psychological and cultural ele-
ments that affect a people. Again, we evangelicals have reduced people
to either “Christian or non-Christian” and glossed over the rich cultural
dimensions. And from an evangelical perspective we rightly continue to
read Nida’s classic, Understanding Latin Americans.1 Nida, a mag-
nificent evangelical student of Latin America as well as a linguist and an-
thropologist, is at his best when he places primary Latin characteristics in
tension. He sees similarities and contrasts in the three areas of authoritar-
ianism and individualism, idealism and realism, machismo and hem-
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brismo. These in turn are applied to religion, philosophy, politics, aes-
thetics, society, and family life. A secular evaluation of the Latin Amer-
ican can he seen in Geyer’s The New Latins, where she discusses topics
such as the importance of form, authoritarianism, individualism, per-
sonalism, machismo and SO many other elements which color (lie con-
tinent SO vividly.2

A singular group of Latin Americans have analyzed (heir own cul-
ture, and in particular I would like to recommend four of them.3 Samuel
Ramos wrote Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico, which despite the
mention of his own nation has great applications for the entire continent.
Carlos Rangel, a Venezuelan journalist-essayist, wrote The Latin Amer-
icans: Their Love-Hate Relationship with the United States with par-
ticular reference to the North-South dialogue of understanding we so des-
perately need. Octavio Paz, a multigifted Mexican essayist-playwright-
editor-diplomat-poet, has many books; but I recommend the penetrating
Labyrinth of Solitude: Life and Thought in Mexico. The sweeping and
painful evaluation of his own people overlaps with the continental ex-
perience. Leopoldo Zea, another Mexican, deliberately writes for all Lat-
in America in his Latin American Mind. This work primarily evaluates
romanticism and positivism as the two philosophical systems that Zea
feels have profoundly affected Latin America. Many other Latin Amer-
icans have written about their culture, and the careful student of these
peoples will seek out sources that make particular sense within each cul-
ture and country.

DIFFERING IDEOLOGIES HAVE AFFECTED
LATIN AMERICA

My professor of Latin American studies at the University of Texas,
Austin, suggested to me that there are particular periods in the history of
Latin American formal thinking. I present these five stages in order for
the reader to develop a historical flow that provides a context for greater
contemporary understanding. Although the years given are flexible es-
timates, nevertheless they guide our thinking so that we can better evalu-
ate the currents of philosophy that controlled the dominant societies of
the period, determined educational curricula, and influenced the worlds
of politics, economics, and culture. Here is a sweeping panorama.

The World ofScholasticism (1492-1770)

The Latin American colonies, like the Iberian Peninsula, suffered
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greatly from the extremely limited impact of both the Renaissance and
the Reformation. For that reason Scholasticism—a woridview which
combined religious dogma with intuitive philosophy—dominated the co-
lonial mindset and controlled theories of state, economics, theology, and
law. By the sixteenth century most of Europe had said farewell to this
perspective but not Spain, that great defender of tradition and the faith.
Spanish universities, led by Salamanca, protected the nation and colonies
from all kinds ofheterodoxy —religious, spiritual, ideological, scientific.
In the New World, Scholasticism also enthroned theology as the queen of
the sciences and used the syllogism as the prime method of analyzing
and teaching reality. This Aristotelian hierarchicalism pervaded the en-
tire society and was particularly taught in the schools and universities of
the era.

The World ofthe Enlightenment (1770-1830)

The Enlightenment had rejected revelation and all vestiges ofScho-
lasticism. Rationalism, liberalism, and progress were now enthroned and
even worshiped. The new appreciation of nature and the rational dimen-
sion of humanity came to the fore, since reason was considered human-
ity’s superior instrument. Liberalism introduced the concept of political
change, and progress opened the door to higher advances in humanity
and society. The “Gospel of the Enlightenment” proclaimed the good
news of natural rights, popular sovereignty, and egalitarianism.

While the European continent drank heavily of this radical thinking
regarding law, society, and even religion, very few individuals in the
New World imbibed these heady doctrines. This was because of the
Spanish and Portuguese intellectual boycott of new ideas that might de-
stabilize their colonial empire. Nevertheless these radical ideas were
smuggled across the Atlantic and had their prime impact on the emerging
group of intellectual criollos. Other criollos studied the same concepts
during theirstay both in the new United States and Europe. Hence the in-
dependence movement exploded mentally before any steps were taken to
start a revolution. Although the Enlightenment ideas never filtered down
below the restless upper classes, they still affected the entire region when
the drive for independence emerged and radically changed history.

The World ofRomanticism (1830-1860)

Romanticism was particularly held by the children of the in-
dependence movement, influencing both politics and literature and
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emerging to affirm the independence of the spirit in Spanish America.
Even more serious, it was a search for the spirit of the Latin American
people, who for three centuries had lived in complete dependence upon
the mothercountries. It is Leopoldo Zea who most eloquently documents
this period and the role it played on the new nations that sought their in-
tellectual autonomy from Europe. To him, the Liberators had not an-
ticipated the post-independence era.

Like good men of the Enlightenment, they executed
plans by which they intended to remake and orient the
liberated peoples. They looked upon the latter as clay
easy to mold. The Hispanic-American people understood
that they were still not prepared to enjoy the fruits of
their liberty, but that their liberators, now turned govern-
ors, would assume the responsibility of preparing them.
Enlightened despotism was the redeeming formula. The
American peoples were to be taught by force to be free.
In the name of liberty Bolivar imposed his power upon
the peoples whom he had liberated. 0 ‘Higgins did the
same in Chile, Iturbide in Mexico, Rivadavia in Ar-
gentina and Dr. Francia in Paraguay.4

The early optimism degenerated into profound pessimism. And the
search led to the rejection of Enlightenment rationalism; but then Ro-
manticism began to inspire the new Spanish American dream. Its im-
plications were not only personal but national and continental as its pro-
ponents talked of developing a new culture, a new literature, even a new
grammar, a new ethos. Yet an ambivalence persisted. Elements of Ro-
manticism were borrowed from the same Europe that was being rejected
as a model. The new spirit was felt on the individual level and particular-
ly seen in the new literature. But it was not only poetry and essays. It was
an attitude, a style of life, a personal philosophy. It was opposed to cold
rationalism. “The heart has reasons that the mind is ignorant of,” said its
spokesmen. This new spirit rippled through the entire continent and fos-
tered a sense of continental interdependence, a feeling that the new na-
tions were all part of something valuable.

The World ofPositivism (1860-1910)

Yet humanity could not live by Romanticism alone, and the search
opened up again for more concrete solutions to Latin America’s prob-
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lems. It was a pendulum movement, for following a brief experi-
mentation with utilitarianism, Positivism—another European system of
thought—captured the imagination of key Latin American leaders. The
teachings of August Comte, the father of sociology, and Herbcrt Spencer
perhaps would bring political and economic order out of chaos and un-
certainty. Positivism, rejecting theology and metaphysics as outdated and
irrelevant to modern society, theorized that positive knowledge is based
on empirical studies, evolution, social Darwinism, and the scientific
method. These would in turn naturally produce “order and progress”—
the Positivistic slogan that later was emblazoned on the Brazilian flag.

Widespread acceptance of the new transforming message stimulated
many nations to attempt to implement Positivisim and, in some cases, to
modify it, giving it a Latin face as did Sarmiento in Argentina. For some
this meant a firm rejection of the past, including the powerful Roman
church. Social Darwinism also permitted a sad display of racial rejection
ofthe Indians, who were deemed inferior and parasitic in some countries.
Fortunately this was not so in all of Latin America, as Peruvian Pos-
itivism attested. Countries working hard to apply the new order of
progress were Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Bolivia, Peru, Cuba, Brazil,
and Mexico. It was in the latter two countries that the Positivistic experi-
ment was put to its greatest test. And probably that is one reason that to-
day Brazil and Mexico are considered as members of the NICs—Newly
Industrialized Countries. Let us look at the Mexican case from the per-
spective ofMexican writer Leopoldo Zea.

Education was the best instrument for carrying out
this transformation of the Mexicans. But to accomplish
the deed there must be a doctrine, an ideology, an in-
strument ofthought which would effect this change. Po-
sitivistic doctrine was the adequate instrument. Pos-
itivisim was a doctrine for practical men, for men like
the Anglo-Saxons who had forged their countries into
great nations. The same doctrine, it was thought, would
endow the Mexicans with a series of qualities without
which neither authentic liberty nor an authentic de-
mocracy was possible.5

The Comtian motto emerged in a Mexican fonn calling for greater
order, progress, and peace. even at the expense of fewer rights and lib-
erties. The generation of Los Cienilficos, the technocrats, took over the
country. During this time the famous Polytccnic University was founded.
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And power was handed to the caudillo Porfirio DIaz who ruled from
l884until 1911.

The Post-Positivistic Era (1910-The Present)

What legacy did Positivism bestow on Latin America? It was mixed
at best, and today is seen as a past phase. The pendulum was to begin
swinging again, bringing a variety of reactions as Latin American leaders
continued searching for their answer. The Latins reacted against the ma-
terialistic bias of a Positivism that neglected the metaphysical realities
and had borrowed so much again from Europe. Ideological dependence
was hard to shake.

For a time poets and writers were drawn to modernism, seeking
truth in the pale princesses and majestic swans of their imaginations. It
was also an escape from reality. Bergsonian intuitionism had its day, hut
today stronger currents sweep through the continent. Dialectical Marxist
materialism battled with conviction and commitment against its enemy,
existentialism laced with metaphysics. Marxism cried that the world is
not here to he contemplated, but to be changed. Existentialism values the
essence of humanity, the present, the now, and in the center of that now
is the reality of one’s personal existence. However, it seems to me that
Marxism’s attraction was mostly among the intellectual elite as well as
among militant worker and revolutionary movements. Perhaps the
strongest growing force today in Latin America is secularism, a per-
spective that rejects the place religious values must have in one’s life.
Over the centuries the pendulum of ideological systems has swung from
one side to another. It is a challenge to the true church of Christ to an-
alyze the current Latin American mentality and seek to present the pow-
erful life-and-society-changing Jesus Christ as the One to provide true
transformation.

A LATIN AMERICAN SELF-EVALUATION

A second (limension of the personal perspective comes from a group
of young university-age students of mine. A number of years ago (luring
one of my classes at the Central American Theological Seminary in Gua—
lemala, I challenged (lie students—of seven nationalities—to a serious
evaluation of their own countries and cultures. I asked them to consider
the positive and negative aspects they could observe within their own
Latin American context. The discussions were lively and even heated as
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students argued for their perspective; seldom was there unanimity. Here
is the result of that discussion, modified by different groups of students
and friends over a period of five years. The first eleven points are pre-
sented in contrast, with the remaining ones standing alone.

THE EVALUATION OF LATIN AMERICAN PEOPLES

Positive Values

1. Sensibility, seen in the capacity 1.
to perceive small details, as well
as allowing oneself to be carried
away from emotions of
compassion and tenderness.

2. No strict subjection to time. In 2.
other words, flexibility in terms
of fonnal schedule.

3. High prizing of intellectual work, 3.
particularly in the world of ideas.

4. Very high appreciation of the
heritage of cultural traditions.

5. A sense of national pride, plac-
ing high value on patriotic sym-
bols such as. the national hymn
(memorizing from childhood all
the stanzas of the hymn, not just
the first one, as do the North
Americans), the flag, the na-

Negative Values

We are very suspicious, touchy,
and easily offended.

Irresponsible in terms of time,
with an exaggerated flexibility
of schedule.

A dislike for manual labor,
which is seen in the lack of
workers for themanual and
technical vocations and an ex-
cess of people in the so-called
intellectual and white-collar of-
ficejobs.

4. Extreme traditionalism that re-
jects change and an incapacity
to solve basic problemsof il-
literacy.

Fanatical nationalism that leads
to conflict with peoples ofother
countries. And at the same time
almost a need to be dependent
on foreign ideas. Also a heritage
of corrupt politicians and in-
competent economists.

5.
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tional bird and flower, as well as
other symbols of national
sovereignty.

6. A religious mentality that appre- 6.
ciates the spiritual dimensions.
A belief in a creator God who is
powerful. There is a sense of
personal faith in Latin America.

7. An emphasis on idealism that
seeks metaphysical values and
spiritual dimensions of the soul
and personal being.

8. The capacity to improvise and to
“fix things as we go along the
way.”

9. An emotional commitment to
liberty, observed in the content
of the national hymns and the
willingness to give sacrificially
when it comes time to defend
those liberties.

10. An emphasis on what is human
and humanitarian, rejecting the
dry and mechanistic emphasis of
the industrializednations.

I I. A great concept of the family:
parents, children, uncles, grand-
parents, grandparents of cou-
sins, uncles by marriage, first
cousins, and cousins of all grades

A religious mentality that ac-
cepts supersitition and fanatical-
ly rejects new ideas.

7. An idealism that allows one to
live in a dream world and does
not want to face reality. There is
much talking and too little

production.

8. A difficulty in planning, and if
planning is done, a second prob-
1cm in the inability to transform
the plan into action.

Difficulty in resolvingproblems
democratically, which in turn
allows the rise of dictatorial
power in either the cacique, or
the caudillo (the dictator).

10. A desire to progress and to live
well without much cost to one
personally. Also an excess of in-
dividualism, with the cor-
responding lack of community
commitment in a kind of Latin
American social contract.

1. The problem of machismo and
hembrismo. The first focuses on
the dominant man, very macho
amid unfaithful to his wife. The
second focuses on the passive

9.
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of blood and family relation.

12. A concept of respect and honor
for parents, particularly as they
grow older. We do not like to
see our parents in old folks’
homes.

13. The way we identify with the
social needs of the Latin Ameri-
can peoples.

14. The way we relate to other peo-
ple: friendly, positive, charged
with a good sense of humor.

and dependent woman. Other
problems were seen in the fact
that the man is a great romantic
lover but not necessarily a good
husband and father.

12. The ability to allow oneself to
be carried away by various ele-
ments of foreigncultures—ideas,
customs—in such a way that the
foreign is overestimated, and the
national products and values are
not appreciated. This contributes
to a sense of Latin American in-
feriority.

13. An inability to take care of what
we have, or poor maintenance.
Therefore we canmistreat and
destroy what we possess.

14. A marked class division, which
is seen also in the existence of
extremely poor people.

Something significant happened to the group that developed these
comparative values: it was very easy for them to discover the negative
factors of their culture and quite difficult to appreciate positive dimen-
sions. One class came up with twenty positives and thirty-one negatives.
We discussed this problem also, and they concluded that persons in the
Latin American cultures had spent all their lives comparing themselves
to others—Spain, Europe, the United States—to the point that their own
culture was laced more with negatives than positives. This conclusion
was painful for these emerging Christian leaders, who were struggling
with the task of thinking “Christianly” and not merely reacting as chil-
dren of their own culture.

The discussion then flowed to an analysis of the paragraph on cul-
ture in the Lausanne Covenant and its applications to Latin American re-
alities, a task that even yet has not been undertaken with seriousness. Of
particular interest was this section and its implications forLatin America:
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Culture must always be teste(l and judged by Scrip-
ture. Because man is God’s creature, some of his culture
is rich in beauty and goodness. Because he has fallen, all
of it is tainted with sin and some of it is demonic. The
Gospel does not presuppose the superiority of any cul-
ture to another, but evaluates all cultures according to its
own criteria of truth and righteousness, and insists on
moral absolutes in every culture.7

PERSONAL IMPRESSIONS OF THE
LATIN AMERICAN ETHOS

I now enter potentially explosive territory, and I thank my close Lat-
in friends for their gracious forbearance, which I trust they will extend.
Before going into specifics, let me clarify again some important matters.
These are personal impressions, based less on research and doc-
umentation than on my nearly thirty years of living with and studying
Latin American peoples. I am limited to a primary contact with the la-
dino and the mestizo. Whatever is said about them is spoken with love
and appreciation. In a sense I am “burning my boats” as I write, a saying
that comes from Hernan Cortés’s action of literally burning his boats af-
ter he and his conquistadores landed on the eastern coast of Mexico. The
English equivalent is “burning your bridges.” Both proverbs advise me
that I really cannotgo back now.

Latin America is different from North America, but different does
not mean inferioror bad; it just means “different.” As the Lausanne Cov-
enant affirms, all cultures have positive and negative dimensions, and all
demonstrate evidence of the demonic at work. Latin America is different
because of the historical factors that converged to make it what it is to-
day. Significantly, there is a cultural value-sharing between the French
Canadians and Latin America as Seymour Martin Lipset argues.8 Both
are populated by peoples from a European Catholic culture, they dem-
onstrate a history of democratic instability, they value authoritarianism in
spiritual matters, they have brought a hierarchical organization of social
classes, and they share similar attitudes toward economic development.

The Latin Is Known for Personal Warmth,
Responsiveness, and Emotion

The fundamental characteristic of Latin warmth, responsiveness,
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and emotion demonstrates itself in both positive and negative ways. The
visitor to and long-term resident of Latin America is struck by this char-
acteristic, particularly if he or she comes from “cooler climates” of hu-
man relations. I have seen North American tourists and new missionaries
literally freeze when they realize that they are about to be enveloped in a
bear hug, the famous abrazo. Throughout Latin America there is much
more physical contact between people—children, youth, adults, and up
and down the age spectrum. Anglo-Saxons and Asians tend to shy away
from such contact; hut, incidentally, the Africans understand it better, for
it reflects some of their own cultural values. This abrazo is only one of
many body gestures that communicate so much, and each country and
culture has its particular variants.

I have observed the behavior of friends who meet on a downtown
street: initial verbal greetings, strong handshaking or patting on the arm
or shoulder (the abrazo may come then, or when they have not seen each
other in a long time). There will be a series of questions about respective
families and other personal matters, and when the time comes to ter-
minate the brief encounter, it may come after at least two full hand-
shakes. Phone calls between family and friends inevitably are loaded
with preliminaries, inquiry, warmth, and information that the foreigner
would think insignificant.

The youth subcultures develop their own systems of greetings and
communications, and many times they will seep into adult behavior also.
When my kids became part of the youth group at our church, they were
initiated into the casual-kiss greeting—either a peck on the cheek or a
half-missed kiss into the air on the side of the cheek. To some this did
not seem very appropriate for Christians. But it became a beautiful way
to express warm feeling, and I was a willing participant in the process.
Our family received a whiplash on this touching dynamic when we re-
turned to live in the United States. Some Gringos, or Yankees (by the
way, all North Americans are both—to the chagrin of the United States
Southerner who does not like to be called a Yankee), had a terrible time
with the variety of bodily contact. My son in eighth grade was called a
homosexual simply because he congratulated a race-winning buddy with
a warm hug. It was a deep blow to David, who did not understand how
football pros could celebrate touchdowns that way, but he could not.
“David,” I stated, “these North Americans don’t like to be touched, so
let’s both be wary of this.”

Edward T. Hall’s beautiful book The Silent Language is laced with
illustration after illustration of the way people “talk” with each other
without words. He writes of the relationship between personal space and
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warmth and speaks of the differences between Latin America and the

United States.
In Latin America the interaction distance is much

less than it is in the United States. Indeed, people cannot
talk comfortably with one another unless they are very
close to the distance that evokes either sexual or hostile
feelings in the North American. The result is that when
they move close, we withdraw and back away. As a con-
sequence, they think we are distant or cold, withdrawn
and unfriendly. We, on the other hand, are constantly ac-
cusing them of breathing down our necks, crowding us,
and spraying our faces.

Americans who have spent some time in Latin
America without learning these space considerations
make other adaptations, like barricading themselves be-
hind their desks, using chairs and typewriter tables to
keep the Latin American at what is to us a comfortable
distance. The result is that the Latin American may even
climb over the obstacles until he has achieved a distance
at which he can comfortablytalk.9

There is another side to this projection of warmth that must be men-
tioned. In sonic ways this is a first-level warmth that so impresses the
visitor. The careful student of Latin America will note that quite fre-
quently the warmth is tied up in careful restraints. The marvelous gra-
ciousness and friendliness carefully guard deeper emotions, more pro-
found penetration into the personal life, or even visits to the home. If you
are a member of the extended family or a good friend of a family mem-
ber, or have earned the right to be accepted and even loved by the inner
family, then the doors open beyond comparison. In a sense, cultural ap-
preciation and understanding are like preparing an artichoke for dinner—
the delicate feast is there before you, but you must be careful of the
spines, and you have to peel the leaves and enjoy the meal little by little.

Yes, Latins are hot-blooded people, and passions run close to the
surface. They can dissolve in side-splitting laughter on a downtown
boulevard or at meal time. Seldom are emotions expressed with Anglo-
Saxon or Oriental moderation. The Latin sense of humor has its par-
ticularities, and often I have sat in a joking group; but I find the jokes dif-
ferent from most North American ones. Many times the Latin humor
starts with a brief story or pun, or a complete joke, but then another per-
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son present takes the same story, builds on it with his own touch ofhu-
mor, yet another adds his own humorous insight, and finally, after all
have participated, the entire group collapses in laughter. The unique fea-
ture is the progressive build-up of the original joke or pun, ending per-
haps with a conclusion totally different from the start.

At times the emotional explosion is tragic and devastating, such as
in soccer competitions. Geyer reports one of the most terrible events,
which occurred in Lima in May 1964. 10 Peru played Argentina in the
Lima stadium and bitterly lost as a result of a controversial call by the
Uruguayan umpire. In the melee that followed, 319 people were killed in
the stampede to the locked gates. And in the self-analysis that followed,
the popular explanation for the tragedy was in itself sadly simple: Peru
had lost because of an anti-Peruvian foreigner who was the “intellectual
author of the massacre.” It was another example of placing the blame
elsewhere rather than recognizing that perhaps the umpire might have
judged correctly.

In 1968 El Salvador and Honduras fought a bloody and deadly con-
flict unfortunately dubbed by the press as the “soccer war.” It started af-
ter a hotly contested match in El Salvador. However, that game riot that
sparked the war was simply the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s
back; the two countries were at flash point as a result of long-lasting hos-
tilities. Yet, Latin Americans are not the only ones who take soccer with
serious passion, as the European litany of soccer riots and deaths attests.

On the humorous side, I remember a soccer story from my years at
the seminary in Guatemala. Games were played with passion on our sem-
inary field also, and over the years certain matches excited the students.
One such game was fought on a cool afternoon. I got to the game late
and chatted with our goalie, at that moment resting since the action was
at the other end of the playing field. “Jeremfas,” I asked, “how are we do-
ing?” The response was classic: “We are losing five to one, but you
should have seen our goal. It was a beautiful one, easily worth five of
theirs!” Ah, the importance of form, so many times covering the lack of
substance—at least something is done with a flair.

Emotions and words are graphically expressed in the Latin’s ability
to use his hands. One day I was driving behind a car with two Latin men.
To my amazement the driver ahead seemed to manage without hands on
wheel, simply because he needed both hands to gesticulate to his friend.
Hand gestures are part of the silent language of the culture. Early in my
career in Latin America I received a beautiful class in culture. During
one visit to a rural area I sat with some campesinos, chatting the evening
away. Somehow we got on to different hand gestures. They proceeded to
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instruct me on what gesture to use for different things: how to measure
the size of a fish, a snake, a chicken, a boy, a box, a pig, a child—all with
the hands. Never should I use a gesture for a child that is designed for an
animal. I never forgot the lesson—an experience that enriched my teach-
ing by using these and so many other gestures.

The Struggle with the Inferiority Complex

Any evaluation of the Latin American personality must come to
grips with a down-side dimension: the struggle with the inferiority com-
plex. Samuel Ramos argues that this complex is caused by the heavy im-
itation of foreign forms, resulting in a serious lack of personal and na-
tional sense of authenticity.” Octavio Paz discusses similar themes in his
books, especially The Labyrinth of Solitude. He gives a graphic yet pain-
ful illustration ofthis sense ofinferiority when he analyzes the Mexican
cry, “Viva Mexico, hijos de la chingada!”—basically a cheer that com-
bines praise to a Mexico composed of illegitimate Mexicans.12 Arci-
niegas suggests that the Latin problem is that of the mestizo mixture:
“The niestizo received no more than halfofthe things that came from Eu-
rope—everything about him is by halves. He is a native product, and an
illegitimate one to boot, born of the contact between the white man and
the Indian woman, an under-the-counter product, as it were.”13 Sarmiento
cried once of the “disease in our blood,” a lament I have heard from
Christian leaders who in their attempt to explain why failures occur in
Latin America shrug their shoulders and say, “It is just that we have bad
blood.”

The white North American missionary to Latin America generally is
oblivious of this deep psychological conflict, primarily because he comes
from a culture that has prided itself on being a “melting pot” of the na-
tions and peoples. And because this missionary has not lived such an in-
ternal conflict, it “just does not exist in others.” But it does exist, and it
colors the entire Latin mindset. Different groups blame other ones for
their own limitations—either racial, geographic, or cultural. The lower
classes emulate and blame the middle ones, and they in turn do the same
with the elite. This problem of identity requires sensitive research on the
part ofChristians, both Latin and expatriate. There is a tremendous need
to underscore the biblical concept ofpersonhood, especially the new per-
son, regardless of racial combinations or social classifications. Evangel-
icals in Latin America could carefully evaluate a “Christianization” of
Paulo Freire’s process of “conscientization.” Such an evaluation can
stimulate the creation of a positive valuing of oneself as a priceless crea-
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tion of God—in spite of crippling oppression or low self-esteem.

A People Known for Their Social Commitment. But—

The Latin social commitment ripples through many discussions,
oral and literary, for the Latin American is an expert in social analysis.
These, the “true issues oflife,” as I was once told, are crucial to the Latin
American personality. The Latin arts—literature, drama, art—are “com-
mitted arts,” also known as “witnesses to the truth.” The university stu-
dent is famous for protest, a characteristic found all through the region.’4

They are especially active in criticism, change, and overthrow. Student
years are presupposed to be times of political expression and vocal—
even violent—discontent. Many ofthe national universities are also “au-
tonomous,” that is, neither government nor military forces have the right
to invade the campus. And that permits and even encourages the spirit of
criticism, or even armed revolt. Many universities have been used to hide
subversive propaganda or even arms.

However, the closer the student comes to graduation and entrance
into the society at large, the more the rhetoric tones down and the more
attitudes begin to adapt that will aid the graduate in the marketplace. The
university students, “in spite of their vociferous radicalism, slide with
surprising ease into the well-worn channels of orthodox behavior.”15

I have already discussed some aspects of this Latin social am-
bivalence, a reality witnessed to within the evangelicals as well. Social
commitment for most in the past has been a nonexistent reality, although
that is changing today. Yet for many it still is a theoretical priority, and
“certainly must not get in the way of personal fulfillment and upward so-
cial mobility.” Anglo-Saxon missionaries have not contributed much to
change this mindset, simply because they come from societies where
structural change or revolution is distant history, where Christian social
commitment, if seen at all, is geared to personal ethical problems such as
abortion, pornography, and homosexual rights.

I have studied the patriotic words of the national hymns of Latin
American countries, invariably set to majestic and inspiring music. Chil-
dren in first grade memorize all lyrical stanzas and can sing them on spe-
cial occasions with formal solemnity. In contrast to the North American
national-hymn singing, there is no clapping or cheering afterwards. That
would be national blasphemy. But the hymns reflect this tension between
theoretical and real commitment to social change. Pedro Arana speaks of
a “disposition of surrender to a noble cause, that fullness of healthy and
good intentions. All this is very positive. But the big question which aris-
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es and accuses us is this: How long will this feeling of generosity which
often leads to heroism last?” Arana goes on to affirm that the Latin
American has, in the words of the well-known proverb, “his heart in his
hand, but he has more heart than brains.”16

The Centrality of the Family

There is a positive side. The North American nuclear family differs
from the basic Latin American family unit. The Latin unit is the extended
family that includes mother, father, children, grandparents on both sides,
aunts and uncles and theirchildren, cousins of all stripes and colors, and
relatives by marriage. One friend of mine in Sao Paulo has 150 known
members of his extended family. It is an incredible net, many times with
a central and dominant member in the middle, such as a strong grand-
mother. This family provides the major outlet for social life and cares for
the welfare of its members, particularly those in some kind ofpersonal,
legal, or economic crisis. Evangelical missionaries must study anew the
significance of the extended family, for it provides a most crucial key to
family evangelism. When one member trusts Christ as Savior this opens
the door to the entire extended family. Unfortunately, national and for-
eign Christian leaders have tended to cut the new believer away from the
“negative influences of his family,” and in the process have eliminated
entrance to the family. The extended family is a fertile areato evaluate in
terms ofoutreach and church growth, particularly in the tough urban sec-
tors.

There are other beautiful aspects of the Latin family. One is the re-
spect that children demonstrate toward adults: parents, grandparents, and
other older people. Politeness is ingrained as a virtue. I have observed
this virtue in all strata of society, not only the middle and upper classes.
Children at a very young age are taught to greet visitors and other people.
Babies and the young are loved by all ages. We were struck time after
time by observing young people coming up to our children, talking with
them, playing with them, and engaging them in conversation. It was a far
cry from the North American cult of youth that encourages them to ig-
nore or treat with disdain all not in their own age bracket.

Another fascinating dimension in Latin America is the concept of
physical beauty, particularly when compared to the North American val-
ues. The United States holds to a specific image of the “beautiful wom-
an”: she is to be tallish and extremely lean, with muscular definition,
long legs akin to a filly’s; she is not to be very curvy, though the myth-
ical hourglass figure is still a high priority for many. In Latin America
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the vision is different, and many consider North American women under-
nourished and excessively preoccupied with weight loss. I well re-
member the advertisements in the Guatemalan press when national hol-
idays saw thousands heading for the beach. The papers touted special
clinics where women could add pounds. “Don’t be a skinny woman!!!
Put on some weight so you will not be embarrassed on the beach.” Latin
American upper-middle-class women now are beginning to strive for the
slender figure, but this is relatively unusual. It is common to hear a hus-
band introduce his wife as Mi Gordita, “My chubby one.” A Latin male
will admire a very hefty woman and say Qué hermosa, “How lovely.”

Expatriates at first are confused by the way Latin Americans use
their names, especially the last ones. This happened to me in my first
year of teaching in Guatemala. I took roll, requesting the students to fill
out a card with their complete name and other data. When I received the
cards and began to read them, I could not understand. For example, if
one student was called José Maria Gonzalez Martinez, I wanted to know
which was his last name. He responded, “Profe, both are my last name.”
I soon understood that the first last name referred to his father’s side and
the second one his mother’s side. Then it became so clear to me that
names were crucial to determine legitimacy of birth. When a student
showed up with only one last name, it generally indicated that he was
born out of wedlock, and the shame was expressed in the shorter last
name. One student changed names during his years of study because of
an unusual phenomenon—his natural father had finally legally rec-
ognized him as a son, even though this did not mean that the son would
have the care of a father. It was legal only, but a very important act that
changed his self-image and personal pride.

When a Latin American girl marries, she does not lose her last
name, as North American women tend to do. My daughters born in Gua-
temala liked this because they would be able to keep their names if they
married in Latin America. When a man marries he carries both of his last
names, his wife takes on his paternal last name, and the children take a
last name from each of the parents. When a girl marries in Latin Amer-
ica, her maiden last name is dropped, and she picks up the husband’s first
last name. For example, if Maria Guadalupe Cortéz Lopez marries José
Maria Marín Gutiérrez, she becomes Maria Guadalupe Cortéz de (of)
Marín. By the way, these are two good Catholic names, and most Latin
American names have traditionally come from the Bible, with Mary and
Joseph being top favorites, followed by the names of special saints. I
have had students whose names are prophets, kings of Judah, apostles, or
names of other biblical figures; some have been picked out of obscure
biblical genealogical lists.
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There is a negative side. I mentioned that the extended family gen-
erally has a strong central-authority figure, and perhaps in most of the
cases it may appear to be the father. But in actuality it seems as if it is ei-
ther a mother or grandmother who provides the stability and even con-
trols the family net. Why so in a male-dominated society?

This leads us to discuss the machisnzo-hembrismo characteristic of
Latin America. Yes, the father is the external symbol of power, and to
him belongs the task of economic provision, the machete of the family as
he is called in rural areas—he is the man who takes care of the material
needs. It is also he who rules and arbitrates major struggles, who decides
many times autocratically where the family will live, and who de-
termines what it will do for recreation and vocation. He decides how
much money the wife will have for the household expenses. He is the tit-
ular head ofthe family.

However, Nida observes that

Strong emphasis on machismo inevitably produces
the complementary hembrismo, or extreme female pas-
sivity and dependence. At the same time machismo,
though catering to male dominance, also implies consid-
erable dependence on females, who must constitute the
“stage” upon which the male acts out his dominant role.
Being constantly motivated to exhibit his dominance
also produces a measure of insecurity in the male—an
aspect ofthe two-edged sword of values. 17

But it is the mother who is given the overwhelming responsibility
for taking care of the home as well as providing the care and discipline
and education ofthe children. She is the heartof the family, the center of
emotions, the sacrificing woman who gives her entire life to advance the
future of her children. She will scrimp on what the father gives—
assuming there is a father present—makingends meet as is possible. She
will get what she wants out of him, perhaps by manipulation—subtle or
obvious. She is also the religious parent, sensing in the parish priest the
true model of manhood—the pure, gentle man of God who does not
stoop to sexual relationships and whose eyes are fixed on higher spiritual
values. Her husband, she suspects or knows, is unfaithful to her. If she
knows, she has two options: make a scandal or keep it quiet. Perhaps she
will bargain with her husband, saying essentially, "I know what you are
doing. Just don’t embarrass me and I won’t embarrass you, and above all
keep it from the children. I won’t tell them, if you behave.” In subtle
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ways she may manipulate her children as they grow: “I am the one who
has given my life for you; I have laid down my rights to help you. And I
know that when you are grown and I am old and grey-headed you won’t
forget me. You will take care ofme in my waning years.” And they prob-
ably will not forget; they will take careof her.

The preceding cases speak of homes where both parents live; but
the reality in Latin America is all too often a dramatic tragedy in which
the man has fatherer or sired, like a stud horse, uncounted numbers of
children. On one plane trip to Latin America with my family I sat next to
a Latin military officer. I thought I might witness to him and opened the
conversation on the family side of things. He asked about my children
and I pointed them out on the plane—not too hard to do with three red-
heads. I asked him how many he had and he sardonically remarked, “At
home I have five, but on the streets, only God knows how many there
are!” A close friend of mine has two brothers and sisters by both parents,
but has traced down about twenty-sevenhalf-brothers and half-sisters, all
a result of his father’s sexual desires. Pedro Arana wrote in Guatemala
some years ago the following statement on love and lust in Latin Amer-
ica:

The most widely spread idea of love in our lands
has as its symbol, the bed, the archetype of man in our
lands continues being a Don Juan, the sexual athlete who
lives exclusively for the satisfaction of his glands. And it
is precisely because of that class of pseudo-man that our
societies have a high percentage of illegitimate sons, un-
married mothers and children virtuallyabandoned.’8

Nida and Geyer are two North American authors who deal directly
with the machismo factor. One writes from a Christian perspective, the
other from a secular one. But both put a finger on the double standard in
sexual and marital ethics that favors the male in every respect. Many Lat-
in men prohibit the wife’s use of birth-control methods because they sim-
ply distrust the wife; they suspect that the woman will be unfaithful if
given a chance, but that the threat of pregnancy will keep her circum-
spect. However, it is expected that the man will be sexually promiscuous
before and after marriage. One study done in Chile years ago revealed
that the women considered it normal that a man have sexual experience
before marriage, and many thought it good that the man have experience
in sexual behavior before marriage. Geyer is biting in her judgment:
“There is the wife for child-bearing and raising, and there are the women
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outside the family for carnal pleasures, for the symbolic ripping open. He
is the ultimate man of appetite—but ironically he probably is aman who
rarely enjoys that appetite because it always must serve his ownego.”19

Do these attitudes surface within the evangelical church? Yes, they
sadly do, for culture is the mother that forges family values. Two good
Christian friends of mine, one a doctor and the other a psychologist, have
been approached by evangelical mothers with a request similar to this:
“Doctor, my son is going to turn sixteen, and I know he is looking for a
sexual experience. But I don’t want him to get a disease. Could you
please recommend a good clean woman for him?” Each friend’s response
was truly Christian, and they explained why such a request was out of
place for a believer. At the same time my own research has led me to be-
lieve that the majority of true Christians live a sexual ethic that is differ-
ent from the non-Christian population.20

Nevertheless the problem of sexual ethics crops up in the youth of
the churches. Who are their male models? The dominant macho father
(even many Christians) lives with the submissive and servile wife, ex-
emplifying anything but the New Testament example of a Christian
home. If the father is a nonbeliever the example will probably be a neg-
ative one; and many non-Christian fathers will introduce their sons to a
prostitute, the unwilling maid, or a willing woman for the first sexual ex-
perience. If the father has been unfaithful, this is the mentoring the son
receives. If the mother expects unfaithfulness and is resigned to it, then
the children will grow up expecting the same. Ironically, whereas the
young man will have his sexual adventures before marriage, he feels it is
important to marry a virgin.

Many times the sons grow up as pampered little babies who can do
no wrong: protected by the father, babied by the mother, and favored by
the entire family, particularly if the son is either the first or the last child.
These values are also seen in too many evangelical homes, where they
form the substrata of family attitudes. The fact is that few Latin Amer-
ican men are prepared adequately for marriage, including evangelicals.
Premarital counseling is almost unheard of among pastors whose training
has been so limited. The dearth of Christian literature written for the con-
text of Latin America (and not translations of English-language best sell-
ers) is marked. For that reason, after fourteen years of research and teach-
ing on the topic, I ventured into writing a book for and from that
context.21

A Different Rhythm of Life

Latin America has a bad reputation as the land of “Mañana,” the
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world of “tomorrow.” This is a caricature; but it does reflect a historical-
ly particular attitude toward time, an attitude that is often such an irritant
for the Anglo-Saxon. The Latin cultures place a different value on time,
and time is not really gold to them. People are more important. Time is a
servant, not the master.

Hall states that “time talks. It speaks more plainly than words.” This
I have seen time and time again as I wait in government offices. Many
times I have been told to come for the appointment at a certain time. I
used to arrive a bit early, “just in case.” I learned quickly that regardless
of the time I showed up, I would wait. So I always took along something
to read. One observer noted that when the Latin spends a night in a hotel
and needs to be awakened in the morning he might say, “Wake me up
somewhere between six and six-thirty A.M.” And most appointments be-
tween friends have this delightful flexibility of scheduling, allowing al-
ways for the inevitable delays, some uncontrolled and many others de-
signed.

Hall writes that “as a rule, Americans think of time as a road or a
ribbon stretching into the future, along which one progresses. The road
has segments or compartments which are to be kept discrete (‘one thing
at a time’).”22 But not Latin Americans. A common sight finds many
things going on at the same time in the same room or office. “Good
grief! How can you get anything done here?” But the Latin can flex more
with such situations in which many relationships are being worked on at
the same time.

The Latin American calendar is loaded with holidays: international,
national, state, city or local, secular, and religious. Every village, town,
and city has its own patron saint who guarantees another holiday. And
Catholic hierarchy with influence will also seek an annual holiday in
honor of the Virgin Mary. Labor laws give many days off with full pay,
and the government will schedule many holidays to provide long week-
ends. The roads will be jammed out of the city at the start and end of
these “weekend bridges.” Christians have learned to plan church sched-
ules and special activities around these holidays, particularly events that
emphasize family activities.

Fiestas and holidays break the deadening rhythm of life. Mexican
poet and philosopher Octavio Paz writes that Mexicans at the local fiesta
escape drudgery; and when an angry or excited Mexican party-goer “dis-
charges his pistol into the air, he discharges his soul.” There is a catharsis
in the party, too many times accompanied by drunkenness and immoral-
ity. The annual calendar is guided by the rhythm of fiestas and holidays.
Perhaps the continental epitome of celebration is Rio de Janeiro’s pre-
Lenten four-day festival of flesh and fantasy, ironically a show put on by
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the city’s poor and black for the whole world—the destitute and the
wealthy. Samba clubs compete ferociously for the annual prizes; but af-
ter the festival, life sinks back to deadening routine. In many countries no
significant government business can be taken care of during the last two
weeks of December or even the first one of January. It is a time to have
parties, to celebrate, to escape. For the Christian it is a marvelous time to
evaluate the past and seek God’s blessing for the future.

For that reason most evangelical churches have a solid series of
church activities during the Christmas and New Year’s season. As far as
I can remember—from my childhood through to the last new year we
celebrated in Guatemala—the New Year’s service was special. It would
start about 7:30 P.M. and end after midnight, sometimes celebrating the
Lord’s Table with special poignancy. Our Guatemalan church would
conclude shortly before midnight for a magnificent time of blowing off
fireworks, a costly but meaningful national custom.

The Prizing of Detailed Laws

From the Iberian legacy conies the Latin prizing of detailed laws.
Colonial America in 1635 had some fourhundred thousand edicts on the
law books at the same time. One major difference between North Amer-
ica and Latin America can be observed in the legal traditions that have
forged these civilizations. North America practices common law, which
came from England and is based on historical precedents. Law is con-
stantly being made and even changed by ongoing rulings. Latin Amer-
ican law is Spanish, Roman law, civil law, law of written codes—penal,
civil, and many other. To study law requires the student to memorize the
codes. It is a legalistic society. One simple difference can be seen be-
tween “Innocent until proven guilty,” North American law; and, on the
other side, “Guilty until proven innocent,” Latin American law.

One South American proverb speaks volumes: “The law is to be ac-
knowledged but not obeyed.” What does this mean? Well, even though
the laws are on the books and should be obeyed by most people, there are
times when circumstances call for “flexibility” in the application of the
law. There is a ready ability—sometimes delightful, sometimes ques-
tionable, other times blatantly illegal—to transcend those laws through
different connections offamily, friends, or cash payment. Clearly it is not
a matter of what you know but whom you know, a reality demonstrated
from the lowest legal levels up through the supreme courts. Those with-
out the connections fatalistically resign themselves to whatever comes,
and many become ripe for radical political change.
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Hall discusses this flexible attitude toward law, particularly noting
the interaction between the formal law and the family’s role in protecting
its members.

If something should happen or if something is want-
ed in a Latin-American country, families are apt to be
better at handling the affair than the government. This
informal tradition is associated with a different concept
of law from our own. Law in Latin America is enforced
technically (by the book), but it is mediated by family re-
lationships.23

Latin evangelicals demonstrate this love for detailed law with ex-
tremely complex constitutions and bylaws of churches and other Chris-
tian organizations. The appeal of ecclesiastical bureaucracy shows itself
in the bestowal ofimportant titles and in the desire to obtain and exercise
power, and it is compounded by the sacerdotal mentality of both the cler-
gy and the laity. All too often one sees within Christian leaders the will-
ingness to bend laws, to pressure for special privileges, even to lie and
cheat. Built into the culture is a fundamental distrust of other people, par-
ticularly those outside the family network. In numerous cases I have seen
Anglo-Saxon missionaries elected treasurers of organizations simply be-
cause they are trusted. They also are assumed to have no need to pilfer
from the coffer because of theirforeign support.

When a Latin is caught cheating—for example, on an examination
in a seminary class—many times guilt is limited. What is felt is shame
for having been caught, shame for having embarrassed oneself, one’s
family, or the teacher. In many sad ways Latin evangelicals reflect the
lower standard of the secular society when it comes to the matter of truth.
This fundamental flaw must be dealt with by serious and applied teach-
ing of the Scriptures. If evangelicals are to be elected to the highest of-
fice of the land, qualified, honest, and committed fellow-believers must
emerge to share the task of governing the land.

The Combination of Authoritarianism and Individualism

Nida has done an excellent job in juxtaposing authoritarianism and

individualism. Let us follow his definitions within the Latin context:

Authoritarianism stands for a structured control of
society from some “top” or “center.” The avowed pur-
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pose of authoritarian control is unity, and generally the
proclaimed basis is some doctrinaire concern for tradi-
tion. In any event the society (as expressed in and
through its leadership) takespriority overthe individual.

Individualism, on the other hand, may be described
as expressing itself primarily in terms of personal re-
action and revolt against the status quo, with strong ap-
peals to liberty and a tendency to radicalism (or break
with tradition) in politics, religion, and art.24

The authoritarian strand was built into Latin American society from
even before the conquest and colonization. Spain in particular ruled with
a rod of iron; and the church backed the cross with miracle, mystery, and
authority. The political history resonates with the ongoing caudillos, and
family life never doubts the authority of the father. While authoritar-
ianism is not peculiar to Latin American society, it is ironic that both the
political left and right have their caudillos. A number of sensitive authors
have criticized this Latin penchant for building the power base from
which to exercise personal authority.

This characteristic is very visible among evangelical leaders, wheth-
er on a small scale in a little church, in the megachurches ofthe large cit-
ies, in the denominational bureaucracies, in the various para-
ecclesiastical organizations, or other ministries. The concentration and
abuse of personal power among Latin evangelicals simply reflects the
larger secular society, for most of them have not seen the biblical ser-
vant-leader modeled. This becomes a most significant challenge for true
biblical teaching and Christian discipleship in Latin America.

One fascinating demonstration of individualism crops up in the Lat-
in’s signature, a unique mark of that person. From early childhood the
Latin begins working on a particular signature that later will become a
written fingerprint ofidentity. It is so interesting to observe children de-
veloping their own formations of letters with added swirls, cutting lines,
and special angles. By the time adulthood comes, that signature belongs
to oiily one person in the world; and it will be the mark on all cor-
respondence, bank accounts, legal documents, passports, or other per-
sonal-identity papers. That indecipherable squiggle probably has pre-
cious little resemblence to the typed name, but it is his, it is hers. It is
unique.

Individualism allows the Latin to cope creatively with authoritar-
ianism. Here again he or she can jump the legal barriers and resort to per-
sonal or family connections to neutralize the abuse of power. Per-
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sonalismo is a similar term, speaking of the intense focus on the yo, the
“me first and foremost” of the society. You clearly see it in the Latin soc-
cer style, one that rewards the brilliant individual player, not necessarily
the team player. Personalisnzo also allows the individual to exert his per-
sonality and assume personal power, and from there it is a short trip to
some variety ofthe strongman.25

Latin individualism is also epitomized in the yo (“me”) demonstra-
tion. The Spanish author-philosopher Miguel de Unamuno was once
asked, “Sir, to what political party do you belong?” He responded, “To
Unamuno’s party, and to the dissident wing!” Only a Latin can under-
stand this fully. I shall never forget the Spanish cartoon entitled “I have
rights!” It portrayed a small boy urinating in a public site. I also well re-
member the times in Costa Rica when, standing in line at a government
office, a person would cut into the line, affirming proudly, “Tengo der-
echo” (“I have rights”). One Latin American educator told me that the
national educational system of her country was designed to produce in-
dividualistic persons, not members ofthe larger society.

A Particular Attitude Toward Work

The Spanish mentality, heavily influenced by Moorish thought and
blessed by Catholic theology, denigrated physical labor and idealized
those who “used their brains.” Lipset writes in Elites in Latin America:
“Those sent over from Spain or Portugal held the predominant positions,
and in the colonies ‘ostentatiously proclaimed their lack of association
with manual, productive labor or any kind of vile employment.”26 The
historic attitude has been that a few are horn to rule, and the rest are born
to serve those who rule. Hernán Cortés, conqueror of Mexico, expressed
the Spanish attitude well: “I came for gold, not to till the land like a peas-
ant.”

Related to this is the importance given to an education that bestows
diplomas, degrees, and formal titles. The simple title Don or Doña (Mr.
and Mrs.) gives a category to a person and becomes an important part of
the name. Other titles include, “Professor,” “Licenciate,” “Doctor,” and
all convey status and power. These are historically related to the ancient
custom of bestowing upon a person a title of some kind. Manual labor is
generally looked down upon, even by many who have to do it for a liv-
ing. It is common to find craftsmen who produce beautiful work but who
feel that their job is cursed because it is not “brain power.” A Latin pre-
fers to get some kind of white-collar job, even if it pays less than a man-
ual or technical one. Rarely do you see a middle-class homeowner or a
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professional working in his yard or home. Few of them have any kinds of
tools to work with, much less a tool shed or personal shop.

This work ethic can be observed in all aspects of the society, in-
cluding the evangelical church. Once a believer moves vocationally be-
yond the point of physical labor, he never returns willingly to it. I have
seen this in Bible institutes and seminaries. A young person from the
lower laboring class who acquires a basic Bible training will have a most
difficult time accepting that he might have to work again with his hands
in the ministry. Thankfully this is not always the case, particularly in
those schools which operate in rural areas and where studies are geared
to crop cycles. Evangelicals must teach the biblical concept of work, not
because North American missionaries have conic up with the Puritan eth-
ic, but because the Word sanctifies manual and nonmanual work. It is all
to be done to the glory of God, who dignifies all labor.

A Special Love for Their Spanish Language

Latins are devoted to their language. How many peoples have a roy-
al society dedicated to the preservation and purity of their language? The
Spanish do. And the truly authorized Spanish dictionary is the one pro-
duced by the Royal Spanish Academy. In literary magazines as well as in
newspapers one can find articles written about particular words, or about
an unusual subjunctive-mood construction, or about proverbs and say-
ings. These latter are the key to unlocking much of the mental processes
of the Latins, and they become formidable communication tools in evan-
gelizing, teaching, and preaching. Significantly, some six thousand Span-
ish words can he traced to Arabic roots.

Frustration comes for the learner of Spanish when he discovers the
intricacy of the Spanish verb system or the complex uses of the second-
person pronoun. In Central America this pronoun has three forms, and
each changes totally the verb used in the clause. Each “you” pronoun,
usted, tu, and i’os, also conies with different degrees of personal in-
timacy. The missionary beginning his study of Spanish may begin to
master the usted form only to discover that one prays in the tu form with
a different verb structure. Personal relationships are controlled by this
pronoun. The usted form keeps things at a distance and with respect,
while the tu tends to introduce dimensions of intimacy. I have seen a
teacher use the tu form with his students, but they are to respond in the
usted form. He can be intimate, but they must be respectful.

The subjunctive mood bears brief comment. This language cat-
egory, the “could be, perhaps, if, depending, it might be that under cer-
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tam circumstances we could consider the possibility of perhaps—” is a
crucial key for unlocking the subtleties and the nuances of conversation
and meaning. It is very complex as well, tripping up the young and even
the veteran Spanish student.

Once I listened to an entire message by a new missionary, hut there
was something strange. His doctrine was firm, the accent quite good, the
sentences appeared to be complete, the illustrations fine. What was
wrong? He was about to conclude when it dawned on me, “This man has
not used the subjunctive once in the entire sermon!” I cautiously
broached the topic with him later, and he confessed, “I never understood
the subjunctive, and I avoid it always.” To which I said, “Brother, if you
do not master the subjunctive, you will never minister effectively in
Spanish.” The subjunctive is a sensitive element in problem solving, in
evaluations, or in business meetings, particularly when something dif-
ficult has to be said to another person. The rebuke or admonition comes
wrapped in subjunctive. Most Latins understand what is happening, es-
pecially if they are on the receiving end of the exhortation. But many
times missionaries miss the whole point because they lose the soft sub-
junctive nuances. If a missionary wants to capture the love of the people,
there must be a commitment to mastering the language, preferably with
an excellent accent.

A Somber I)imension—The Cult of Death

Visit any Latin American cemetery and contrast it to most Anglo-
Saxon ones. The cult of death is particularly visible at the end of life
when families and friends demonstrate their emotions and evaluations of
the deceased. The cult of death is woven into the very warp and woof of
Latin society, with the apex seen in the tragic Christ of Latin America.
John MacKay’s masterful evaluation of this emotional set of values is
penetrating, particularly as he quotes from Spanish authors, especially
Miguel de Unamuno.

In Spanish religion Christ has been the centre of a
cult of death. And yet, paradoxically enough, it was the
passion for fleshly life amid immortality that created this
interest in death. The (lead Christ is an expiatory victim.
The details of His earthly life are of slight importance
and make relatively small appeal. He is regarded as a
purely supernatural being, whose humanity, being only
apparent, has little ethical bearing upon ours. This docet-
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ic Christ died as the victim of human hate, and in order
to bestow immortality, that is to say, a continuation of
the present earthly, fleshly existence. The contemplation
of His passion produces a sort of catharsis . . . just as in
the bull-fight, an analogous creation of the Spanish spir-
it, the Spaniard sees and feels death in all its dread re-
ality in the fate of a victim. The total sensation in-
tensifies his sense ofthe reality and terribleness ofdeath;
it increases his passion for life, and, in the religous
realm, makes him cling desperately and tragically to the
dead Victim that died to give him immortality.27

MacKay also notes that such attitudes produce a Christianity “de-
void of both intellectual and ethical content.” The cult ofdeath comes to
a climax on the annual Day of the Dead as well as during the Easter sea-
son, when the Passion Week is recreated, in some cases with literal cru-
cifixions. Sevilla, Spain, and Antigua, Guatemala, are two of the prime
examples of the Passion fervor; for weeks before Good Friday, pro-
cessions slowly wind through the city streets. But the pinnacle of faith
and death comes on Friday when the full re-enactment is completed and
passionate emotions are played out. And Sunday, what happens? Will
there be majestic resurrection processions? No. There may be a small and
symbolic ceremony, but nothing compared to the death on Friday. MacK-
ay again:

A Christ known in life as an infant and in death as a
corpse, over whose helpless childhood and tragic fate the
Virgin Mother presides; a Christ who became man in the
interests of eschatology, whose permanent reality resides
in a magic wafer bestowing immortality; a Virgin Moth-
er who by not tasting death, became the Queen of Life—
that is the Christ and that the Virgin who came to Amen-
ica! He came as Lord of Death and of the life that is to
be; she came as sovereign Lady of the life that now is.28

CONCLUSION

These are hut a few of the characteristics ofthe Latin American per-
sonality that I perhaps understand in part. Others could be mentioned,
such as the Latin joy of living, the exuberant attitude toward existence
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tempered by a profound sense of fatalism. Another is the idealism-
realism combination, where the Latin is part Don Quixote and part San-
cho Panza—the dreamer and the realist. Never underestimate the place of
the Spanish novel Don Quixote in the formation of the Spanish mind and
heart.

Yet another dimension is expressed eloquently in the terms ganas
and sensibilidad. The first literally means “desire,” but it goes deeper
than that word, referring to a gut-level drive to accomplish something or
to feel something. It can be used in either a positive or negative sense.
Sensibi/idad touches again on that tender, sensitive spirit that responds
with deep emotion, many times openly, to the entire spectrum offeeling.
It is generally a positive term, referring to the emotional reaction to many
things: tragedy, beauty, patriotism, family, sports, and others.

The few qualities I have discussed come from years of living in Lat-
in America. However, my love goes deeper, based on a growing ac-
ceptance of the way God has allowed these cultures to evolve, as well as
his desire that they experience his culture-changing power through the vi-
brant resurrected Christ.
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Introduction
to Part Two

The Introduction to this book gives a brief survey to Emilio Antonio
Nüflcz‘s series of essays, which the reader might want to review before
reading on. Writing from close to sixty years of experience as a Chris-
tian, with a Latin American as well as a global perspective, Dr. Nüfiez
will introduce you to some of the weighty but crucial theological themes
pertinent to Latin America.

Some of the essays, generated from a variety of contexts and now
edited or rewritten for this book, were first presented in the context of
Latin America’s secular universities. Others were given in theological
seminaries as lecture series, and yet others came as a result of Nüflez’s
participation in international theological consultations. Some came in
part from his role in the Theological Commission of the World Evangel-
ical Fellowship, as well as from his role as a founder and current leader
of the Latin American Theological Fraternity. And part of this section
was created expressly for this work. All of the essays were written orig-
inally in Spanish and then translated into English.

Various major strands interweave to produce this scholarly tapestry
of Latin American themes. One demonstrates Nüñez’s concern that Latin
American evangelicals themselves speak to the contemporary issues that
wrench their cultures and nations. His drive is to speak from a biblical
perspective, yet at the same time to be sensitive to the social sciences and
other disciplines. It is only too easy for some spokespersons to claim that
their perspective is the only valid one. All opinions must be held under
the scrutiny of God’s Word, and at the same time be aware of the his-
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torical context of Latin America. Núñez encourages us to evaluate him
also.

Secondly, Nüflez writes from the perspective of the universal church
of Christ as well as that of the local evangelical churches ofLatin Amer-
ica. He is not only a scholar, a professor of theology, an international
speaker and member of numerous global organizations. But he is also a
pastor, and the founding spirit and teacher of a new and creative con-
gregation in Guatemala City. His touch, therefore, is pastoral.

Third, Nüflez writes from a long-term perspective of militancy in
the Christian ministry. Shortly after his conversion (and in the process
meeting the young woman whom he would marry) in El Salvador dec-
ades ago as a young school teacher, he was led of the Spirit to prepare for
and enter the ministry. His experience is vast and heterogeneous. In the
early years of his international ministry some Latin evangelical leaders
did not consider his voice one that merited much attention. He won their
respect not with eloquence or power, but by his humility, gracious spirit,
the capacity to learn from others, pastoral heart, and unquestioned com-
petence in the Scriptures and contemporary theology.

Fourth, he writes very much aware ofhis changing Latin America,
including the reality that the “older guard” of evangelical thinkers of his
continent must pass on the torch to their Timothys. For that reason one
will find him constantly surrounded by a group of disciples, who interact
listening, learning, questioning, and dialoguing with him. He encourages
them to think creatively, pushing them to break new biblical ground, to
stake out a wider horizon, to write and publish, to probe the mission of
the church within the context of contemporary Latin America, to serve
with humility and a pastoral heart. Would to God that Latin America had
more leaders of this timbre.

So as you read, listen to the voice of a veteran, interact with him,
stretch your world, disagree creatively and biblically with him. You are
not required to accept everything you read, but you are challenged to ex-
amine everything and hold fast to that which is true. May God give you
insight as you read, ponder, and apply these thoughts to Latin America
and to yourown life as well.



6
The Hispano-American Christs

About Spain the poet has sung, “The Spanish race is ready and pre-
pared. Captain Cervantes is at the helm, and the banner of Christ floats
on high.” It has also been said that the simple American of indian blood
“still prays to Christ and still speaks Spanish.” This latter is certainly un-
deniable; the reign of Cervantes continues among us, although we are not
all his most loyal subjects. The point about praying to Christ raises cer-
tain questions, one of which is, To which Christ do the Latin Americans
pray? For the truth is that, although there are many Christs of humnan
fabrication, there is only one true, authentic Christ who lies hidden be-
hind altars that could well bear the legend, “To the Unknown Christ,” be-
cause there are thousands upon thousands who worship him without
knowing him.1

THE SPANISH CHRIST

It is true that Christ came to us via Spain—that Spain which, en-
dowed with a sense of mission, a singular mystique ofthe Iberian spirit,
conquered and colonized a large part of the New World. “For the first
and last time in the history of Christianity,” says John MacKay, “the
sword and cross formed an offensive alliance for the purpose of taking
Christianity—or at least that which was considered to be such—to for-
eign lands.”2

Heading up the enterprise was Christopher Columbus, the admiral
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from Genoa who, capitalizing on the tradition surrounding his historical
namesake, claimed to be a true “bearer of Christ.” But to the question,
Which Christ? the reply must be: none other than the one ofaustere med-
ieval garb, the one of the cold and inflexible Scholastics, the Christ of
Spain.

How strange the conquerors’ Christ must have seemed to the ab-
original Americans: the white God who dies for all humanity establishes
a religion with its supreme authority in Rome and with the king of Spain
among its devotees—the same king who sends a group of his warlike
subjects to discover and subjugate mysterious and distant lands on the
other side of the ocean. In the name of God and of the king, these men
from Castille—ruddy as the sun and riding spirited steeds—slay Indians
right and left, rob their lands, rape their women, and transform those who
survive the slaughter into slaves ofthepope and ofthe great Spanish em-
pire.

“In many cases,” states Sante Uberto Barbieri, “the spirit of the
sword was stronger and more powerful than the spirit of the cross. For
many, Christ was not a savior who had given his life for them, but a ce-
lestial tyrant who destroyed lives for his glory, through the conquest of
the lands of others.”3

With the exception of the works of charity on the part of some mis-
sionary priests—such as the well-known Fray Bartolomé de las Casas—
the colonizer did extremely little in the social and economic spheres, ef-
forts that would have helped erase the negative impressions acquired by
the Indians in their first encounter with the Christ in whose name they
lost everything, including their liberty. And not only the Indians, but also
the new race that grew out of the union ofthe two peoples, were objects
of persistent oppression and humiliation on the part of the followers and
defenders of this Christ.

This most certainly was not the Christ that had been announced in
golden trumpet tones by the Reformers of the sixteenth century. No, he
had been left behind in Spain to be attacked unrelentingly by Ignacio de
Loyola, crushed by Charles V and Philip II, and consumed in the im-
placable flames of the autos de fe. Although other European countries
were able to shake off their centuries-old lethargy in the convulsive
awakening of the Reformation, Spain remained undisturbed and inert, its
religion failing to experience the labor pains of a new era.

“The other Spanish Christ,” of whom the great Spanish mystics
such as San Juan de la Cruz and Fray Luis de Granada sang in mag-
nificent poems, was very slow in making his pilgrimage to the new con-
tinent. Ifhe did in fact have followers here from the beginning ofthe co-
lonial period, his influence was insufficient to counteract that of the
Christ of tradition.
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Still and all, the missionaries labored long and hard to make their
Christ acceptable to the mentality of the oppressed race; but in their zeal
to adapt to the Indian culture they were unable to avoid the emergence of
religious syncretism. They tolerated and even stimulated the mixture of
Spanish Christianity with the beliefs and practices of the local religion.
Christ, the Virgin, and the saints merely swelled the ranks of the deities
ofthe American pantheon, while countless numbers ofIndians continued
to worship their former gods in the images brought by Catholicism. Be-
hind these saints with white skin and blue eyes, themagical and powerful
presence of regional gods and goddesses arose, unrestrained and un-
challenged in the religious experience of theirworshipers.

THE IMAGE CHRIST

Images of Christ, already very prominent in the religion of the col-
onizers, proved very useful to the church in its task of indoctrination in
the Americas. It was much easier to display a statue than elucidate a dog-
ma; to replace native idols with European images than uproot centuries-
old religious beliefs. And once again, religious syncretism manifested it-
self, for it was not difficult to give the image a New World likeness in
the sculptures and paintings of a Christ who, although retaining Eu-
ropean features, was dark in color. There are many mestizo—and even
black—Christs in our Hispanic America today.

Here Christ became wood or stone, canvas or paper—often mag-
nificent art—carving and painting, visible in splendid altars, in special
niches in homes, in monastic cells, at the junctions of roads, and on the
tops of mountains. The shadows of the image Christ fell across an entire
continent.

The ubiquitous figure of Christ awakened deep sympathies in the
people: after all, Christ is little more than a helpless infant in the pro-
tective arms of his mother—as sweet and inoffensive as any tiny child.
How could he possibly be a tyrant or despot? Although he may not be
able to free the people from their ominous chains, he is equally incapable
of having forged the chains with his weak little hands.

He is the child that cannot talk; only Mary, who holds and protects
him, can at times understand his infant babblings. This tiny infant God is
most incapable of scolding the white masters of their abuse of power,
their boundless greed and lust, or their overwhelming injustices per-
petrated against the conquered and humiliated people. Deprived of the
wonderful gift of speech, he poses no threat to anyone, whether pow-
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erful, or weak, or small. There is nothing he can do to stop either one
from sinning: he is merely the image of a child that forever smiles, in-
different to the enormous tragedy going on around him. While a new
race and a new world are being forcibly constructed under the heavy
hand ofdespots, the child Christ remains serenely silent.

Hence, the simple Indian, subjugated by the white power brokers
and treated like a child by his conquerors, consciously or unconsciously
identifies himself with the child Christ and flees to seek refuge in the
arms of the tender and loving mother. It is not surprising that the venera-
tion of Mary came to enjoy a more prominent position than the worship
ofChrist. The oppressed seek the mother, Mary, and not her son, Jesus.

Another prevalent image is that of the suffering Christ. A principal
feature of Hispano-American Catholicism has been that of the Nazarene
who suffers pain, crucifixion, and death. one feature of the “Christian-
ization” of this part of the Americas was the extensive implantation of
the cross—the religious symbol employed by the Spanish in the conquest
of the consciences of their new subjects. It was the religion of the cru-
cifix, of the Christ that dies, powerless, nailed to an ignominious cross.
While it is true that official dogma affirms the resurrection of Christ, that
teaching seems not to reach the masses: the high point of the church year
is not Easter Sunday, but Good Friday, when Christ is seen as the pris-
oner, flogged, crowned with thorns, nailed to the cross, and laid in a cas-
ket where he reposes year after year, for centuries.

The image Christ is a vanquished Christ. The Indians flee from him
in terror and the new race, an admixture oftwo bloodlines, is born in de-
feat.

Hispano-America has not only wept with Christ; it has also—and to
greater degree—wept for him: His words on the Calvary road have long
since been forgotten: “Daughters ofJerusalem, do not weep for me; weep
rather for yourselves and for yourchildren.”

Nevertheless, and for all its apparent contradictions, it is from the
image Christ that favors are sought. He is at once pitied and feared, in-
spiring compassion and faith. In dire emergencies it is possible to turn to
the image Christ, though it is better if the petition can be directed to one
of the more miraculous ones. In his novel El Señor Presidente, Miguel
Angel Asturias paints a vivid picture of the faith of the Latin American
masses in the image Christ when he puts the following words into the
mouth ofa poor woman:

I feel very sorry for you, so I went to ask a favor of the
Jesus of Mercy. Maybe he’ll work a miracle for you. Just
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this mornin’, before goin’ to the penitentiary, I went to
light a candle to him and tell him, “Look, black man,
here I am with you and it ain’t for nothin’ you’re the
Daddy of us all so you listen up, now. You have the
power to make sure that girl don’t die and I asked the
Virgin for this favor before I even got up this mornin’
and now I’m botherin’ you for the same thing, so here’s
a prayer candle, and I’m goin’ now, and I’m countin’ on
your power, but I’ll be back to remind you of my
prayer.”4

This woman’s prayer could hardly be more sincere, nor her con-
Ildence stronger. This is how our people pray; this is how they have
prayed for centuries to a Christ that is crucified, dead, and buried.

THE CHRIST OF THE MINORITIES

The Christ that is a stranger to the masses has not fared any better
with the minority groups of our continent.

Not a few rich and powerful have found it very comfortable to be-
lieve in the image Christ that patiently suffers on the cross, all the while
maintaining total silence in the face of the suffering of the poverty-
stricken masses around them. For four hundred years their lips have been
sealed, never uttering a word of what the people are waiting to hear.

It is quite easy to tolerate a Jesus of Nazareth who does not irritate
his worshipers by calling attention to their sins or pricking their con-
sciences calloused by evil ways. All that is required is to toss him a few
alms from time to lime and carry him on their shoulders once a year in
the Holy Week processions, where all can see. He is safely nailed to (he
cross, scaled in the sepulcher. kept behind church walls, locked in a glass
coflin, or reduced to impotence in the safety of the convent or monastery.
He is not to he Ibund in the intimacy of homes or becoming involved in
the lives of others. His world is the sanctuary, his tomb-like peace being
disturbed only when, on rare occasions, he is taken out to he admired,
pitied, and wept for by the multitudes.

In intellectual circles, Christ is easily transformed into a mere sym-
bol or figure of speech. He is observed from avariety of angles and pre-
sented as a spiritual leader, a teacher or philosopher, a social reformer, or
perhaps as a misguided visionary who took the wrong road in his sincere
desire to liberate humanity.

Some respect and admire him, proffering thousands of compliments,
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whereas others pass him by with utter indifference or mockery. Many
merely tolerate him, manifesting an attitude of solicitous paternalism.
They feel sorry for him because they see him, as Ruben Darfo would put
it, still wandering through the streets, “scrawny and frail.” For them he is
the Christ who, according to Amado Nervo, knocks in vain on the doors,
seeking a place where he can rest:

Christ: from everywhere,
Modern science casts you out
Without compassion. You
Have nowhere to live, Lord!

(Hospitalidad)

As always, there are those who deny the reality of Christ’s ex-
istence. Of course, they are not involved in any quests for the historical
Jesus. For others, he might possibly pertain to the past but not to the
present, and certainly not to the future. They believe they live in a post-
Christian era and do not see in Christ the answer to the anguish of con-
temporary humans.

THE CHRIST OF PROTESTANTISM

If the Roman Catholic Christ came to us via Spain, the Protestant
Christ came from otherEuropean countries—such as England, Germany,
France, and the Netherlands—and from the United States. As a con-
sequence, many have come to identify Protestantism with western im-
perialist or capitalist systems—a topic well worth separate study.

From now on and in general terms, suffice it to say that the Prot-
estant Christ was inherited from the religious Reformers ofthe sixteenth
century—thjough he did not originate with them, nor was he mediated by
them.

The Reformers regard the sacred Scriptures as their final authority,
referring to them exclusively in all questions of faith and placing them
before and above the authority of the church. Their battle cry was: “The
Scriptures alone, Christ alone, grace alone, and faith alone as the means
ofjustification before God.”

Rather than seeking Christ in the shadow of altars, in ancient parch-
ment of ecclesiastical tradition, or in the philosophical-theological writ-
ings of the Scholastics, they turned to the Sacred Text. The Reformation
was a return to the Bible, a determined effort to rediscover the Christ of
the New Testament.
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This suggests the second main theme ofthe Reformation: the salva-
tion message that has as its center and circumference the person and
work of Jesus Christ. He is lifted to the place preeminence, not only in
theology, but in the life and worship of the church as well. He is the
Christ who, through the incarnation, participates in the history and ex-
perience of humanity. Clothed in human flesh and blood, he lives with
humans, identifying himself completely with them, suffering with and
for them and, in the end, dying for them. But he is also the Christ of the
resurrection; consequently, emphasis is on the Christ who lives forever
and who, transcending time and space, is nevertheless present in his re-
demptive work in the world today.

A third characteristic of the Reformation was its tendency to in-
dividualism. The Reformers strove for the liberty of conscience, pro-
claiming that every person possessed the unrestricted fight to the free
consideration of all questions having to do with matters of faith. The
teaching of the universal priesthood of believers emphasized the freedom
of the individual to seek God and approach his word without the inter-
vention of human authority. The Reformation left the individual alone
with God in the santuary of his conscience, guided by the light ofdivine
revelation.

This Protestant individualism is also manifested in the secular di-
mension of the Christian for whom—conscious of her or his personal
dignity before God, the church, and the state—all vocations are sacred.
Thus, the individual can and should glorify God in any honorable job or
profession, not only in the isolation of the convent cell. Nor does the
priesthood have a monopoly on the sacred: in the eyes ofthe Creator, all
vocations are holy.

Also, it was to be expected that this individualism would produce a
variety of Protestant groups. But, by the same token, it should not be sur-
prising, the monolithic structure of the medieval church having been
fractured, that those who for the first time breathed the fresh air of re-
ligious freedom would not want to erect another vast hierarchical struc-
ture to which to submit. Such a move would be entirely out of keeping
with the spirit of the Reformation. When certain Protestant leaders, such
as John Calvin, attempted to return to the earlier authoritarianism, they
encountered determined resistance from those who had been enlightened
by the new day of spiritual freedom.

Fourthly, the Reformation produced certain socio-political effects.
For one thing, given the close ties that had existed between the church
and civil jurisdiction, it was inevitable that conflicts between the latter
and the reform movement should develop: to oppose the church was to
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oppose secular authority as well. Consequently, certain political and so-
cial changes were very quickly effected in those countries where the Ref-
ormation succeeded, bringing along with them seeds of liberty that one
day would germinate and grow, to the benefit ofour civilization.

Having been known through the Scriptures, the Christ ofthe major-
ity of Latin American Protestants is, without doubt, a biblical one. His-
pano-American Protestants are a community of the Book—the Bible—
and their doctrine is profoundly Christological: Christ is preeminent in
theology, liturgy, and service. In their worship, the cross and tomb are
empty, for he is the Lord of life and conqueror of death, the Lord who
lives now and forever, the only mediator between God and humanity.
“Only Christ Saves,” “Christ is the Answer,” and “Christ the Only Hope”
have been favorite slogans of the Protestants in their evangelistic efforts
throughout the continent.

The Latin American Protestant’s individualism is also reflected in
his experience: in the light of his conscience and under the searchlight of
the divine world, Protestant believers enjoy freedom from ecclesiastical
and hierarchical entanglements in the pursuit of communion with their
God. Their faith does not depend on human authority. Their relationship
with Christ is deep and intensely personal. Hence, Protestant groups pro-
liferate in Ibero-America; but the erection of a huge hierarchical edifice
for the purpose of bringing together and governing all the various Prot-
estant communions would contradict the very spirit of Latin American
Protestantism. The disadvantages of disjunction are to be preferred to
those that a centralized church government would bring.

That historical and social factors have generally served to accentu-
ate the individualistic approach to social responsibility on the part ofthe
Latin American Protestant is undeniable (yet another very interesting
topic for subsequent research). The truth is that, particularly among the
more conservative elements of Protestantism in Hispan-America, there
has been an attitude of indifference in the face of the serious problems
that keep these so-called “developing countries” in turmoil.

Up to now, when social problems came into focus the Christ of
many Ibero-American Protestants has been merely eschatological—in
the narrow sense of the term. With their apparent attitude of indifference
toward the conflicts that afflict our society, these Christians could well
have left the impression that, for them, all socio-economic difficulties
should be left for Christ to resolve in the next life, and that little or noth-
ing should be done now to improve the world in which they live.

Fortunately, new breezes have begun to blow that promise a change
in this posture of social negligence. Even the Christ of conservativeProt-
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estantism has begun to open his mouth to say what for so long was kept
quiet regarding the social problems of the Latin Americans. It is high
time he be allowed to speak.

THE CHRIST OF THE NEW THEOLOGY

One of the most widespread reactions to the silence of the tradi-
tional Christ is that which is now beginning to manifest itself in both
Catholic and Protestant theological circles of the political left of Latin
America.

Impatient and rebellious, and with a mystique capable of totally
controlling certain personality types, the new theologians raise their cry
for social justice.

The Christ they proclaim is anthropological and sociological; a ca-
pable economist and skilled statistician; mass psychologist, expert in for-
eign and domestic politics, revolutionary theoretician, and social re-
former. He is the nonconformist Christ, the activist, the rebel (even
violent) who dresses like a common laborer and speaks the complicated
language of the technologists of our time.

The theology of this Christ—if it can be called theology—is def-
initely anthropocentric. It comes from humans, is for humans, and does
not go beyond humans. It sets up its priorities within the material order
and seeks a kingdom which is of this world, consisting of meat and drink
that are separate from the spirit. Its supreme objective is the trans-
formation of social structures, even though the individual remains un-
changed.

In contrst to the individualist Christ or traditional Ibero-America
Protestantism, this Christ of the leftist theologians is so furiously col-
lectivist, so obsessed with the masses, that he is in danger of losing sight
of the individual. In a way, this Christ is a product of our ultramodern
civilization that depersonalizes the individual, crushing him or her be-
neath its enormous socio-economic machinery.

We should not be surprised, therefore, at the presence of the leftist
Christ in Latin America. It was inevitable that, sooner or later, the social-
ly inactive Christ would have his centuries-long sleep interrupted by the
coming of another Christ who was anxious to speak out and to act.
Whether the newcomer is genuine and authentic, however, needs to be
made clear in the light of the New Testament.

Why in the light of the New Testament? Simply because there are
no documents that speak with greater authority than they about the true
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Christ. It is in the New Testament where, for the first time in the history
of humanity, the person and work of Jesus of Nazareth are described.
The testimony of men who walked with him and knew him intimately is
found in its ancient pages—the source of Christianity, the spring from
which we assimilate the lessons of its teacher and founder. For this rea-
son, the New Testament is the norm or standard that determines the au-
thenticity or falseness of our Christs, the light that reveals the truth or er-
ror of our Christianity, the flaming sword that separates those who
belong to the true Christ from those who do not.

A new sign of hope is now visible on the horizon of our Hispanic
America: there is a return to the reading of the Bible in various ec-
clesiastical communities. As a result, the Book of yesterday, today, and
forever is in the hands of many, being devoured by eyes that are hungry
for spiritual understanding. In response to the quest for faith, the majestic
figure of the historical, living, and true Christ is bound to stand forth
from its sacred pages.

The time has come for the moral courage to set the false Chiists
aside and embrace the true one, the one known by the writers ofthe New
Testament: Peter, Paul, Matthew, John, Mark, and Luke, and the rest. Let
us abandon the Spanish or Anglo-Saxon Christ, the blond or black
Christ, mestizo or native-born. Let us rid ourselves of the Christ of our
superstitious fears or our intellectual pride, and let us sign our spiritual
declaration ofindependence by turning to the Christ who said, “Thetruth
will make you free. . . . If the Son makes you free, you will be truly
free.”
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7
Introduction

The Search for Renewal

Until World War II it was relatively easy to give a general de-
scription of Roman Catholicism in our Latin American countries. The
Catholic church, at least institutionally, seemed to be a monolithic whole,
with neither external fissures nor internal disturbances. The massive so-
lidity of its cathedrals was like a symbol ofits centuries-old stability.

Beginning in the 1940s, however, Latin America began to ex-
perience, much more intensely than in other periods, profound political
and social questionings. Our economic dependence, precarious political
liberty, and the misery of our situation all became more evident in the
light of those noble ideals for which so many died in the war against the
dictatorial Axis powers.

Latin America had been the empire of national and international co-
lonialism. Dictatorships were our daily bread, and militarism reigned in
several countries of this continent. In this atmosphere of oppression and
misery it was ridiculous and paradoxical that Latin American govern-
ments of“El Señor Presidente” or of the current dictator should have de-
clared war on Nazi Germany.While they obviously did this to keep in
line with the United States government, the proclamation of democracy
against Hitler’s totalitarianism acted as a boomerang in some Latin
American dictatorships. The Atlantic Charter and the Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, and other documents, encouraged Latin Americans in their
search forfreedom.

Roman Catholicism had allied itself with political conservatism and
could not remain exempt from the attack launched against oppression by
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the forces ofchange. The church had been, generally speaking, the prop-
erty of the powerful, and the oppressed masses began to turn their back
on it in political and social matters. The church did not have a relevant
message for the hour in which our oppressed peoples had their great
awakening. In order to find this message, she herself had to change.

The transformation of society, and the effort of the church to adapt
herself to a changing world, have produced division among the clergy
and laypeople in Roman Catholicism. There is no more just one Roman
Catholic church in Latin America. It is now necessary to explain what
kind of Catholicism we have in mind when we are dealing with the Cath-
olic phenomenon in these countries.

Catholics used to boast about four main characteristics that they at-
tributed to their church: apostolicity, catholicity, sanctity, and unity. As
never before, unity is lacking in Roman Catholicism around the world.
(It is not the purpose of this essay to discuss the other characteristics.)
For instance, in Latin America we have the archconservative church and
the revolutionary church; the church of popular religiosity and of the
avant-garde theologians; the church of the hierarchy and “the people’s
church.” Such a diversity is unknown to many evangelical leaders in oth-
er latitudes. Consequently they are surprised by the attitude taken by
most of us Latin American evangelicals toward Roman Catholicism. But
they have also to realize that in countries where the Roman Catholic
church is in the minority, surrounded by another world religion, or by
secularism, she is more ecumenical than in Latin America. Traditionally,
Roman Catholicism has claimed the Latin American countries as its
“area ofinfluence” or missionary territory on the basis ofhistory and cul-
ture, forgetting that the gospel is above culture, transforming culture, and
that we are living no more in colonial times.

To know Roman Catholicism from the Latin American perspective,
apart from any naive analysis of our religious situation, is indispensable
for a relevant preaching of the gospel and for a real contextualization of
evangelical theology in this subcontinent.

THE SEARCH FOR RENEWAL

From the beginning of this century there had been within Cathol-
icism certain efforts to respond to the social problems of Latin America,
most notable those based in the Rerum novarum encyclical of Leo XIII
(1891). 1 From 1903 to 1923 movements were established in Mexico and
Argentina that were precursors of Acción Católica (Catholic Action).2

According to José Mfguez Bonino, the widely known Protestant theo-



Introduction: The Searchfor Renewal 241

logian from Argentina, “the different currents of renewal in European
Catholicism—biblical, liturgical, ecumenical, social”—have since 1950
made headway in Latin America.3 This, of course, occurs only within
very select circles of Latin American Catholicism and not at the mass
level. The masses continue to wander “like sheep without a shepherd.”

The thousands of young people and workers involved in AcciOn
Católica were a small minority of the millions of Catholics who re-
mained alienated from the ethical orientation ofthe church. In the mean-
time, the institutional church continued to be tied to its traditional prac-
tices in political and social areas. John XXIII, who was aware of the
economic, social, political, and moral challenges of the postwar world,
asked for an “aggiomamento,”namely, an updating, a renewal, an awak-
ening, a “fresh air”in the medieval atmosphere ofthe church,

Vatican 11(1962-1965)

The importance of the Second Vatican Council cannot be exagger-
ated. Now it is absolutely necessary to speak ofthe preconciliar and post-
conciliar church. It is evident that since the days of Vatican II the Cath-
olic church has been in the process of change. The theological profundity
of this change may be questioned, but not so the reality of what has hap-
pened and continues to happen in contemporary Catholicism. Consider,
for example, the new interest in the Bible, the liturgical renaissance, the
declaration of religious freedom, the ecumenical openness toward other
churches and religions, the new approach to the church’s responsibility
in the modem world, the crisis ofauthority in the clerical structures, the
presence of theologians eager to reinterpret traditional dogma, and the
apparent veering of Medellin toward the left in its analysis of the con-
tinent’s social and political problems.4 All these point to the trans-
formation that is taking place in Catholicism today.

Medellín (1968)

The Second Latin American Episcopal Conference held in Me-
dellfn, Colombia, in 1968 was a sequel to the Second Vatican Council.
Míguez Bonino has called the Medellin assembly “the Vatican II ofLatin
America.”5 The Latin American bishops dealt with the transformation of
Latin America in the light of the Council and established guidelines for a
new Latin American pastoral work.6 Monsignor Alfonso LOpez Trujillo,
general secretary of the Latin American Episcopal Council (CELAM),
the sponsoring organism of Medellín has said that this conference pm-
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sented a series of options as the foundation of a new era for the Catholic
church in Latin America. One ofthese options is the one for the total per-
son, for the Latin American people, for the poor, and for total liberation.7

Bishop Alisio Lorscheider, president of CELAM, points out that
this council has promoted the development of autochthonous pastoral
thought, that it has advocated a more just society in our continent, and
that it has helped to discover the genuine image of the church in Latin
America, “a poor church with an inescapable mandate to accomplish a
mission of liberation.”8 According to Enrique Dussel, a Catholic scholar
from Argentina, “CELAM will develop the theology of liberation as its
own theology.”9 And regarding the conference at Medellmn he comments:
“At any rate Medellin opens the door for a clear class commitment, and it
allows the taking ofpositions in defense ofthe interests of workers, peas-
ants and those who have no voice in society.”10 In the opinion of the
Catholic writer Roberto Oliveros Maqueo, the fundamental contribution
of Medellin was to reflect on the faith from the context ofmisery and in-
justice under which large groups of Latin Americans are suffering.11

It is worth keeping in mind that Gustavo Gutiérrez, without a doubt
the best known of the theologians of liberation, was one of the theo-
logical consultants for CELAM, and at Medellin he was a member ofone
of the most important task forces, the Peace Commission. 12 It can be said
that MedellIn officially opened the door to the theology of liberation.

Dealing with the concept of liberation according to his under-
standing of the conference of Medellin and its documents, Monsignor
LOpez Trujillo says:

The liberating pastoral option demands a spirit of true
reconciliation. . . . Social conflicts are neither denied nor
unrecognized. . . . It does not identify itself with an at-
titude of traditional pacifism. . . . It has to be present in
the struggle for justice. . . . It opposes a form of class
struggle which is proper to Marxist analysis... . The oc-
currences of class consciousness are not denied. . .

There are forms of class struggle in which the Christian
may, and in some occasions should, participate. . . with-
out enmity or mutual hatred . . . based in the Love for
justice.’3

Even that moderate evaluation ofthe meaning of Medellin can open
the way for Latin American theological liberationism.
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Puebla (1979)

The third Latin American Episcopal Conference, sponsored by
CELAM, was held in Puebla, Mexico, in February 1979. When the time
for this transcendental event was approaching, many questions were
asked in Latin America and in other parts of the world. Some observers
of the ecclesiastical scene were wondering about the attitude that the
Puebla Conference would assume toward some critical issues—for ex-
ample, liberation theology, the political involvement ofmembers of the
clergy in the Latin American revolution, the extreme poverty of the
masses and the excessive wealth of the few, the conflict between capital-
ism and Marxism, and the church of the poor.

Would Puebla mean a setback in the transformation promoted by
Medellín? Or would Puebla move forward in the revolutionary process
that Medellmn encouraged? The presence of a new pope was also a mo-
tive of concern. Would John Paul II try to suffocate the revolutionary
spirit within the Roman Catholic church, or would he follow the path of
his predecessors John XXIII and Paul VI?

Generally speaking, the Medellmn Conference meant, in a sense, the
end of the centuries-old alliance of the Catholic church with the con-
servative political powers ruling Latin America. Moreover, Medellin mo-
tivated the political involvement of Catholics—members of the clergy in-
cluded—in the struggle for social change. Since Medellin, hundreds of
priests, monks, and nuns have been persecuted, arrested and tortured, and
a number ofthem have been killed, as a result of the revolutionary situa-
tion prevailing in some Latin American countries. It was natural to ask
what the pope and the Puebla Conference would say about the mission of
the Catholic church in a context ofsocial turmoil and change.

If the theme of Medellin was “The Church in the Present Trans-
formation of Latin America in the Light of the Counbcil,” Puebla dealt
with “The Evangelization in the Present and Future of Latin America.”
To some extent the emphasis has changed. The main purpose is now the
“evangelization” of Latin America. But most of the bishops considered
Medellmn as a fait accompli. And from the neo-Catholic point of view,
“evangelization” includes political action to liberate the poor.

In Puebla the pope was quite conservative and gave a new thrust to
popular religiosity, including the excesses in the veneration of Mary.
With respect to social change in Latin America, both the pope and the
conference were in the tradition ofMedellfn, but in a moderate way. The
pope opposed the political involvement ofthe priests, but he did not con-
demn liberation theology. The conference did not approve capitalism or
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Marxism. Instead, it offered a broad opening for other historical al-
ternatives in favor of social transformation. The “preferential option for
the poor” was supported and promoted. The Puebla Documents seem to
be a special effort to integrate the new message on social justice and lib-
eration into the theological framework oftraditional Catholicism.
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8
Revolutionary Ferment:

Liberation Theology
In one way or another, directly or indirectly, the documents of Vat-

ican II and Medellín, and the social doctrine of John XXIII and Paul VI
encouraged the revolutionary spirit in various sectors of Latin American
Catholicism. The encyclical Pacem in terris (1963) of John XXIII was
carrying within itself the revolutionary seed for those peoples who had
not found a solution for their problems in the thesis of development, al-
though the pope affirms that salvation and justice are not in revolution
but in economic and social evolution.1 In his encyclical Populorum pro-
gressio (1967), Paul VI advocates also development, but he comes to the
point of justifying a revolutionary uprising “where there is manifest,
long-standing tyranny which would do great damage to fundamental per-
sonal rights and dangerous harm to the common good of the country.”2

Later on he tried to be an element of balance among the waning ideo-
logical factions within the Catholic church. For example, in Colombia in
1968 he told the peasants not to put their confidence in violence or in
revolution, because “such an attitude is contrary to the Christian spirit
and may also delay rather than promote the social advancement to which
you legitimately aspire.”3 Seven years later, in his encyclical “The Ev-
angelization of the Contemporary World” (Evangelii nuntiandi), Paul VI
declared that the Church “cannot accept violence.”4 However, there al-
ready had been an awakening of the revolutionary consciousness within
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the Catholic church, and it seemed impossible that it could in any way re-
verse its own history.

Revolution is now present in Latin America in theory and in prac-
tice, in the sphere ofideas and in the field of action; in passive resistance
and in the outburst of violence by those who seek a rapid and complete
change in the social order. The revolutionary spirit is seen, for example,
in the writings and actions of the pacifist bishop Helder Camara, in the
educator Pablo Freire, in the poet and monk Emesto Cardenal, in the
martyr priest Camilo Torres, who opted for violent revolution, in libera-
tion theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez, in the priests who have adopted
a new pastoral model among the Latin American masses, arid in the Ro-
man Catholics who belong to the armed groups that fight for a radical
change in our social structures.

VIOLENT REVOLUTION

It is very easy to move from the pulpit.or the lecture room to street
demonstrations, to the public plazas where the masses form to protest
against the established order, or even to the trenches where the stam-
mering of the machine guns is much louder than the voice ofreason and
emotions.

In a certain sense this was the pilgrimage made by Father Camilo
Tones, who has become the symbol of those Latin American Catholics
who are willing to take their revolutionary commitment to its ultimate
consequences.

There are those who hold that Camilo opted for his retreat to the
mountains “not because he believed in guerrilla warfare, its effectiveness
or its methods” but only because it was there that “he felt secure.”5 It is
also said that he did not die with a gun in his hands and, in fact, never
had one and never pressed the trigger to kill anyone. It is admitted, how-
ever, that he was in the guerrilla movement and in combat with the army.
“But he never shot at anybody, nor did he ever kill anybody.”

What is certain is that for one reason or another Camilo felt im-
pelled to follow the way ofthe guerrillas, which is the way of violent ac-
tion in a revolutionary praxis. It was his opinion that in the poor coun-
tries the Christian not only could but should commit himself to structural
changes that would benefit the masses.6 He finally came to the profound
conviction that “the way of armed action” is the only one which is open
to “any sincere revolutionary.”7 His proclamation to Colombians on Jan-
uary 7, 1966, ends with the words “Liberation or death!”8 And death he
found on February 15, 1967, “facing heaven, facing Colombia, and fac-
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ing this Indian and mestizo America. Face to face with the conscience of
free men,” according to the words of one of his biographers.9

Camilo found theological justification for revolutionary commit-
ment in the nature of love for one’s neighbor. After requesting his re-
duction to lay status, he made a public declaration in which the following
words appear:

I opted for Christianity because I felt that I found in it
the purest form of serving my neighbor. I was elected by
Christ to be a priest eternally, motivated by the desire to
give myself full time to my fellow men. As a sociologist,
I have desired that love be effective through technology
and science; in analyzing Colombian society I have be-
come aware of the need for a revolution to be able to
feed the hungry, to give drink to the thirsty, to clothe the
naked and to bring about the welfare of the majority of
our people. I believe that the revolutionary struggle is a
Christian and priestly struggle, and that only through this
struggle, in the concrete circumstances of our country,
can we put into practice the love that men ought to have
for their neighbors.10

In his message to the Christian public on August 26, 1966, he de-
clared:

The most important element in Catholicism is love for
one’s neighbor. “He who loves his neighbor has fulfilled
the law” (St. Paul, Romans 13:8). In order for this love
to be effective it must seek to be effective.... It is nec-
essary, therefore, to take the power away from the priv-
ileged minorities in order to give it to the poor masses....
The revolution is not only permissible but rather oblig-
atory for those Christians who see in it the only way
which is both effective and broad enough to practice
love toward all.... I believe that I have given myself to
the revolution for love of my neighbor.”

Such language had to sound subversive to the powerful, and there
has been no lack of those who identity Camilo with Communism. How-
ever, in his “Message to Communists” on September 2, 1965, he de-
clared that neither as a Colombian, nor as a sociologist, nor as a Chris-
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tian, nor as a priest, was he, or would he be, a Communist. At the same
time he denied that he was anti-Communist and stated his willingness to
fight alongside the Communists, without being one of them, “for com-
mon objectives; against the oligarchy and the dominion of the United
States, and for the people’s acquisition of power.”2 His hope was “to
build socialism without destroying what is essential in Christianity.”3

He dreamed of fomenting a revolution that would be socialistic but also
nationalistic, “without falling completely within the Soviet bloc,” but
maintaining a neutral stance toward the competition between the great
world powers.’4 Although the Catholic church may not have approved of
Camilo’s radically revolutionary choice, he never renounced his Catholic
faith.

He seems to incarnate, with his heroic self-denial and his martyr’s
sense of renunciation, the spirit of suffering, indignation, and rebellion
that is either latent or manifest in thousands and thousands of Catholics
in ourunderdeveloped countries.

The name ofFather Camilo Tones, along with his message and his
complete surrender to the cause ofthe liberation ofthe oppressed classes,
form without a doubt part ofpostconciliar Latin American Catholicism.

PACIFIST REVOLUTION

In sharp contrast to Camilo Tones’s desperate and violent response
to the Latin American dilemma, the firm but peaceful voice of Helder
Camara also speaks from the heartof postconciliar Catholicism. Camara
has been called “the red archbishop of Brazil” and “Lenin in cassock”be-
cause of his persistent fight on behalf ofthe poor. His concern is to speak
in the name ofthose who cannot speak for themselves.’5

Following the path marked out by the great pacifists Mahatma Gan-
dhi and Martin Luther King, Helder Camara neither closes his eyes nor
holds his tongue in the face of the tragic helplessness of the oppressed
and exploited, those who live on the edge of Brazil’s opulent society and
of other societies, especially in the Third World. Along with his pacifist
heroes, Bishop Camara rejects the idea that violence will be the remedy
for the evils that surround us: “He does not believe in the force of arms
and he hates war; he considers himself a pilgrim of peace and trusts in
the effectiveness of non-violence, expecting no solution from govern-
ments, which are almost always docile instruments employed in the ser-
vice of the big powers.”16

Dom Helder maintains that violence engenders violence without
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solving the problems of the oppressed masses. He speaks of three kinds
of violence. The first is the violence that the weak suffer under the yoke
of the powerful. Injustice is “the first of all kinds of violence, violence
number one.”17 As a reaction to this violence there is the revolution of
the oppressed or “of the youth dedicated to fighting for a more just
world.”8 Following this comes the repression of the authorities in order
to preserve or restore public order. This is violence number three. “The
conclusion is clear,” says Camara; “there is a very real danger that the
world will enter into an escalation of violence, that it may fall into a spi-
ral of violence.”9

If, however, Camara does not believe in the force of arms, what is
the solution to the problem facing the oppressed? In a lecture given at
Rome on December 1, 1965, Dom Helder said, “I have the fraternal con-
fidence to suggest that within each Latin American country the hierarchy
may, without in any way forgetting its directly pastoral work, offer its
moral support, if the case so demands it, to a movement of non-violent
action which will be able to stimulate the weakness of the patrons who
still live in the Middle Ages.” 20

According to Camara this will be an action of “justice and peace”
that will bring about a liberating moral pressure that will help in a peace-
ful and effective way to change the economic-social and political-
cultural structures of the underdeveloped countries, and to induce the de-
veloped countries radically to change their policies regarding inter-
national commerce with the underdeveloped countries.21

The call of the “Bishop of the poor” to an “action of justice and
peace” is ecumenical in nature. It. is directed to all men, regardless of ra-
cial, linguistic, geographic, or religious barriers, calling them to unite in
the task ofpeacefully demanding “justice as a prerequisite for peace.”22

Camara makes a special call to young people to form “Abrahamic
minorities,” that is, a movement of men and women of good will who
hope and trust in the triumph of peace and justice.23 Hoping to gain their
support, Dom Helder does not condemn the youth; on the contrary, he
makes an effort to understand them, and even to flatter and cajole them.
He uses moral persuasion, inviting them to participate in constructive di-
alogues and a broad and sincere discussion of his proposition to exert a
liberating and moral pressure in order to achieve a more just and human
world.24

Helder Camara is not blind to the tremendous obstacles that stand in
the way of nonviolence; but he trusts that “time is in favor of Gandhi”
and the pacifist movement that he initiated. “Before long,” he affirms,
“Gandhi will be recognized as a prophet.”25 One reason for maintaining
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such an inspiring hope is that humans will come to realize the absurdity
of war. Moreover, there exist minorities who oppose the forces ofhatred
and violence, knowing full well that all this evil in no way promotes
peace among humans and that “the only real answer to violence lies in
the courage to face the injustices which constitute violence number
one.”26

In view of the brutal violence that surrounds us in our America
shaken by hate, and in view of the desperation of those who, whether
from the left or the right, can only respond to violence with more vi-
olence, Bishop Camara’s message is a consolation. It proves once again
that there are still select spirits among us who are enemies of violence
and lovers of that justice which leads to peace. Whether Dom Helder’s
pacifist world can find echo in the hearts of those who do not have peace
with God through Jesus Christ and therefore cannot be at peace with their
neighbors is a subject worthy of considering separately. The prophet
Isaiah says of the sinners who are far from God, “the way of peace they
do not know” (Isa. 59:8, NIV; cf. Rom. 3:17).

Which economic and political system does Camara propose as a
substitute for the present situation of injustice and violence? He finds no
solution for the underdeveloped countries, neither in capitalism, nor in
neocapitalism, nor in existing socialism; neither from Cuba, nor from
Russia, nor from China. He says: “If you wish, you may say socialism,
but a socialism that respects in reality—not only in theory—the human
person, and that doesn’t fall into dictatorship. Not a government dictat-
orship or a party dictatorship.”27 In other words, Dom Helder proposes
that the solution should be sought in a form of socialization, or a “per-
sonalist socialism, to which Christians can offer a mystique of universal
fraternity and incomparable hope far more comprehensive than the nar-
row mystique of historic materialism.”28

Of course, there are those who question Bishop Camara’s teaching
and attitude. They say that he argues for nonviolent violence, since non-
violent resistance also disturbs the established order. What is undeniable
is that sixteen years after the publication in French of Camara’s now fa-
mous book Spiral of Violence, the fertile soil ofLatin America continues
to be dampened with the blood shed by those who are guilty of the vi-
olence that “the Bishop of thepoor” condemns.

POETIC REVOLUTION

It may seem strange to some that we deal here with a poetic revolu-
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tion, but this revolution is found in postconciliar Latin American Cathol-
icism in “protest” poems, and in a very special way in the works of the
Nicaraguan poet-priest Emesto Cardenal. He has written poems like the
following, a daring paraphrase of the Psalms of Israel:

Liberate us
(Psalm 11)

Free usLord
because their political parties will not free us
They deceive one another
and they exploit one another
Their lies are repeated on a thousand radios
and their slander in all the newspapers.
They have special offices to create lies
Those who say: “We will rule with Propaganda.
Propaganda is with us.”
For the oppression of the poor
For the cry of the exploited
Even now will I rise up
says the Lord
I will give them freedom because they sigh.
But the words ofthe Lord are clean words
and not Propaganda.
Their armaments are everywhere
Their machine guns and their tanks surround us
The assassins with theirdecorations insult us
and those who offer toasts in their clubs
while we weep in our hovels
they spend their lives in cocktail parties.29

Who is Ernesto Cardenal? He was born in Granada, Nicaragua, in
1925 and studied philosophy and letters at the Universidad AutOnoma of
Mexico, later doing postgraduate studies at Columbia University. After
being persecuted for participating in a resistance movement, he ex-
perienced a great change in his life in 1956. He retired to the Monastery
of Gethsemane in Kentucky, where he had the poet-monk Thomas Mer-
ton for a teacher. Because the Kentucky climate was not good for him he
moved first to Cuemavaca, Mexico, and later to Medellin, Colombia, to
finish his theological studies. He returned to Nicaragua in 1965 and was
ordained priest in the cathedral of Managua. In the island of Solentiname
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in the Great Lake of Nicaragua he formed a community of reflection and
service that helped the islanders through a school and a clinic. In a book
entitled El Evangelio de Solentiname (The Solentiname Gospel),30 Card-
enal has compiled ideas expressed by his brothers in response to the read-
ing ofthe gospels.

In reference to the experience in Solentiname, Cardenal explained:
“the contemplative or semi-contemplative life which we live there has
also led us to the revolution, to revolutionary solidarity. Our path has led
from contemplation to Revolution and from the Gospel to Marxism.”3’

In an interview televised on Channel 11 in Guatemala on September
25, 1978, Cardenal admitted that he was a member of the Sandinista Na-
tional Liberation Front and affirmed that he did not see a dichotomy be-
tween the gospel and politics, because the gospel is political. He clarified
that he had not participated in the armed struggle because his age did not
allow it, but his struggle was being carried out “with poetry and preach-
ing.” By that time the international news media were already calling
Cardenal “the ideologist of the Sandinista Movement in Nicaragua.” At
the present time Cardenal is a member of the revolutionary cabinet in his
country. He has been head of the Ministry ofCulture since the triumph of
the revolution that overthrew President Somoza. In September 1979 he
declared to the press:

This is a Christian revolution. The people of Nicaragua
are, in the great majority, Christian, and that is why the
people carried out the revolution. . . The church never
condemned recourse to weapons for a just cause. Pope
Paul Vi said that armed struggle and violence were le-
gitimately moral in the case of evident and prolonged
dictatorship—and ours was truly prolonged.32

According to José RamOn Enriquez, “one cannot say that Cardenal
is first and foremost a poet or a Christian or a revolutionary. . .; he is a
poet, Catholic priest and revolutionary all at the same time and for the
same reasons.”33 In response to the question, “What is Christianity for
you?” put to Cardenal by José Steinsleger in an interview, the poet-priest
affirmed:

For me Christianity is the Christianity of the Gospels, a
Christianity which has been disfigured down through the
ages hut which in its essence is authentically revolu-
tionary. In Latin America now a number of us who are
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priests, theologians or religious workers have come to
understand that Christianity and Marxism are not in-
compatible; on the contrary, they have a common goal:
what the Gospels call the Kingdom of God on earth and
what Marxism calls the perfect communist society.34

Although during the last three decades there has been enthusiasm in
some sectors of Roman Catholicism about the Christian-Marxist di-
alogue, many Catholics are in disagreement with Emesto Cardenal in his
attitude toward Marxism. In the Puebla Document (issued by the Second
Episcopal Conference held in Puebla, Mexico, 1979), the Latin American
bishops did not take sides with capitalism, nor with socialism, nor with
the thesis of “national security.” But apart from any discussion on the so-
called coincidences between Christianity and Marxism, it is a fact that in
Cardenal’s poetry we find expressed the revolutionary spirit of con-
temporary Catholicism in Latin America. Through the alchemy of his
poetic gift, Cardenal converts this spirit into a message that is an angry
and choleric cry for the pain of his people; a voice of anguished protest
for the tears ofthe afflicted; a triumphal song anticipating the overthrow
oftyranny.

Cardenal conceives of God only as the one who intervenes to de-
fend the poor and to judge the oppressors. For him there is no other true
church than that which identifies itself with the cause of the disinherited
ofthe earth.35

The voice ofthe poet-priest is basically the same as that ofthe guer-
rilla-priest who dies with his face to the sky in the Colombian mountains.
The one speaks by playing the poetic lyre, while the other died with a
machine gun in his hand. Both claim to seek the liberation of Latin
America.

PEDAGOGICAL REVOLUTION

In our description of postconciliar Catholicism, we dare not fail to
mention the influence ofPaulo Freire, the Brazilian Catholic educator,36

upon Latin American theological thought. Although he is not a theo-
logian (in the strictest sense of the word), Freire enters the field of theol-
ogy, as when he counsels a young theologian with these words:

Since the Word became flesh, it is only possible to ap-
proach it through man, so therefore the starting point for
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theology should be anthropology. In this way, a utopian
theology must be associated with cultural action for lib-
eration, by means of which men should substitute for
their naive conception of God as an alienating myth a
new concept: God as a Presence in history which does
not impede man in any way from making the history of
his liberation.37

The Jesuit theologian José I. Gonzáles-Faus sees that the ethical, an-
thropological, and philosophical principles upon which Freire’s ped-
agogy rests “have a very close relationship with theology.”38 That even
though Freire himself does not claim to be a theologian.

Freire has become particularly known for his method of teaching
adults to read, which he formally developed in 1961. He created “circles
of culture” and “centers of popular culture” in all of Brazil. He was in
charge of the Department of Adult Literacy ofthe Ministry ofEducation
and Culture of Brazil before the military coup of 1964, when he was
forced to emigrate to Chile.39

In 1963 Freire published an article in Revista de Cuitura of the Uni-
versity of Recife, Pernambuco, in which he joins the concept of “con-
scientization” to that of literacy. His book The Pedagogy of the op-
pressed appeared in Portuguese in 1967. Its first Spanish edition was
published in 1970. Hugo Assmann, Brazilian liberation theologian, men-
tions that the document on Medellin on “Liberating Education” funda-
mentally took its inspiration from the ideas ofPaul Freire.4°

Without a doubt, the method and message of Freire fit very well
with the aspirations of the revolutionary movements of the Latin Amer-
icancontinent.

Freire writes from the basis of his thinking and experiences as an
educator of adults. His motto might be “education as the practice offree-
dom.” His method is that of educating by “conscientizing” and “prob-
lem-posing.” According to Freire, society is divided into oppressors and
oppressed. The latter have within themselves the image of the oppressor,
and it is not strange that they should see liberation as the possibility of
becoming like their oppressors, of living as the oppressors of today live
and becoming themselves tomorrow’s oppressors.

At the same time, “the oppressed, who have adapted to the structure
of domination in which they are immersed, and have become resigned to
it, arc inhibited from waging the struggle of freedom as long as they feel
incapable of running the risks it requires.”41 The problem becomes more
acute because of the fear of freedom that the oppressed feel, the fear of
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losing their sense of oppression and of having to assume as free men full
responsibility for themselves. The oppressed are the only ones re-
sponsible for and capable of liberating themselves and of liberating the
oppressor.

What must be done so that the oppressed can be liberated? It is im-
perative that they assume a radical attitude in order to transform their op-
pressive situation. The oppressed must commit themselves to a praxis,
“which is man’s reflection upon and action in the world in order to trans-
form it.”42 Without that praxis it is impossible to overcome the op-
pressor-oppressed dichotomy.

How can the oppressed be brought to that liberating praxis? The an-
swer is found in “the pedagogy of the oppressed, which is the pedagogy
of men engaged in the fight for their own liberation.” According to
Freire, there are two types of education: the first is “banking,” which
consists in the mere depositing of knowledge in the mind of the one that
is being educated, leaving him or her in his or her state of oppression.
The other is “problem-posing,” which “conscientizes” the one being ed-
ucated regarding the “myths” she or he has received from the oppressor.
Liberating education seeks to transform the oppressive situation and not
only to transform the mentality of the oppressed.43

The initial purpose of that education is to overcome the educator-
educated dichotomy, so that both may become, simultaneously, ed-
ucators and educated. That could be called an educational fellowship, in
which thosee who educate are at the same time being educated, in a liber-
ating, pedagogical process. Problem-posing education is “dialogical” and
liberating, in contrast to banking education, which is “antidialogical” and
serves the interests of oppression.

Authentic liberating action does not seek to conquer the common
people but rather to cooperate with them in their liberation; it doesnot di-
vide people, it unites them; it does not manipulate them, it organizes
them; it is not cultural invasion, it is a cultural “dialogical” action that
leads to “cultural revolution” and “the participation ofthe people in pow-
er.”44 It is little wonder, therefore, that Gonzáles-Faus says that the work
of Freire, more than a “pedagogy of the oppressed,” is a pedagogy of the
revolutionary leader.45 Freire does not believe that there can be a pro-
found and radical transformation in the educational system unless society
itself also becomes radically transformed.

A concrete proposal for action is Freire’s method of adult literacy.
Ivan Illich explains that “the effectiveness of this program is built around
key words which are loaded with political meaning.” 46 The adults who
become interested in the political problems of their community can learn
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to read and write in six weeks of night classes. But Illich is quick to point
out that the program has its difficulties also.

More important than the method of dialogue and “conscientization”
is the goal that Freire pursues: social revolution. His major interest is
found in humanization. He has great confidence and hope in the human
being; he believes that human beings can change themselves and change
the world; he accepts the Marxist analysis ofsociety and history. His op-
timism sometimes sounds exaggerated.

The evangelical Christian is concerned when he sees that Freirean
anthropology assigns no proper place to the Scriptures and that humanity
does not appear as sinners. Dehumanization is, according to Freire, only
the result of an unjust social order. In Freire’s program, “the point ofde-
parture of theology has to be anthropology” and “the theologian has to
take as a point of departure his reflection on the history ofmankind.”47

Biblical anthropology and the biblical concept of history are, in theory
and practice, out of Freire ‘s system ofthought.

THEOLOGICAL REVOLUTION

We have already said that the revolutionary spirit of postconciliar
Catholicism is present in Latin America in theory and practice, in the
sphere of ideas and in the field of action. There is a theology of revolu-
tion and a revolution in theology.

In Roman Catholic as well as in Protestant circles, theology in Latin
America has historically been simply a repetition of what has been said
in Europe and the United States. The Latin American churches have only
echoed the theology formed in other cultures, rather than contributing in
a significant way to the development of Christian thought. But this situa-
tion has begun to change. especially since the 1960s. For the first time in
the history ofChristianity, a theological movement is coming out of Lat-
in America that has awakened the interest of the experts in those coun-
tries that seemed to have a monopoly on the science oftheology.

That the so-called “Latin America theology” is not totally original is
obvious. What theology could be original afternearly twenty centuries of
Christian thought? If the Latin American theologians have anything orig-
inal, it is their effort to relate their concept of Christianity to the Latin
culture.

The Latin American theological currentbest known outside the con-
tinent is no doubt the already-famous “theology of liberation.” There are
several theologies of liberation. For instance, black liberation theology,
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feminist liberation theology, and Latin American liberation theology—
not to mention the different shades that the last one has acquired through
the years.

Segundo Galilca, a Roman Catholic theologian from Chile, says
there are four tendencies he sees in liberation theology at the present
lime. The first tendency emphasizes the biblical notion of liberation and
the application of this concept to our society. The second tendency takes
as a point of departure Latin American history and culture and the liber-
ating potential possessed by the people in these countries. The emphasis
of the third tendency is on economics, on class struggle, and the ideol-
ogies conf routed by the Christian faith. In this variety of liberation theol-
ogy there arc points of contact with the Marxist analysis of society. But
this analysis is used only insofar as it is valid for the social sciences to-
(lay. The fourth tendency is, according to Galilea, more an ideology than
a theology, and it is definitely under the influence of Marxism. Galilea
declares that in this case we are not any more on theological grounds,
and there is no reason to speak of a theology of liberation.48

In practice, it may he quite difficult to distinguish one kind of lib-
eration theology from another; but it is possible to say that the first three
tendencies are represented in the kind of liberation theology that is be-
coming popular among Catholics and some Protestants today. There is a
strong emphasis on history as a process of liberation: there is an ex-
tensive use of Marxist interpretation of society, and there is an effort to
find liberation theology in the biblical text. We evangelicals have prob-
lems, of course, with the hermeneutics employed by liberation theo-
logians and with their low view of biblical authority. Some evangelical
theologians are talking about the need of doing a biblical theology of lih-
erati()n.

The purpose of this section in our description of postconciliar Ca-
tholicism in Latin America is to deal with the kind of liberation theology
that is becoming widely known in academic circles around the world,
namely, the theology of Roman Catholic writers like Gustavo Gutiérrez,
Hugo Assmann, Jon Sobrino, and Leonardo Boff.

The Social Context of Liberation Theology

Simply stated, the theology of liberation is “a new way of doing the-
ology.” Its point of departure and hermeneutical norm are not the written
revelation of God, hut the social context of Latin America and the rev-
olutionary praxis striving to create there a “new man” and a “new so-
ciety” within a socialist system as a supposed manifestation ofthe king-
dom of God.
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Liberation theology is a good example of the tremendous influence
exercised by the social sciences on contemporary theological thinking.
Even if we trace liberation theology to its European sources, we shall dis-
cover that theologians like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, J.B. Metz, and Jürgen
Moltmann were deeply concerned about social problems, although they
were doing theology in a cultural context that is quite different from ours
in Latin America.

The existential hermeneutics of Rudolf Bultmann, the secular ap-
proach of Bonhoeffer to Christianity, the political hermeneutics of Metz,
for example, have been influenced to a large extent on liberation theol-
ogy. Of course, the representatives of this theological system are not ea-
ger to admit their dependence on a foreign theology. They argue that Eu-
ropean theologians are doing their work in a capitalistic society, for
people who enjoy the material advantage of a highly developed country.
By contrast, they say, liberation theology has emerged from a situation of
poverty, in countries that are underdeveloped because they are dependent
on Western capitalism and neocolonialism. For the same reason they be-
lieve to have gone, in their theological thinking, beyond vanguard theo-
logians like Rahner and KUng, who belong also to an affluent society.49

Liberation theology claims to he a theology produced in Latin
America, by and for Latin Americans. it is the attempt to contextualize
the Christian message according to the particular needs of men and worn-
en who live in a social context that is crying for radical changes. The mo-
tivation, method, and goals of this theology demand, to some extent, a
different approach from the one we use in evaluating other theological
systems. For instance, it is indispensable to give serious consideration to
the social milieu in which liberation theology is framed.

We cannot achieve a proper understanding of liberation theology
unless we are aware of the particular social problems confronting Latin
Americans today. I am not talking of approving, or accepting, this theol-
ogy, hut about understanding its motivation, its method, and purposes.
As evangelicals educated according to the principles and ideals of Amer-
ican Protestantism, it is usually difficult for us Latin Americans (I in-
clude myself because theologically I am a creature of American evangel-
icalism) to think in categories that are different from those in which we
have been trained to think. For instance, some evangelicals, here at home
and abroad, have believed that if you are on behalf of social refonns you
are already a Communist, or at least you are foolishly helping the cause
of international Communism. They may also classify you as anti-
American. Some evangelicals have also left the impression that in their
minds they are equating the gospel with capitalism, more or less in the
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same way in which some revolutionaries in Latin America are trying to
equate the gospel with Communism, or at least with socialism. Forty
years ago some evangelicals wanted us to wear Uncle Sam’s hat as a dis-
tinctive of our faith; and now sonic leftist leaders come asking us to wear
Fidel Castro’s beret as the symbol of our loyalty to the gospel of Christ.
This is a symbolic way to speak about the tendency to identify the gospel
with a political system, whatever it may be.

It is also evident that to have a proper understanding of liberation
theology we need to take seriously into consideration the extenuating cir-
cumstances in which millions of Latin Americans live. Luis Marchand,
the Peruvian ambassador to the Organization of American States, re-
ported in 1979 that about forty-three percent of the Latin American peo-
ple lived in extreme poverty. At least one million babies died every year
because of lack of medical care or undernourishment. One hundred mil-
lion Latin Americans were at that time illiterate. Of this group of people
who could not read, fifty-six percent were under fifteen years of age.
There were no schools for them. From 125 million to 130 million Latin
Americans had no drinkable water, and 150 million Latin Americans
lacked sanitary facilities. At least twenty percent ofthe population mere-
ly subsisted. It was a miracle that they were still alive.50

To a large extent this is still reality today south of the border. Ac-
cording to figures published on August 10, 1987, by Prensa Libre (Free
Press), the widely read Guatemalan newspaper, that Central American
country has forty percent of the people living in extreme poverty. They
barely survive. This is the highest rate of poverty in Central America.
More than fifty percent of the people are illiterate. The students’ enroll-
ment in both public and private schools is in proportion to the number of
inhabitants—the lowest in Latin America. Because of the financial situa-
tion only twenty-five percent of the children are able to finish elementary
school. Not all of them graduate from high school; only thirty-six percent
of the ones enrolled in high school complete their studies to get their di-
ploma.5’ The same newspaper said in 1983 that eighty percent of the
Guatemalan children were undernourished.52

If you goes to Central America and associates yourself with the
masses, not with upper-class or middle-class people only, you will under-
stand better the theology of liberation. And if you are a Latin American
and born and reared as the child of a poor family, you may have a better
understanding ofthe motivations behind this theological system. Because
of the vast majority of the people who belong to the low classes of so-
ciety, liberation theology may exercise a strong influence on the future of
Latin Anierican countries and on the future of the so-called Third World
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as a whole. Liberation theology continues to be a favorite subject of dis-
cussion all over Latin America.

In evaluating liberation theology, we Latin American Christians
have to be sincere in asking ourselves if we are really concerned about
the gospel of Christ or about a particular political system. Are we de-
fending the gospel or capitalism? Or, are we more enthusiastic about so-
cialism than about New Testament Christianity? Our political convic-
tions may play an important role in our evaluation of liberation theology,
because this is a political theology, based to a large extent on the Marxist
analysis of society. It is therefore natural for conservatives to reject lib-
eration theology just on the basis of political conviction. On the other
hand, it is also natural for a liberal-minded citizen in the United States or
somewhere else to be in sympathy with the viewpoint oftheologians who
emphasize the need for a radical change in the social structures of the
Third World.

We Latin American evangelicals should not be indifferent to our
own social reality. On the contrary, we are supposed to identify ourselves
with our people in their sufferings and longing for freedom. And we have
to admit that traditional capitalism has not been able to solve our prob-
lems; that generally speaking the rich are getting richer and the poor,
poorer in Latin American society. Industrialization is creating new prob-
lems, which in many respects may be more difficult than the ones we had
when our economy depended almost completely on agriculture. But we
have also the right to ask whether socialism, as it is preached today, shall
succeed where capitalism has failed.

We conservative evangelicals in Latin America have usually been
concerned only about the individual, without taking into consideration
his or her social context. We have been preaching about the spiritual ele-
ment in humans without really paying attention to their physical and ma-
terial needs. We have been preaching about heaven and hell without de-
claring the totality of the counsel of God in relation to life this side ofthe
grave. We have been denouncing the sinfulness of the individual, but not
the evils of society as a whole. Our message has not been a threat to the
people in the wealthy class, in government, in the military.

We conservative evangelicals in Latin America have been known as
“good people” because we do not interfere in political affairs and do not
make the people aware of the possibility of a better life in this world.
Dictators loved us, and even protected us for almost a century in Central
America, because ofour noninvolvement in politics. Ofcourse, our non-
involvement has been a political option, by which we have contributed to
the preservationofthe status quo in Latin American society.
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Now, with liberation theology the pendulum has swung to the left.
We are told that to be authentic Christians we must be concerned about
poverty and be willing to do something about it; that we have to find Je-
sus in the poor; that political action is included in the gospel; that we
have to identify ourselves with the cause of the oppressed and fight the
oppressors; that God is active in history on behalfofthe poor and against
the wealthy; that the mission of the church is to help to change social
structures in the process of establishing the kingdom ofGod on earth by
means ofsocialism; that the future is always open for Christian thought
and action; and that we should see God’s hand in any revolutionary
movement that claims to be striving for the economic, social, and polit-
ical liberation of humanity.

Without closing our eyes to our own socio-economic reality, and
without establishing a dichotomy between our Christian faith and our so-
cial responsibility, we Latin American evangelicals have to approach lib-
eration theology from a biblical standpoint. Our highest authority has to
be the written Word ofGod. Any ideology, or system of human thought,
or socio-political movement is imperfect and transitory. But the Word of
God is perfect and remains forever. If we are faithful to our evangelical
inheritance, we will let God say the first and final word about our social
problems in Latin America.

The Immediate Origin ofLiberation Theology

In a sense the theology of liberation is a result of the upheavals that
have occurred within the Roman Catholic church, especially since World
War II. This church had been serving the dominant classes, and common
people were turning their backs on it politically and socially. Catholicism
was losing ground in the minds and hearts ofthe Latin American people.
Leftist ideologies had found here a well-fertilized field for their propaga-
tion. At the same time, some ecclesiastical leaders began to realize that
the so-called Christianization of Latin America was an unfinished task.
The Roman Catholic church was facing one of its most critical hours in
these countries and in the whole

It was in that crucial moment that the kindly figure of Pope John
XXIII appeared with his decision to convene the Second Vatican Council
in order to bring about the ecclesiastical transformation that the postwar
world demanded. Without producing fundamental changes in the dis-
tinctive doctrines of the Roman church, the council has introduced cur-
rents of renewal to Catholicism. Two examples of this renewal are the
openness of the Catholic church toward other churches and religions and
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its new attitude toward socio-economic problems.
A sequel to Vatican II was the Conference of Latin American Bish-

ops, held in Medellin, Colombia, in 1968. In contrast to the Catholic con-
servatism ofthe preconciliar period, Medellin seems to be a turn toward
the left in regard to the problems of underdevelopment in Latin America.
Consciously or unconsciously, the bishops were opening the door for a
free expression of liberationist theology in the heart of Latin American
Catholicism. There seems to be a consensus among scholars that libera-
tion theology began to make itself explicit especially after Medellin.

We have already suggested in this chapter that liberation theology
has deep roots in European philosophy and theology. The influence of
Karl Marx is evident. European theologians like J. B. Metz and Jurgen
Moltmann have also been influential on this system of thought. But lib-
eration theologians assume a critical stance in relation to the work of
these European theologians. For instance, they consider European polit-
ical theology deficient in its analysis of the contemporary situation and
inadequate for Latin American reality.53 Both relation and rupture exist
between European theologians and their Latin American counterparts re-
garding the formulation of a theology that aspires to be liberating. Lib-
eration theology’s radicalism, which is born with the consciousness of
the state of oppression in which our people live and ofthe need to break
away from all dehumanizing systems, is in opposition to development
schemes.

One of the principal characteristics of liberation theology is the ef-
fort of its authors to make an in-depth study of Latin American social
problems. To that end they avail themselves of the social sciences. At the
same time they take for granted that the best economic and social analy-
sis comes from Karl Marx, although they admit that in a certain sense it
is necessary to adapt Marxist thought to the concrete situation of Latin
America. They conclude that underdevelopment is a product of the ec-
onomic dependence of the poor countries on rich countries. The develop-
ment of the rich countries depends on the underdevelopment of the poor
countries.

The thesis of dependency is accompanied in liberation theology by a
total rejection of developmentalism as an answer to the Latin American
problem. For them, developmentalism has a negative connotation; it has
become a synonym of reformism and modernization and does not attack
the roots of the problem. They see the Alliance for Progress ofthe early
1960s as a complete failure. They reject the idea that a capitalistic culture
is a model of development for Latin America. The failure of develop-
mentalism is due, say liberation theologians, to the capitalistic system of
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economic production and to the way in which our society is structured.
As a result, what is needed is not development or evolution, but rather
revolution, the radical change of social structures and the establishment
of socialism in Latin America.

Enrique D. Dussel, a Catholic intellectual from Argentina, describes
three recent periods in the development of Latin American theology. In
the first period Latin American professors from seminaries and faculties
of theology went to study in Europe. In the second period courses of
study were organized for the purpose of understanding in depth the Latin
American reality. The emphasis at that point was not so much theological
as sociological. “The third stage, that is, the ‘birth’ of theology not ‘in’
Latin America nor ‘with’ sociographical Latin American themes, but a
‘Latin American’ theology, will come only when . . . the political re-
lations . . . are seen.”54

According to Dussel, liberation theology came when the dialectic of
dominator-oppressed became understood. In that way the church pro-
gressed from conservatism to liberalism, then to developmentalism, final-
ly opening itself “to a posture of liberation.” One of the greatest differ-
ences between European political theology and Latin American
liberation theology, says Dussel, is that the second movement views the
dialectic ofoppressor-oppressed on the international level.55

During the formative years of liberation theology there was some
cooperation between some Catholic theologians and a Protestant ecu-
menical movement called “Church and Society in Latin America” (Igle-
sia y Sociedad en America Latina: ISAL). One of the elements that
helped to shape the Isaline thought was the Catholic-Protestant dialogue.
At the same time, that dialogue allowed for a Protestant contribution to
the development of the Latin American theology of liberation.56 But the
final product is basically a creature of Roman Catholicism in Latin
America. In 1971, Gustavo Gutiérrez published in Lima, Peru, the first
edition of his now-famous book Liberation Theology: Perspectives.57

Gutiérrez has been called “the systematizer of liberation theology.”

The Method of Liberation Theology

Gustavo Gutiérrez explains that he is not suggesting new theo-
logical themes but “a new way of doing theology.” Segundo Galilea says
that there are three ways of doing theology: (1) the spiritual study of the
Scriptures (the emphasis here is devotional); (2) systematic or scientific
theology, which—according to Galilea—is the attempt to relate faith and
reason in the study of divine revelation; and (3) pastoral theology, with
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the point of departure being the church, the pastoral ministry, the social
action of Christians, the social context in which the church carries on its
mission.58 Liberation theology belongs to this last category. It goes from
the social context to the biblical text. Hugo Assmann affirms:

We must not forget that “liberation theology” is to be un-
derstood as a critical reflection upon the present his-
torical praxis in all its intensity and concrete complexity.
The “text,” we repeat, is our situation, our “primary the-
ological reference point.” . . . Now the traditional per-
spective of those exegetes who “work with the sacred
text” is no longer sufficient, because we want “to work
with today’s reality.”59

The context, analyzed sociologically with the help of some Marxist
presuppositions, is the point of departure for theological reflection. For
Assmann, the analysis of the Latin American reality in the light of the
human sciences is more important than biblical exegesis. These sciences
make the biblical text speak, not only applying it to the concrete situation
but also determining its fundamental meaning. Scripture must give way
to the rule of the social sciences and to liberationist praxis.60 Assmann
recognizes that even the analytical instruments provided by the social sci-
ences “easily conceal ideological presuppositions.” This leaveshim with-
out any criteria in which he can confide; however, he does not seek an
answer in submission to the Word ofGod, but rather in theeffort to liber-
ate in the midst of the praxis to which he is committed, he devises his
own criteria. In the final analysis his political ideology and socio-
political action determine the kind of theology he will proclaim.

Liberation theology begins with “the scientific analysis” of the so-
cioeconomic-political reality of our continent. It is a movement that goes
“from society to theology,” questioning established theological or ethical
principles. We evangelicals have to ask if the social analysis made by lib-
eration theologians is in harmony with reality, and most of all if this anal-
ysis is in agreement with the biblical concept of humanity. We are not
supposed to stop thinking in the presence ofthe Marxist analysis of so-
ciety just because the defenders of Marxism use the adjective “sci-
entific.” Marxist dogmatism has been questioned on scientific grounds,
and Marxist reductionismdoes not explain the total problem ofthe per-
son in Latin America.

Answering to the objection that liberation theology is “sociologism”
because of its overemphasis on the social sciences, Galilea indicates that
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theology has always used auxiliary sciences; for instance, philosophy
was extensively used by theologians in the past.6’ But when we read lib-
eration theology we discover that the social sciences are not only in-
struments in the hands of the liberation theologian, but the dominant ele-
ment in his or her system of thought. The basic presuppositions are not
biblical but sociological. This criticism does not mean that we should say
that Latin American liberationism is sociology instead of theology. We
speak of “liberal theology” even though that system of thought is to a
large extent a product of philosophy and other intellectual disciplines.
We are in profound disagreement with liberalism, but we call it “liberal
theology.” I..iberation theologians speak of “a new way of doing theol-
ogy,” not of “a new way of doing sociology,” even though they admit
that their current of thought goes from the social context to the biblical
text, from sociology to theology.

The point of departure for liberation theology is not just the so-
ciological analysis and theological reflection. It is also the participation
in the struggle of the poor to liberate themselves from their oppressors.
To do theology in Latin America today it is indispensable, in the opinion
of liberation theologians, to take sides with thepoor in their praxis of lib-
eration. Praxis precedes reflection. Theology is “the second act” in the
drama of liberation. Revolutionary praxis is thepoint of departure for lib-
eration theology. Action is supreme over reflection.

What is the hermeneutical norm in liberation theology? Gutiérrez
has said that liberation theology is a reflection upon praxis in the light of
faith, or in the light of the gospel. Assmann affirms that a “critical re-
flection on liberating historical praxis” is theology because it is carried
out “in light of faith” or “in light ofthe Word of God.”62

Liberation theologians have made the effort to give biblical clothing
to the socio-theological structure that they themselves have raised. Bib-
lical subjects like salvation, the exodus, the new human, justice, love, the
kingdom of God, and hope are continually repeated as models oflibera-
tion given in God’s special revelation. The hermeneutic used in the ex-
planation of these concepts and their application to the Latin American
reality is, of course, still open to question.63 In the view of evangelical
hermeneutics, liberationism has been weighed in the balance and found
wanting.

We evangelicals are also in disagreement with the Catholic concept
of divine revelation. This concept is much broader than that of Prot-
estantism. In Catholic teaching, normative revelation for the church in-
cludes tradition as well as the Holy Scriptures, which according to Ca-
tholicism have more than sixty-six books. The idea of revelation is
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already a serious problem for the dialogue between the Catholic theo-
logians of liberation and evangelicals.

Moreover, it is well known that Vatican II’s concept of biblical in-
spiration is not as high as that of conservative evangelicals. Vanguard
Catholic theologians seem to be more willing to submit themselves to the
dictates of rationalistic criticism than to the authority of the Bible. It is a
fact that Roman Catholicism does not have the same view of Scripture
that evangelicals have.

For Hugo Assmann, neither the Bible, nor theology, nor the human
sciences are sure sources ofcriteria. The hermeneutical criterion for lib-
eration theologians is not to be found in the written Word of God—that
is, the Bible in and of itself. The final criterion rather is revolutionary
praxis, orthe ideology that moves that praxis. We are supposed to do the-
ology in the process of identifying ourselves with the poor in their strug-
gle of liberation. But praxis by itself cannot offer a final criterion either.
There are no norms or criteria already established except the ones pro-
vided by the ideology endorsed by the theologians of liberation. Libera-
tion theology as such is a theology on the way. “Traveler, there is no
road; the road is made by walking.” Gutierrez says that the authentic the-
ology of liberation will come when the ones who are oppressed will be
able to speak freely in society and in the fellowship of the people of
God.64

Some Fundamental Themes of Liberation Theology

In this general description and evaluation of liberation theology it is
impossible to deal in depth with some of the fundamental Christian doc-
trines incorporated in one way or another in this system of thought; but it
is necessary to say at least something about anthropology, soteriology,
Christology, ecclesiology, and eschatology in relation to liberationism,
and in the light ofthe Word of God.

Anthropoloy. Liberation theologians do not deny that humanity is
created by God. Because ofsin, humans are alienated from God, and in a
very special way from their fellow-humans. The emphasis is not on sin-
ful individuals, however, but on evil social structures. Gutiérrez explains
the sin that is the concern of liberation theology:

But in the liberation approach sin is not considered as an
individual, private, or merely interior reality—asserted
just enough to necessitate a “spiritual” redemption which
does not challenge the order in which we live. Sin is re-
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garded as a social, historical fact, the absence of broth-
erhood and love in relationships among men, the breach
of friendship with God and with other men and, there-
fore, an interior, personal fracture. When it is considered
in this way, the collective dimensions of sin are re-
discovered . . . Sin is evident in oppressive structures, in
the exploitation of man by man, in the domination and
slavery of peoples, races, and social classes. Sin appears,
therefore, as the fundamental alienation, the root of a sit-
uation of injustice and exploitation.65

Liberation theologians tend to overlook the doctrine of the sin-
fulness of all humans. They strongly denounce the capitalist system, in-
ternational and national colonialism, the wealthy classes, the military and
the civil rulers who, using the doctrine of national security as a pretext,
permit the exploitation of the masses by foreign and native oppressors.
But these theologians deemphasize the sinfulness of the poor. Reading
their argument we may get the impression that the rich are sinners just
because they are rich and that the poor are not sinners just because they
are poor.

There seems not to be a concern for the eternal consequences ofsin
or for the responsibility of the oppressed before the justice of God. The
fact is overlooked that in the sight of God there is “none righteous, not
even one,” whether rich or poor, oppressor or oppressed, and that no one
on his or her own attains to the measure of divine righteousness.

As is natural in Roman Catholic thought, there is no room in libera-
tion theology for the total depravity of humanity. Humans are enslaved,
but not to the extent that they cannot become aware of their slavery and
free themselves from the forces that oppress them. Gutiérrez says that hu-
mans know they are entering a new era, a world fashioned by their own
hands. “We live on the verge of man’s epiphany.” 66 In contrast to ev-
angelicals, who expect a theophany—the return of the Lord—Gutiérrez
expects an “anthrophany,” a glorious manifestation ofhumanity.67

And yet the interest of the liberationist theologians in the “new
man” indicates that for them humanity is not what they could and should
be. This theme is not new for the diligent reader of the Bible. But it is to
be regretted that we Latin American evangelicals have not proclaimed
more forcefully and perseveringly that the promise of a totally trans-
formed “new man” comes from the gospel, and that this promise canbe-
come a reality only in the ideal Man, “the man Christ Jesus.”

Soteriology. Gustavo Gutiérrez affirms that the work of creation is
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the first salvific act. God creates people to be his children. Salvation has
to do also with the transformation of nature and society. Humans coop-
erate with God in the saving process. Nature is transformed by means of
human labor. Society is transformed by means of political action. Ac-
cording to Gutiérrez, salvation is intrahistorical. It takes place here and
now, in the world and in the present time. It is a reality that occurs within
history. There are not two histories, one sacred and the other profane,
whether parallel or related to each other, but only one. God and humanity
are working together in history.

Salvation, Gutiérrez says, is qualitative. The quantitative emphasis
has to do with numerical concerns (how many and who are saved); the
qualitative emphasis puts aside the distinction between the sacred and the
profane; it abandons the tendency to make out of salvation a concept that
belongs to the other world, to the hereafter; it sees humans in their total-
ity; and it emphasizes the fact that salvation is universal.

Man is saved if he opens himself to God and to others,
even if he is not clearly aware that he is doing so. This is
valid for Christians and non-Christians alike—for all
people. To speak about the presence of grace—whether
accepted or rejected—in all people implies, on the other
hand, to value from a Christian standpoint the very roots
ofhuman activity. We can no longer speak properly of a
profane world.68

Gutierréz makes other statements that also leave him open to the
possibility ofbeing interpreted in universalist terms, as when he says that
any person is a temple of God: “The ‘profane,’ that which is located out-
side the temple, no longer exists.”69 The emphasis of liberation theology
does not fall on the perdition of some but rather on the salvation of all,
because that which is profane no longer exists.

Salvation is eschatological. In the sectiondealing with the kingdom
of God, we shall make some comments on the intrahistorical future as-
pect ofsalvation.

Gutiérrez clarifies that salvation is Christological. The struggle
against misery and exploitation is already a part of the saving action.
And the work of Christ “forms part of this movement and brings it to
complete fulfillment.”70 Nevertheless, the major emphasis is on the ac-
tive participation of humanity in the creation of such a society, in the
creation ofthe new person.

Salvation is the work of God and the work of humanity in a syn-
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ergism of faith and works. That notion is not foreign to Roman Catholic
soteriology, which serves Gutiérrez very well in supporting his unitarian
thesis of salvation. Salvation is social, universal, intrahistorical, es-
chatological, Christological, and, in the final analysis, human. In-
sufficient attention is given to the redemptive significance of the sac-
rifices of Christ and to the ministry of the Holy Spirit and the Word of
God in the salvation ofthe sinner. There is no emphasis on repentance to-
ward God or on faith that lays hold of salvation. The doctrine ofthe new
birth as evangelicals perceive it is noticeably absent. In his philosophy of
history Gutiérrez, like other liberation theologians, does not take into ac-
count the demonic forces at work in the universe. These forces are in op-
position to the purpose of the Creator and the best efforts ofhumanity.
What stands out in liberation theology is not the action of God, but that
of humans.

Christology. The man Jesus of Nazareth is the point of departure
and the center of special interest for the Christology of the liberationist
theologians under consideration in this chapter. Their Christology is
mainly “from below,” not “from above.” In other words they are more in-
terested in the humanity than in the deity of Christ. There is not a clear
and forceful declaration of His deity. Jon Sobrino has opened himself to
the suspicion of adoptionism.71 In his answer to this suspicion, Sobriono
does not emphasize “the reality of Christ himself” but that which he be-
comes in the consciousness ofthe church through time.72

Liberation theologians seem to accept without reservation the opin-
ions ofmodern textual criticism. For Leonardo Boff, belief in the deity of
Christ is a product of the postresurrection Christological reflection of
Christians in the first century. The climactic point in this process of
Christological reflection and elaboration was reached by the Hellenistic
Christians who believed that Jesus of Nazareth is the only begotten of
God and God himself. Thus when the New Testament speaks of the deity
of Christ it reflects a belief of the Hellenistic Christians, not necessarily
that of the other traditions that appear on the pages of the New Testa-
ment. It is not so much a matter of revelation and divine inspiration as of
human reflection.

There is in liberation theology a greatinterest in the earthly ministry
of the Son of God, in order to emphasize his “relation to the political
world.”73 Gutierrez takes a special interest in the attitude of Jesus toward
the political situation of his time, and he affirms that the ministry of
Christ had a political aspect. He sees differences and areas of agreement
between Jesus and the Zealots. Jesus opposed politically powerful Jews,
and the reasons of the Sanhedrin for condemning him were both religious
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and political. It is of course undeniable that the presence, message, and
attitude of Jesus had political implications, but not to the extent that
some want to see today.

Both Sobrino and Boff insist that Jesus did not come to preach con-
cerning himself, but to announce the kingdom of God. The announce-
ment of the kingdom could have been interpreted as a challenge to the
power of the Roman Empire. The word kingdom is loaded with political
meaning. According to Sobrino, in the first stage of his ministry, before
the “Galilean crisis,” Jesus announced that the kingdom of God was near.
But then came the “Galilean crisis,” in which Jesus realized that he had
failed in his mission as he had previously understood it. As a result of
this crisis there is a significant change in his ministry. Now he presents
himself as the suffering Servant of Jehovah. At the same time, the king-
dom of God became universal and radical. There was a break with Jew-
ish orthodoxy. The norm of thekingdom became Jesus himself. His king-
dom would be entered not by means of orthodoxy but by “orthopraxis,”
that is, by following Jesus with all the perilous social, personal, and polit-
ical implications involved.74

With regard to the things Jesus did to promote the kingdom of God,
it is significant that in spite of the political implications of his ministry he
did not enter into the party struggles for political power in Palestine. He
never appealed to violence in order to establish his kingdom. He did not
show his love to enemies by fighting them, as some liberation theo-
logians claim should be done today in the name of freedom. One does
not have to be a radical pacifist to seriously question this idea. No matter
how many exegetical acrobatics are done with the biblical text, the fact
remains that Jesus did not love his enemies in that way. His love was not
seditious in the political sense that some want to give it today; He did not
try to change the structures of power in the society ofhis time by means
ofviolence.

According to Boff, Jesus himself did not think about dying at the
beginning of his ministry. He did not want death; he did not seek it, al-
though he was willing to obey the Father in everything and was aware of
the tragic end that a faithful prophet might expect. He slowly began to
warn that what was coming was not the kingdom, but the death ofMes-
siah upon the cross. Boff does not deny outright the transcendent mean-
ing ofthe death of Christ (expiation, propitiation, justification, etc.), but
neither does he give it all the importance it deserves. Moreover, he be-
lieves that this meaning is a product more of human reflection, after the
resurrection of Jesus, thanof divine revelation.

The discrepancy between Latin American evangelicalism and the
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liberation theologians quoted in this work goes far beyond the political
and ecclesiastical; it transcends the conflict between capitalism and so-
cialism and touches the very foundations ofour faith, as can be seen in
the case of Christology. On the otherhand, we may take liberation theol-
ogy as a challenge to recuperate the balance we have often lost in re-
lation to the person and work of the Son of God. For example, we have
strongly afffirmed his deity, underemphasizing his humanity in our
teaching and praxis. And we have often overlooked his example and
teachings in the area ofhuman needs that are not of a spiritual nature.

Ecclesioiogy. In liberation theology the church is defined not so
much on the basis of what it is as on the basis of what it does in relation
to social problems. In the scheme of liberation ecclesiology the nature
and mission of the church go hand in hand. The most important ec-
clesiological question is, What does it mean to be a church today in a
revolutionary context, a context ofextreme poverty and social injustice?

Liberation theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez and Leonardo Boff
deal with some themes related to the nature of the church—for instance,
its universality and unity. It has been a teaching of Roman Catholicism
that the church is “the universal sacrament of salvation.” Gutiérrez inter-
prets the sacramentality of the church in the sense of an “uncentering” of
the church, by which it “must cease considering itself as the exclusive
place of salvation and orient itself towards a new and radical service of
people.”75 We have already mentioned that Gutiérrez is opposed to the
separation of the natural order from the supernatural order, or the sacred
from the profane. But in the attempt to go beyond traditional “ec-
clesiocentrism,” the dividing line between the church and the world van-
ishes.

According to Leonardo Boff, the church becomes universal when it
confronts universal causes; for example, in the case of Latin America,
the liberation of the exploited.76 Consequently the church does not re-
nounce its universality whenit chooses on behalfof the poor. Boff sees a
link between universal mission and concrete liberation.

Liberation theologians do not see the unity of the church apart from
social reality. Class struggle, they say, is a reality that divides the church
itself. Therefore, it is impossible to manifest the true unity of the church
without taking the side of the oppressed class for the achievement of a
more just society in which authentic brotherhood may reign.

It greatly troubles us evangelicals that liberation theology does not
make use ofserious biblical exegesis in discussing a subject of such great
importance as the unity ofthe church. We miss in the ecclesiology of lib-
eration fundamental biblical truths like those expressed in the high priest-
ly prayer of Christ (John 17).
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With regard to the mission of the church, liberation theologians
strongly believe that the church has to recognize the existence of class
struggle and the need of taking sides with the poor against the op-
pressors. The church should become converted to the poor and become
poor in order to speak from the situation of those who suffer social in-
justice. Only in solidarity with the exploited classes can we understand
the gospel and make itunderstood.

Taking sides with the poor is the first step in accomplishing the mis-
sion of the church. The next step is publicly to denounce the oppressors.
Gutiérrez suggests three traits of prophetic denunciation. First, prophetic
denunciation is global. It includes “every dehumanizing situation .

every sacralization of oppressive structures to which the church itself
might have contributed.”77 Second, the prophetic denunciation is radical.
It goes to the very causes of injustice and oppression. Third, prophetic
denunciation is “praxiological.” It does not remain on the merely verbal
level.

Prophetic denunciation should be accompanied by the announce-
ment of the Kingdom of God. This message is not simply spiritual and
futuristic. It is a “conscientizing” and “politicizing” announcement. In-
evitably, the “conscientized” people look for political avenues to liberate
themselves. No wonder that Gutiérrez says that the church “politicizes by
evangelizing.” The gospel “has an inescapable political dimension.”78

Liberating praxis is not carried out in a political vacuum; it implies a po-
litical option. Gutiérrez and other theologians ofliberation have opted for
socialism as a political channel for their faith. They hope that the revolu-
tionary movements in Latin America will produce a unique kind of so-
cialism inspired by liberation theology. Their ideal is “to build a socialist
society, more just, free, and human, and not a society of superficial and
false reconciliation and equality.”79

Liberation theologians recognize that liberating praxis can reach the
point of physical violence, but they do not see a contradiction between
the universal love ofGod and the violent struggle against oppressors who
must be loved by fighting yet not hating them. Gutiérrez says:

One loves the oppressors by liberating them from their
inhuman condition as oppressors; by liberating them
from themselves. But this cannot be achieved except by
resolutely opting for the oppressed, that is, by combating
the oppressive class. It must be a real and effective com-
bat; not hate. This is the challenge, as new as the Gospel;
to love our enemies.80
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If one adopts the conviction of Gutiérrez, one will not hate the en-
emy but will combat the enemy while loving him or her. Is the mission
of the church, and of the Christian individually, to show love to the en-
emies of the gospel by combating them? The example and the teachings
of Jesus of Nazareth in his earthly ministry present a very difficult prob-
lem for those who advocate a “Christian violence.”

In the opinion of liberation theologians, the mission of the church is
not limited to what we call spiritual and eternal, and it should not be de-
fined in abstract terms. The mission of the church consists of becoming
conscious ofsocial injustice, taking the side of the poor, and assuming a
posture of serious and irrevocable commitment in the revolutionary pro-
cessto liberate them.

Liberation ecclesiology is supported more by the sociological and
theological reflection of its exponents than by a serious, careful exegesis
of biblical ecclesiological texts. But the exponents do not take advantage
of the abundant ecclesiological material in the New Testament to give a
biblical foundation to their thought regarding the nature and mission of
the church.

Eschatology. Salvation is also a liberating movement that changes
history, leading it to a glorious consummation. The goal is the establish-
ment ofa better world, a newperson, a new humanity, a socialist society,
“more just, free, and human.” It is a historical project that can mobilize
andtransform history.

Liberation theologians profess to have great confidence in the fu-
ture. Evident in their eschatological view is the influenceofJUrgen Molt-
mann’s Theology of Hope and of the Christian-Marxist dialogue, es-
pecially in relation to the work of Ernst Bloch. In The Hope Principle,
Bloch follows Karl Marx in the conviction that it is imperative to change
the world, not only to explain it, and he presents hope as an elementthat
becomes subversive to the present order of things.

To speak of the future in biblical terms, Gutiérrez uses the category
of “promise.” In liberation theology Bloch’s “hope principle” becomes
“eschatological promise.” The fundamental promise was made initially
to Abraham, and it will reach its complete fulfillment in Christ. In the
meanwhile this promise is developing its potential in the promises that
God has made throughout history. The promise is not exhausted by these
promises or by theirfulfillment. There is an already and a not yet.

The partial and total fulfillment of the eschatological promises has
to do primarily with social transformation, not with individual salvation.
The fulfillment, takes place where the cause of the oppressed is being de-
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fended. At the same time, Guti&rez does not limit the fulfillment to a
particular process or revolutionary movement. There is an already and a
not yet.

The kingdom ofGod is, ofcourse, one of the most important themes
in the eschatology of liberation. The kingdom of God does not belong
only to the future, nor is it simply other-worldly. God’s kingdom is here
and now as “a process which becomes closely related to the constant dy-
namic of the historical process”8’ and is moving toward its consumma-
tion. Gutiérrez affirms:

The growth of the Kingdom is a process which occurs
historically in liberation, insofar as liberation means a
greater fulfillment of man. Liberation is a precondition
for the new society, but this is not all it is. While libera-
lion is implemented in historical events, it also de-
nounces their limitation and ambiguities, proclaims their
fulfillment, and impels them effectively towards total
communion.82

According to Gutiérrez the kingdom is a gift of God and a work of
humanity. Socio-political liberation is a human achievement and a man-
ifestation of the kingdom. Without the liberation that humans attains by
themselves there is no growth of the kingdom. But Gutiérrez wants to
avoid fully identifying the kingdom with a particular political system:

The process of liberation will not have conquered the
very roots of oppression and the exploitation of man by
man without the coming of the Kingdom, which is above
all a gift. Moreover, we can say that the historical, polit-
ical liberating event is the growth of the Kingdom and is
a salvific event; but it is not the coming ofthe Kingdom,
not all of salvation.83

Assmann does the same when he says that the kingdom is always
open to what is ahead, in “constant futurization, even in its conquests.”84

Nevertheless, the total panorama of liberationist theology is that of a
commitment to leftist ideologies, although the liberationists would resist
admitting that their option might be equivalent to a “sanctifying” of the
socio-political system, which they have chosen as the most adequate
means in this historical moment for the liberation of the Latin American
people.

In liberationist eschatology salvation consists also in the progress of
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the kingdom, a fact that implies in turn the search for a radical break with
the status quo, in order to begin the formation of a new society that one
day will have completely suppressed the class system and produced a to-
tally new humanity. It is suggested that this hope is not based on archaic
messianism, but rather on scientific rationality, on a historical, scientific
analysis of reality. It is a liberation carried out by and for the oppressed
masses.

In this view, the Christian must become involved in the revolu-
tionary process. The Christian faith has a political dimension. This di-
mension is not simply a complementary aspect ofthe faith; it is “the act
of faith as such in its concrete context of historical praxis.”85 Gutiérrez
affirms that just as Pius XII said that the church civilizes by evangel-
izing, so now in the Latin American context “it would be necessary to
say that the Church should politicize by evangelizing,”86 in the sense that
it should manifest the political dimension ofthe gospel.

The emphasis of the church’s mission falls definitely on social ac-
tion. “In Latin America to be Church today means to take a clear position
regarding both the present state of social injustice and the revolutionary
process which is attempting to abolish that injustice and build a more hu-
man order.87

There are, of course, questions to be asked of liberation theologians.
No Latin American who knows firsthand and feels the anguish of his or
her people opposes the cause ofthe poor, but even on the political plane
it must be asked whether or not the option of the liberation theologians is
the only valid one for our countries. It is also natural to ask if that polit-
ical option will liberate and really do justice to the oppressed, or if it will
result in another dictatorship that will brutally frustrate the hope of lib-
eration for the individual and society.

A Roman Catholic Evaluation ofLiberation Theology

In a gathering sponsored by CELAM (Consejo Episcopal Lat-
inoamericano) in Bogota, Colombia, in November 1973, Friar Bue-
naventura Kloppenburg referred to the “temptations” of liberation theol-
ogy. Among those that he mentioned, it is worthwhile quoting the
following: the primacy of the situation over the gospel, the belittling of
the ontological aspect of theology (because of an inordinate emphasis
upon the existential aspect), the reduction of theology to politology, the
devaluation of personal and individual sin, the exciusivistic linking of the
gospel with socialism, the ignoring of the eschatological reserve (that is,
ignoring the fact that now history has a goal that the Lord has already
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stipulated), the emergence ofa new kind ofclericalism (the clergy claims
to assume the role ofthe laity in politics), and resorting to violence.88

This is only one example among many of the negative reactions of
Catholic theologians to a system of thought that is many respects is the
fruit ofLatin American catholicism.

Challenges to Liberation Theology

From the point of view of conservative Latin American evangelical,
liberation theology is far from being, strictly speaking, a biblical theol-
ogy and is therefore not satisfactory for those who have the Scriptures as
their supreme rule of faith. It is a relativistic theology because it takes
lightly the firm foundation of biblical authority, because its her-
meneutical criterion is a political ideology, and because its proponents
opt for the insecurity of a future that is always open.

Nevertheless, liberation theology is not only a problem to us; it is
also in a sense a challenge that we cannot avoid. This challenge con-
fronts us in the following ways.

1. It is a challenge to study thebasic presuppositons of this system
of thought, in the light of the Scriptures, in interaction with our Latin
American reality. All ofour pastors and evangelists should know the ba-
sic contents of liberation theology. They should not be satisfied with
some of the superficial interpretations given to liberation theology by the
political right. They should not limit themselves to repeating these inter-
pretations in the pulpit. It is not necessary to be naive to oppose libera-
tion theology. But on the other hand we do not have to be naive, non-
critical, and at the service ofthe political left.

2. It is a challenge to study our Bible afresh, under the ministry of
the Holy Spirit, in fellowship with the church, in response to the needs
and problems of our social context.

3. It is a challenge either to discover, or to recuperate, those ele-
ments of divine revelation that we have often overlooked in our teaching
and preaching ministry—for instance, the unity of humanity as a product
of divine creation. The dichotomy we have frequently established in our
gospel preaching between soul and body does not exist in the Scriptures.
The human being is a unity. Spirit, soul, and body are included in the
work of redemption. Our evangelistic message has to be addressed to the
total human being.

4. It is a challenge to announce “the whole purpose of God” (Acts
20:27). This purpose includes our life beyond the grave and our life this
side of the grave. It includes the individual, the family, the church, the
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state. God’s revelation has to do with the evils of society—for instance,
social injustice, oppression, violence. We should not limit ourselves to
mentioning those evils as an illustration “to communicate the gospel in a
relevant way.” We should be truly concerned about the sufferings of our
own people. We should encourage the church to serve the people and to
pray for “the peace of the city,” a peace that is not possible forthe nation
where injustice reigns.

5. It is a challenge to realize that according to the Scriptures our
mission is not supposed to be limited to the oral communication of the
gospel. Social responsibility is included in the mission ofthe church. On
the other hand, it is necessary to remember that the mission ofthe church
is not to strive for political power. Its mission is not to manipulate the
people on behalf of a particular political ideology, to achieve political
power, or to maintain ecclesiastical privileges in the nation. The church
must everywhere have a ministry of reconciliation. Its message is never
supposed to be a call to violence.

As the moral conscience ofthe nation, the church has to remind the
people again and again of the spiritual dimension ofthe social problems.
The Lord Jesus Christ came to the world to deal primarily with humanity
as a problem, not just with the problems of humanity. Humans are sin-
ners, and their main problem is deep in their own heart. It is from the in-
side, from a person’s heart, that the evil ideas and practices come. A rad-
ical transformation is needed deep in the human heart. This is the work
that only the Holy Spirit can do, as he applies the Word and the benefits
of the work of the Son of God to the repentant sinner who receives by
faith the Lord Jesus Christ as Savior. It is absolutely necessary to be born
again. A transformation ofthe social structures may be necessary and ur-
gent, but such a transformation is not enough to solve our personal and
social problems.

6. It is a challenge to evaluate one’s own life, to see if we are real-
ly committed to the Lord, and to serve the people in his name. Even in
the most difficult circumstances confronting the nation, individual Chris-
tians and the church can serve the people in one way or another.

Finally, we have to evaluate ourselves in the light of the Word of
God, in submission to the Holy Spirit, to see if we are living according to
the demands of Christian discipleship. The best response to the ideo-
logical and theological challenges ofour day is a life transformed by the
power ofthe Holy Spirit and dedicated to serving the Kingdom ofGod.
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PASTORAL REVOLUTION

The revolutionary ideas have not remained secluded in the “ivory
tower” of some theologians who are isolated from our social reality; nor
are those ideas limited to some idealistic thinkers or lyric writers who do
not dare to enterinto revolutionary action. The Catholic revolution is not
reduced to either the heroic example of a few guerrilla priests like Ca-
milo Tones or the political activism of Ernesto Cardenal and Father
D’Escoto, the foreign relations secretary in the Sandinista cabinet in Nic-
aragua. There is a pastoral revolution going on in the Roman Catholic
church.

Revolutionary Catholic Priests

Liberation theology has permeated the minds and the hearts of a
number of priests, monks, and nuns who reside among the peasants and
urban workers. The priests, who are determined to work as priests for the
transformation of“oppressive structures,” are many. Some of them have
been willing to join the “guerrillas,” following the example of Father Ca-
milo Torres. Others have opted for staying in the cities, or in the coun-
tryside, awakening the consciences of the people to the possibility oflib-
erating themselves by means ofthe revolutionary praxis.

Ruti/fo Grande. Father Rutilio Grande, assassinated in El Salvador
in 1977, is one of the representatives of the pastoral revolution in Latin
American Catholicism.

He was born in 1928 in a semirural area of that country. He was still
a child when he felt that God was calling him to the priesthood. At the
age of seventeen he entered the Jesuit order as a novice. He studied phi-
losophy and theology in Venezuela, Ecuador, and Spain from 1955
through 1960. After two years as a professor in the San José de la Mon-
tafia Seminary in San Salvador, El Salvador, he went back to Spain in
1962 to complete his studies as a Jesuit. From October 1963 through
June 1964 he studied at the International Institute of Pastoral Studies Lu-
men Vitae in Belgium. There he learned the most advanced European
methods of pastoral work. It seems that it was at that institution where he
became deeply interested in a pastoral renovation. When he went back to
the seminary in San Salvador he tried to introduce some changes in the
formation ofthe future priests.

Then in the Latin American Pastoral Institute in Quito, Ecuador, he
experienced a profound transformation in his life. “That was a time of
pastoral reflection having as a point ofdeparture the Latin American con-
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text. It was a challenge to update in the concrete situation of Latin Amer-
ica the European pastoral schemes and his own experience of past
years.”89 Moreover, he had the opportunity to work with the Riobamba
Bishop Monsignor Proaflo, who was putting into practice the theoretical
principles taught at the Latin American Pastoral Institute. It was also at
that time that Father Grande learned the method of Paulo Freire and de-
cided to dedicate his life to the new pastoral strategies in Latin America.
No wonder that when he returned to El Salvador in 1972, instead of re-
assuming his position as a seminary professor, he became a member of a
missionary team to work in the small town of Aguilares, in the Sal-
vadorian countryside. This assignment was the greatest work of his life.

Evidently, Rutilio’s way ofthinking was under the influence of Vat-
ican II, Medellmn, and the theology of liberation. In the general confer-
enceof Central American Jesuits, held in December 1969, he grasped the
main intuitions of liberation theology. According to his own testimony, it
was the assimilation of the liberationist ideas that forced him to act in a
firm and conflictive manner during the pastoral week of the Salvadorian
clergy in July 1970. With regard to conclusions that the participants
reached at the end ofthat week, and the resulting alarm, Rutilio advocat-
ed a serious consideration ofthe documents of Vatican II and Medellín.90

In November of the same year, in the monthly meeting of the Sal-
vadoran clergy, Father Grande made some comments on the events of
that pastoral week. In relation to the discrepancy about the attempt to im-
plement Vatican II and Medellin in El Salvador, he said that the crisis
confronting the clergy was a gift from God and a call to repentance. He
believed that the crisis was caused by the deficient education received by
the priests. The basis of this education was a philosophy isolated from
the reality ofthis world.

Rutilio asked for a change of emphasis in the pastoral work. He sug-
gested that the clergy should change from an almost magical pastoral
ministry that emphasizes sacramental salvation to a more dynamic min-
istry in which preeminence would be given to the Word of God and ev-
angelization as the total liberation of humanity and the universe.91 Ac-
cording to Rutilio, the answer to the crisis of the church is in God and the
clergy. Before starting to apply the new pastoral strategies, it was nec-
essary for one to experience a personal conversion that would destroy
any false sense of security, to be free to look for that which is new, to
wait for the spirit that will open new avenues for pastoral action.92 He
concluded by saying that “for the fulfillment of its apostolic mission the
Church was called to give absolute priority to the social problem.”93

In a sermon preached at the Metropolitan Cathedral in San Salvador
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in the presence of the nation’s president and other dignitaries, Father
Grande asked for repentance and conversion and advocated a “Christian
revolution based on the Gospel, the Gospel which in its very essence is
love, and excludes nobody.”94

Motivated by his new ideas, Rutilio started his pastoral labors in
Aguilares. His “primary and fundamental option” included the effort to
make the people aware of their own social problems, hoping to promote
in this way economic and social changes at the national level. To achieve
this purpose, team work was indispensable in a communal setting that
would make possible collective study, reflection, dialogue, evaluation,
and action. They would live and work together on behalf ofthe project.

The team tried to establish dynamic communities which, being
awakened to social reality, would be willing to become agents of social
change. In the effort to awaken the social awareness of the people, Paulo
Freire’s influence was evident. The so-called generative themes for di-
alogue were collected in house-to-house visitation and in personal inter-
views with urban workers and peasants.

The work took as its point of departure the people’s traditional rel-
igiosity. But they were led to a socio-political dialogue on the basis of
the social implications of the gospel. Rutilio used to say: “I took their ro-
saries away, and got the people into Bible reading with commentaries, as
the preachersdo.”95 In the adult meetings a prominent place was given to
the reading ofthe gospels. The ones who were leaders by nature emerged
from those meetings to become the lay agents ofpastoral renovation.

The catechists of the base communities were elected by the people.
They served as a link between the community and the parochial church.
At the beginning each catechist represented four or five people. The
members of the missionary team dedicated themselves especially to the
formation ofthese lay preachers ofthe Word (“delegados de laPalabra”).
In a way the catechists would function as priests in their communities.
The movement was characterized by the direct participation of lay people
in the ministry of the Word. The emphasis was on the common people.
There was no monopoly ofthe pastoral ministry by the clergy.

The people were trained to use the Bible spontaneously
in close relationship with daily events. Although the em-
phasis was on evangelization, there were political con-
sequences. It was not necessary to tell the peasants that
they were oppressed, and who were their oppressors.
This situation was evident. But they came to understand
clearly that the oppression they suffered was anti-
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Christian, and that the Gospel instead of teaching res-
ignation was asking them to fight for their own libera-
tion.96

The awakening of the social conscience of the people produced al-
most immediate results. Eight months after the arrival of the missionary
team to Aguilares, the first strike broke out in one ofthe sugar-cane plan-
tations in that region. The workers demanded higher salaries. The move-
ment spread to other plantations in the neighborhood. It was not difficult
to associate the labor unrest with the base communities in the local Cath-
olic church. Rutilio became the symbol ofthe labor movement.97 The ac-
cusation of “Communist priests” did not take much time to come. Ru-
tilio’s explanation that he was not a politician but a religious leader was
in vain:

1 am a religious leader, and I do not belong to any polit-
ical party. I plead that no political faction enrolls me in
its official membership, because I owe myself to all the
people. My vocation is to serve eternal values which cor-
respond to fundamental humanvalues. These eternal val-
ues are not the exclusive possession of a particular group
or faction. The Gospel of Christ proclaims them, and de-
fends them in the concrete situation of the world, and
immortalizes them with that transcendency of the here-
after.98

Father Grande knew that he was not allowed to participate in the
struggle for political power, but his idea ofpolitics was broad enough to
see political action as a commitment and service to the people, especially
in a situation of social injustice and violationofhuman rights. He did not
want to evade this responsibility. At the same time he rejected the idea of
becoming himself a political agitator.

To the people in general, and particularly in the eyes of those who
were interested in maintaining the status quo, there was ambiguity, or
ambivalence, in Rutilio’s attitude. The situation became more complicat-
ed than ever when political groups and labor unions started a movement
in different parts ofthe country asking forhigher salaries and better labor
conditions. Popular unrest and political ambition seemed to be growing
everywhere in El Salvador. Public authorities and those who opposed so-
cial change easily associated the “liberationist priests” with the rest-
lessness of the workers. Of course it would not be surprising that pro-
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fessional politicians could take advantage of Rutilio’s ideas and work to
achieve their selfish purposes, although he and his colleagues were not
willing to enter into political alliances.

The persecution against the priests who were involved in pastoral
renewal was increasing. Mario Bernal, a Colombian priest who was
working in the small town of Apopa, was expelled from the country. On
February 13, 1977, Rutilio and other priests got together to celebrate
Mass as a protest against the expulsion of their colleague. Rutilio’s
words on that particular occasion were a direct challenge to the enemies
of social change:

I am afraid, my dear brothers and friends, that in a short
time to bring Bibles to our country will be illegal. We
will receive just the covers, because all of its pages are
subversive. They are subversive, of course, against sin....
If Jesus of Nazareth were to come back, as in the first
century, going down from Galilee to Judea, I mean from
Chalatenango to San Salvador, I dare to say that he
would not get, with his preaching and good works, even
to the town of Apopa. They would stop him, and put him
in jail, and he would be taken to court, to be accused of
trying to subvert the Constitutional order.... He would be
accused of being a foreign Jew, agitator, and propagator
of exotic ideas, which are against God and Democracy....
They would crucify him again.... We prefer a Christ of
grave-diggers. . ., a voiceless Christ, to take him in our
processions. . ., a Christ made by ourselves, to serve our
selfish interests. Some people do not want a Christ that
would bother their conscience. . ., a questioning Christ.
They prefer a God who is up there in heaven, far away
from earthly things. In Christian discipleship one has to
be willing to sacrifice his life for a just social order, for
the salvation of others, for the values ofthe Gospel.99

A month later, on March 12, Rutilio was ambushed and shot to
death in a sugar-cane plantation. He was on his way to say Mass in a
neighboring town. Up to now it is unknown what persons were directly
involved in the crime. Rutilio paid the price for his “primary and funda-
mental option” in a social context in which, according to his own words,
“it is dangerous to be a Christian.”100

He translated into simple and familiar words, but with great convic-
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tion, the revolutionary message of Gutiérrez, Assmann, Helder Cámara,
Paulo Freire, Ernesto Cardenal, and other Catholics who in their own
way have advocated the total liberation of the Latin American people.

Rogelio Ponceele. Another example of priests who are deeply in-
volved in the “revolutionary process” is Father Rogelio Ponceele, who
was born in Belgium in 1939. After completing his seminary studies he
was ordained a priest at the age of twenty-five. In 1970 he went as a mis-
sionary to El Salvador, Central America, where he started immediately
doing pastoral work and learning simultaneously the Spanish language in
one of the proletarian sections of the capital city, San Salvador. He
worked also among the people in the slums, where he knew firsthand the
drama ofextreme poverty.

At the very beginning of his ministry he spoke against violence.
One of the factors to change his mind was his interaction with Sal-
vadorans who had already opted for revolution as the answerto the social
problem in their own country. He worked for ten years in San Salvador,
helping to organize basic ecclesial communities for Bible study in re-
sponse to spiritual and social needs and for political indoctrination. He
became a personal friend ofMonsignor Oscar Romero, the Catholic arch-
bishop who was assassinated when he was saying Mass in one of the
churches ofthe capital city in 1980.

Father Ponceele says that the governmental repression of the people
who were asking for a better life opened his eyes. He decided to take
sides with the revolutionary movement. Because so many members of
the clergy had become involved in politics, the Catholic church was in
serious conflict with the national government. In 1980 Father Ponceele
realized that his life was in danger. He and his colleagues had already or-
ganized many “communities” that were deeply committed to subverting
the status quo. 101 Close to the end of 1980, he felt that he had only two
alternatives left: to abandon the country or to join the “guerrillas” in the
countryside, far away from the capital city. He opted for staying in El
Salvador as a priest of the revolutionary army.

At the present time Father Ponceele is in the eastern section of that
country, where the “guerrillas” have military camps. He ministers to the
members of the revolutionary army and to the peasants in that area. Ac-
cording to his own testimony, he is not there as a soldier, to combat the
national army, but as a priest. He did not accept a weapon when he ar-
rived at the camp. He has no military assignments. He is working only as
a priest. 102

However, he strongly believes in what the revolutionaries are doing.
He is an enthusiastic apologist of the revolution. In the first Mass he cel-
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ebrated at the camp, he told his comrades: “You do not have a rifle be-
cause you are violent by nature, or because you enjoy killing your fellow
men. In your hands the rifle has become a sacred weapon to liberate the
people.” 103 He is optimistic enough to think that the revolutionaries are
willing to fight but not to hate. Consequently, he sees no reason to exhort
them to forgive. 104

One ofthe reasons he does not have a gun is because he wantsto re-
mind the people that the ideal is not to resort to violence—although vi-
olence is painfully necessary. 105 On the other hand, it is his conviction
that “violence is not a moral problem, but first of all a political prob-
lem.”106

As a pastor he is really trying to identify himself with the people in
their sufferings and longings and in their revolutionary praxis. He con-
fesses that when he is close to a dying man, he limits himself to being
there, holding his hand; but in those solemn moments he almost never
speaks of God. He feels it is too cheap to tell him: “be confident, because
God 107

Nevertheless, he realizes that the peasants believe in God. They be-
lieve he is in action, helping them in their struggle for freedom. And he
wants them to exercise faith, because they deserve to be happy. He says
that in the revolutionary praxis Christians and Marxists have come to-
gether on behalfof the people. All of them are looking for the same val-
ues. The triumph of the revolution will not bring Christian values to an
end. A revolution within the revolution will be always necessary. God is
always ahead ofus, inviting us to move forward.108

With regard to the officers of the revolutionary army, Father Pon-
ceele prefers not to discuss whether they are really Christian believers or
not. He feels that “they are more Christian than we are, because of their
total dedication to serve others. And that is the meaning ofbeing a Chris-
tian.”109

He stays with the people because he is convinced that his main re-
sponsibility as a pastor is to give hope. The presence of a priest among
the people is a sign that God goes with them.”0

Such is the testimony of Rogelio Ponceele, a Catholic priest who
has opted for the pastoral revolution in Latin America.

Base Ecciesial Communities

On May 7, 1979, Time magazine reported, under the title “The
Church of the Poor,” that the comunidades de base (base communities)
are “the most influential movement among Latin America’s 300 million
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faithful.... There may be as many as 150,000 comunidades, 80,000 in
Brazil alone, chiefly in the destitute states of that country’s north and
northeast.” 111

History. According to Frei Betto, the Brazilian comunidades started
around the’ year 1960 by the initiative of laymen, priests, or bishops.’12

Many of the communities were started by foreign missionary priests
working among the poor, as in the already-mentioned case of Father
Rogelio Ponceele, who helped to establish politically-oriented base com-
munities in the capital city of El Salvador.

I)efinition. The base communities are groups of Catholics who usu-
ally belong to the low strata of society. They organize themselves to ed-
ify one another in their faith and to help each other in the struggle for
life. In their meetings they may have Bible study, discussion of local and
national problems, and even political indoctrination. The majority of
these communities are rural and on the outskirts of the big towns. Each
community may be led by a layman. A priest assists the coordination of a
large number of communities.

The Second Latin American Episcopal Conference, held in Me-
dellmn in 1968, defines the base ecclesial communities as follows:

Thus the Base Christian Community is the primary and
fundamental ecciesial nucleus which on its own level
must take responsibility for the resources and spread of
the faith as well as for the worship which is its expres-
sion. It is therefore the initial cell of the Church struc-
tures and the source of evangelization, and at the present
time the primordial factor of human advancement and
development.”3

At Medellin, the base communities were encouraged to continue
playing an important role, under the leadership of a renewed pastoral ac-
tion, forthe transformation ofLatin America.

Enrique Dussel points out that at the Third Latin American Epis-
copal Conference, held in 1979 in Puebla, Mexico, the groups that want-
ed to condemn the base communities, or the Church ofthe Poor, and lib-
eration theology were not able to achieve their purpose. “The doors
stayed open for Christians to continue identifying themselves with the
poor, and working for the interests of the oppressed.”4 Puebla is in the
tradition ofMedellin.

The final document of Puebla says that the base ecclesial corn-
munities express the preferential love of the church for the poor. “In
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these communities there is the possibility for the common people to par-
ticipate in the mission ofthe Church, in the commitment to transform the
world.”115

In February 1980, the Fourth International Ecumenical Congress on
Theology was held in Sao Paulo, Brazil. One hundred eighty participants
from forty-two countries, representing Africa, Asia, the United States
(ethnic minorities), Europe, the Caribbean, and Latin America, reflected
on “The Ecclesiology of the Popular Christian Communities,” with spe-
cial emphasis on Latin America.

Base communities and politics. The Sao Paulo Document points out
that the number of Christians committed to social change within the
movements of liberation is growing. Many of these Christians belong to
the base communities, which have also been an instrument of renewal for
the church.”6 In other words, the poor are exercising a profound in-
fluence on politics and the church. Jose Marins explains that in the base
communities emphasis is given to social commitment, without assuming
a specific political line. “Greater stress is laid on the concern of the com-
munities to awaken people’s awareness, leading them to make their own
socio-political commitment, not in the name ofthe community but in the
name offaith.”117

Leonardo Boff sees the base communities “as a true ecclesiogene-
sis” that becomes a reality among the poor.”8 In the opinion ofGustavo
Gutiérrez, only those communities emerging from the oppressed people
are capable of living and proclaiming the kingdom values in a real iden-
tification with the people who are struggling for their own liberation.119

“The base ecciesial communities participated in the Nicaraguan revolu-
tion, the church committed itself to the anti-Somoza ‘war.”120

There are, of course, base communities that concentrate on spiritual
and cultural activities like reading, Bible study, and the training of lay
leaders to perform some priestly functions in areas that the clergy does
not reach regularly. They are also interested in economic and social de-
velopment, adopting specific projects to improve theirneighborhood.

However, theologians like Frei Betto, who has worked with base
communities in Brazil for a number of years, realize that these ecclesial
groups “are open to the popular revolutionary movement, helping to
create or strengthen new organizations which are autonomous, in-
dependent from the State and the Church,”121 although the base corn-
munities themselves are not officially separated from Roman Cathol-
icism.

“The word liberation is prominent in the vocabulary of the base
communities.”122 Volta Redonda Bishop Waldyr Calheiros de Novais ob-
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serves: “The comunidades are the theology of liberation put into prac-
tice.”23 On the other hand we have to keep in mind that chronologically
the base communities precede liberation theology, and they helped to de-
velop this system ofthought. Gustavo Gutiérrez says:

One characteristic of my kind of theology is precisely
my relationship with the basic church communities. I
could say that the real subject of Liberation Theology is
those communities and the insights which they develop
as they reflect on their Christian life and commitment
and open themselves to the input of God’s Word. It is
their thinking about communion, about faith, about hope,
which brings theology to the surface.

It has been necessary for others to articulate that the-
ology. But it is no coincidence that the basic church
communities—by whatever name they may be called—
emerged just before the Theology of Liberation came
into being and found in it their own affirmation. The ex-
perience of faith and the commitment to church and so-
ciety appeared hand in hand. 124

Bello declares that “political involvement is an essential part ofthe
evangelistic mission of the Church.”125 The Sao Paulo Document affirms
that a community is Christian because it evangelizes; but to evangelize
means “to announce the God who enters into a covenant with the op-
pressed to defend their cause; it is to announce the God who liberates his
people from social injustice, from oppression, and sin.”126

When the people’s social awareness is awakened, it is not difficult
for them to make a soclo-political commitment in response to the in-
doctrination given by the leader of the community. Frei Betto says that in
practice it is not unusual for the members of the base community to see
no conflict between prayer and action, between faith in God and political
activity, between pastoral work and labor-union activities. They do not
seem to have any problem with a pastoral praxis complemented by a po-
litical praxis.’27 Betto himself is not afraid that active involvement in a
political party would neutralize or nullify the pastoral praxis; but he is
also concerned about maintaining the pastoral identity in the midst ofpo-
litical involvement. He sees the dangerof secularization in the Liberation
process. In regard to the pastoral agents, he suggests that because of the
many demands for immediate action, they may not have time to pray. It
is not easy to join pastoral praxis and a life of prayer. The pastoral agent
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has to learn how to relate political rationality to spirituality.’28

Base communities and spirituality. Spirituality is precisely em-
phasized in the Sao Paulo Document in relation to the base communities.
It is declared that the base communities “are not a political movement, or
power, parallel to the people’s organizations, and that the base com-
munities are not either trying to legitimate these organizations.”129 Ac-
cording to the Document, “the spirituality of liberaton” has to be prac-
ticed in the base communities:130

It is imperative to revitalize, and in some cases to re-
cuperate, Christian spirituality as the original experience
that drives the individual Christian and people’s com-
munities into an evangelistic and political commitment,
and theological reflection.... We reaffirm the evangelistic
and liberating efficacy of prayer, for us and the peo-
ple.’3’

However, it is valid to ask whether the spirituality of liberation will
be able to counteract in the base communities the danger of losing their
ecclesiastical identity in the effort to identify themselves with a political
movement that would sacralize or absolutize a particular political ideol-
ogy.

The pastoral revolution is creating tension inside and outside the
Catholic church. In some places there seems to be in practice a separa-
tion between “the Church of the Poor” and the hierarchy of official Ca-
tholicism. The Nicaraguan situation is a case in point. Outside observers
may see not much difference between a base ecclesial community deeply
involved in political praxis and the popular movementof liberation.

The challenge to us. Since the beginning of our history we evangel-
icals have used to some extent the “base community” method. We have
gone also to the countryside and to the outskirts ofthe big towns to evan-
gelize the low strata of society. In reality most evangelicals have be-
longed to “base evangelical communities,” if we analyze the evangelical
community as a whole from a sociological standpoint. But, of course, we
have not demanded social changes, we have avoided politics. Our mes-
sage has been criticized as too individualistic, dualistic, and futuristic.

A change is taking place among evangelicals in regard to social re-
sponsibility. It is a healthy change, if we take into serious consideration
the totality of God’s written revelation. Nevertheless, we have to learn
from the experience of the Catholic base communities that once the so-
cial conscience of the people is awakened the danger oflosing our Chris-
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tian identity is present. On the basis ofhis own experience with the base
communities in El Salvador, Father Rogelio Ponceele says: “It is danger-
ous to take the people to a certain point [in the awakening oftheir social
awareness], because then they may lead us beyond that point.” 132 This is
an important lesson to learn.

If we are going to continue emphasizing our social responsibility as
evangelicals, we have to be spiritually, theologically, and technically pre-
pared to lead the way instead of being led to a situation in which we may
not be any more salt of the earth orlight ofthe world.

The cleavage between “the Church of the Poor” and traditional Ca-
tholicism is another lesson to learn. The base community movement
challenges us to study our ecclesiology anew, on the basis ofthe Word of
God, in submission to the Holy Spirit, and in response to our social and
ecclesiastical context. What does it mean to be the church of Jesus Christ
today? This is a question we have to answer in an evangelical ec-
clesiology ‘written in Latin America for Latin America.

THEOLOGY BY THE PEOPLE

Closely related to liberation theology is “the theology by the peo-
ple,” a new modality in theological education today.

The base community has been used in many cases to encourage the
people to get involved in the process of doing theology. One of the best-
known examples of this theological method is the one provided by Er-
nesto Cardenal, the secretary of culture of the Nicaraguan Sandinista
government. Several years ago, Cardenal motivated people, especially
poor people, peasants, and proletarians, to do theology by themselves in
the island of Solentiname, in the Great Lake of Nicaragua. In his book
The Gospel of Solentiname, 133 Cardenal reports on the reactions of the
people to the reading ofthe Scriptures.

The “theology by the people” has been considered “a new phe-
nomenon” in the area of theological education. Briefly explained, this
theology means that the people are the subjects, not simply the objects,
of theological reflection. We have to listen to the people, especially the
poor, and let them do their own theology. It is not any more a theology
for thepeople, written for them, but a theology by the people.’34

Tracing the history of the “theology by the people,” we may start
with the philosophy of the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. We have al-
ready mentioned that in his book The Pedagogy ofthe Oppressed he pro-
poses a renewal of education by which the student and the teacher are
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deeply involved in the process of discovering truth. But we should not
think that the student is completely free from indoctrination to do his
own thinking. The “dialogical method” is also a “method of conscient-
ization”—namely, a method for making the student aware of his social
and political situation and for encouraging him to liberate himself from
his oppression. Freire’s commitment to the political left is evident. One
of the documents of Church and Society in Latin America (ISAL) says:
“The Church, then, should give attention to the formulation of a ‘theol-
ogy ofthe people,’ and not a ‘theology for thepeople.”35

At the end of his book Liberation Theology, Gustavo Gutiérrez de-
clares: “But in the last instance we will have an authentic theology oflib-
eration only when the oppressed themselves can freely raise their voice
and express themselves directly and creatively in society and in the heart
ofthe People of God.. ., when they are the protagonists oftheir own lib-
eration.”136

Under the sponsorship of the World Council of Churches, the “the-
ology by the people” is trying to attract the attention of educators, pas-
tors, and other evangelical leaders in Latin America. A consultation on
this subject was sponsored by the World Council of Churches in Mexico
two years ago. The papers read on that occasion have been published un-
der the title Theology by the People: Reflections on Doing Theology in
Community.137 In May 1986 a consultation sponsored by theLatin Amer-
ican Association of Theological Institutions was held in Guatemala, with
the participation of at least one representative of the WCC. The main
subject of the consultation was “theology by the people.”

It is natural to ask for the meaning ofpeople in this new modality of
theological education. Definitely, it is not the meaning given by the New
Testament to the word people in the phrase “the people of God” (2 Pet.
2). The editors of the book Theology by the People say that “when used
in the Latin American theological context people (pueblo) refers to the
poor people, especially the oppressed, exploited people. People refers to
more than the oppressed class, it is a social block of the oppressed ofthe
nation.”38

The word people has in this context an ideological meaning. It is not
the people of God, the church. It is the people of the political left. Jorge
C. Bravo, a Methodist educator from Peru, says that the “theology by the
people” has to be biblical, dialogical, and for the service of Christian and
cultural identity. But he underscores that the doing of theology must be
committed to the poor.’39

We evangelicals realize that the pulpit provides a great opportunity
to do theology at the level of the people. We believe that the local con-
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gregation has to be a hermeneutical community in which the people of
God interact with their leaders to learn what the written Word ofGod has
to tell them about their Christian life and service in their own social con-
text. A hermeneutical community would be a real help in contextualizing
the gospel. But the advocates of the “theology by the people” seem to be
limiting the privilege of doing theology to a particular segment of so-
ciety.

We cannot deny that the Christian poor and oppressed have also the
Word of God and the Holy Spirit to lead them into the truth. We need
their contribution in the process ofdoing theology. This affirmation is in
harmony with the teaching on the universal priesthood of the believers.
On the other hand, according to the Scriptures, in Christ there is no Jew
or Gentile, male or female, servant or free person. The ideal is not a the-
ology by the poor, or a theology by the rich, but a theology by the people
of God on the basis of the Scriptures, under the illumination ofthe Holy
Spirit, in response to human need.

From the New Testament we learn also that the gifts of the Holy
Spirit are not given only to a particular class of people in the body of
Christ. Consequently, doing theology cannot be an exclusive privilege of
a particular social segment in the universal church. It is possible to say
that the one who desires to do theology should be willing to become poor
on behalfof the kingdom ofGod, if the King leads him or her to do so. It
is also possible to say that we cannot do a relevant theology in the Third
World, or in any region of the world, if we isolate ourselves from the
poor. The Lord Jesus Christ lived among the poor, as one of them. But it
is interesting to take note that not all the theologians who are talking a
great (lea! about the “theology by the poor” are living among the poor in
Latin America.

Freire has also written the book Education as a Practice of Free-
dom. It remains to be seen whether the poor will be really free in the pro-
cess of doing theology, or whether they will be manipulated to serve the
purposes of the political left. The orientation given by the teacher in the
educational process will determine to a large extent the kind of theology
that the oppressed will produce. There is still much of the “banking
method” in the educational philosophy of Freire. He is trying to deposit
in our minds his educational thesis by means of his writings. The fact is
that there is always knowledge to communicate, to deposit into the mind
of the student. In evangelical theological education we insist that we
have to communicate faithfully the doctrine we have received from
God’s written revelation, through the ministry of our teachers (2 Tim.
2:1-2). It is understood that this communication is not supposed to be
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limited to a process of indoctrination, memorization, and naive or blind
repetition. But from the evangelical standpoint, the ones doing theology
has to submit themselves to the authority ofthe Word ofGod and the au-
thority ofthe Holy Spirit. Moreover, the theologian has to be in close fel-
lowship with the Christian community, the people of God.

The editors of the book Theology by the People confess that the
chapters “are not themselves theological reflection by the people, they
are reflections oftheologians on ‘theology by the people.”40 The fact is
that the poor do not seem to be ready yet to do theology. Once again,
bourgeois leaders have to design, promote, and direct a proletarian rev-
olution, this time a revolution in theological education.

Jorge C. Bravo, whose paper we have already quoted, indicates that
“theology by the people” must be biblical, but he immediately explains
that “opting for the poor and marginalized is a result of a rereading of the
biblical message in response to the irruption of the poor and marginal-
ized in the heart of the church, which in turn is caused by the situation of
death and oppression in which our Latin American continent lives.”141

It is not necessary to reread the Bible to discover the interest ofGod
in the orphan, the widow, the foreigner, the prisoner, the poor. As the de-
fender of the oppressed, he demands the practice ofjustice in the re-
lationship betweeneach other. It is not necessary to reread the Scriptures
to discover that the Lord Jesus acted in behalf ofpoor and marginalized
people. He made himself poor to be the Savior of the world. The re-
reading asked by Bravo may be necessary to inject a political ideology
into the Scriptures. It may be necessary for a social class within the
church. In reality a “theology by the poor” would have to depend always
on the presence of class struggle to be considered relevant. New Testa-
ment theology is valid for all cultural, social, and ecclesiastical situa-
tions. It is not a social-class theology. It is the theology ofthe people’s
God for God’s people. It is a strong denunciation of social injustice, a
clear demand for repentance, an urgent call to reconciliation between
God and humanity, and between one human and another. It is a proc-
lamation ofpeace, the peace that is based on that justice revealed by God
in his written Word. This justice is far superior to the one proclaimed by
a non-Christian, an anti-Christian, ideology.

In Latin America it is our responsibility to give the people of God
the opportunity to participate in one way or another in our theological re-
flection, to produce a contextualized theology, a theology relevant to our
own society. In a sense we are not just going to educate the people; we
are also going to be educated by the people in our interaction with them.
There should be no room any more for a paternalistic attitude (“the peo-
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pie are ignorant; we come to teach them”).
But if we also believe that the people should have a say in the task

of doing theology, what is the difference between our concept of the
church as a theological community and the “theology by the people” pro-
posed by some educators in Latin America? There is a great difference
because we have a high view ofbiblical inspiration and a high respect for
biblical authority. We believe in the finality ofthe Scriptures in all mat-
ters of faith and practice. We believe in the illumination ofthe Holy Spir-
it. We believe in the freedom of the Holy Spirit to confer his gifts apart
from any social discrimination. We do not take the wordpeople in a po-
litical sense. We believe in doing theology with all the people of God,
the community of those who are born again by the power of the Holy
Spirit because they have believed in the Lord Jesus Christ. Finally, we do
not believe in doing theology with the people to serve the purposes of a
political ideology, whatever this ideology may be. Our duty and privilege
is to do theology in subjection to the Word of God, under the illumina-
tion of the Holy Spirit, in fellowship with the evangelical community, in
response to the needs ofthe individual and society.
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9
The Charismatic Movement

A Guatemalan lady who was a very well-known writer in the public
press, and by her own confession an agnostic, admitted some years ago
that she did not know what to do with “mystic people” who are not re-
lated to traditional Christianity, nor to violent revolution, and who speak
joyfully of love as the only answer to the problems ofmankind. This lady
had been analyzing idealistic and materialistic people on the philosoph-
ical level. She had apparently adopted a self-sufficient attitude toward re-
ligion in general. But now she was incapable of evaluating the “mystics.”
In a sense she surrendered herself to them. After all, she was a sensible
lady, and her heart had been moved by the messageofbrotherly love.1

I am afraid that this has been, basically, the experience ofmany peo-
ple in response to the challenge of the charismatic movement. Even
many conservative evangelicals have been taken by surprise by this
movement. People have stopped thinking, to startfeeling. We have to ad-
mit that it is difficult to pass judgment on the experiences of people who
come telling you enthusiastically about the blessing of the Holy Spirit
and their love for the Lord Jesus Christ and his people. It is not easy to
deal with a movement that claims a great success in winning souls for
Christ. But it is our responsibility to see this movement not only in the
light of experience, but especially under the authority of the written
Word ofGod. On this occasion I am going to emphasize a missiological
approach to the charismatic movement, especially from the Latin Amer-
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ican standpoint. The emphasis will be on Catholic charismatism, because
Catholics are the vast majority in Latin America, and, to some extent,
charismatism is changing the image ofthe Catholic church in those coun-
tries and exercising some influence on Protestants who belong to differ-
ent denominations. This movement is a real challenge to us in our evan-
gelistic effort among Latin American Catholics today.

ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE
CHARISMATIC MOVEMENT

It is very well known that the modem charismatic movement among
Catholics was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in 1966.2 Kevin and
Dorothy Ranaghan say that the experience of the baptism of the Holy
Spirit, followed by the gifts and fruits of the Spirit and recognized and
organized as such, was unknown in American Catholicism until 1967. 3

Edward D. O’Connor, an American charismatic priest, says that the
Catholic mind has always been kept open to the charismatic through the
experiences of the saints as well as through the miracles in sacred places
like Lourdes.4 The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) understands that
all the gifts of the Holy Spirit are present in the church today. It exhorts
the faithful not to seek only the spectacular gifts.5 A footnote in one of
the English versions of the council documents explains that Vatican II
makes clear that charisms should not necessarily be identified with “ex-
traordinary and spectacular phenomena, which are by their very nature
rare.”6 But it is also true that the council exhorts the ecclesiastical leaders
not to extinguish the Spirit, suggesting in this injunction that all the gifts
should be freely manifested in the congregation.7

Charles Moeller, one of the theologians of the Second Vatican
Council, says that “charisms are neither reserved to the hierarchy, nor
limited to ancient times; they are constantly present in the life of the
Church; they animate this dimension of salvation history which the ec-
clesiology of Vatican II recovered.”8 Consequently, charismatics find
strong support in that council for theirdoctrines and practices.

In ten years the movement multiplied itself from a handful ofpeople
to hundreds of thousands of adherents. Many would call this a tremen-
dous success. In September 1972, Catholic Pentecostal leaders claimed
sixty thousand participants in their movement.9 The First Charismatic
Congress was held in Notre Dame, Indiana, in 1967. Only ninety people
attended that congress. But the attendance went up to thirty-five thou-
sand in the Second International Congress of the Charismatic Movement,
held in Notre Dame again in 1974.11
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For the Third International Congress, more than ten thousand char-
ismatic Catholics from sixty different nations went to Ronie to par-
ticipate at the same time in the activities of the Holy Year in 1975. It has
been reported that one million charismatic Catholics were represented in
that congress. 12 Cardinal Suenens, from Belgium, the outstanding leader
ofthe movement, celebrated Mass at the main altar of St. Peter’s Basilica
on the day of Pentecost. For his part, the pope blessed the charismatic
movement, saying that the Holy Spirit is renewing the church and that
charismatism is an evidence of this work ofthe Spirit. At the same time
he exhorted the charismatics to be obedient to the hierarchy, to be loyal
to the authentic doctrines of the Roman Catholic church, to be faithful in
the practice of the sacraments, and to remember that Christian love is
more important than the charisms of the Spirit.13 Charismatics left Rome
with the assurance that thepope had approved their movement.

In August 1970, denominational Pentecostals and charismatic Cath-
olics met together in Salamanca, Spain, for the Third Congress ofthe In-
ternational Ecumenical Fellowship.’4 In 1977, a big ecumenical Confer-
ence on Charismatic Renewal took place in Kansas City. At least fifty
thousand people attended that conference. Cardenal Suenens was one of
the speakers. Kevin Ranaghan, a Roman Catholic, was the president of
the planning committee.15

In 1987, the Latin American Charismatic Convention held in Cor-
doba, Argentina, April 12-16, was attended by 1,550 people. There were
delegates from several Latin American countries, the United States, Eng-
land, and Sweden. The same month there was a charismatic gathering in
San José, Costa Rica. Several hundred people were present there. Cath-
olic and Protestant leaders had an opportunity for fellowship in a meeting
especially prepared for them.16

According to René Laurentin, a French Catholic theologian, there
were from two to four million participants in the charismatic movement
around the world in 1975. Seven per cent of the forty-seven million Cath-
olics in the United States had been related to this movement in one way
or another in 1975. This means there were more than three million Char-
ismatic Catholics, and perhaps only one or two million active par-
ticipants in American Catholicism. At that time charismatism was a!-
ready established in one hundred countries.’7 In 1976 there were seventy
Catholic charismatic communities in Spain.’8

In the summer of 1987 the North American Congress on the Holy
Spirit and World Evangelization was held in New Orleans, Lousiana,
marking the twentieth anniversary of the organization of the charismatic
Catholic movement, which had taken place at Pittsburgh’s Duquesne
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University in February 1967. A total of thirty-five thousand Christians—
Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox, messianic Jewish, and Pentecostal—
attended the congress. Roman Catholics made up fifty-one percent of the
participants. The number attending fell fifteen thousand short of the at-
tendance at the 1977 Kansas City conference. There have been divisions
in the movement, and the split was felt in one way or anotherat the con-
gress. The two main charismatic branches in North America are the
Word of God community in Ann Arbor, Michigan, and the People of
Praise community in South Bend, Indiana. But according to David Bar-
rett, editor of the World Christian Encyclopedia (Oxford), “The world-
wide charismatic movement has tripled in the past 10 years to total 227
million adherents worldwide. Third World Christians are rapidly joining
the ranks of the charismatics, including 29 million in China alone.”19

Charismatism is also growing in Latin America and transcending
denominational barriers. There are charismatics in the Catholic church,
in the big Protestant denominations, in the Pentecostal churches, and
even in churches established by the so-called “faith mission.”

GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
CHARISMATIC MOVEMENT

Catholic Charismatism as a Dependent Movement

First of all, we have to recognize that there is a charismatic move-
ment that is strictly speaking Catholic, in complete dependence on the
hierarchy. In their book Catholic Pentecostals, Kevin and Dorothy Ran-
aghan mention the influence exercised by the books of David Wilkerson
and John Sherrill on the pioneers of the movement in Pittsburgh.20 But
they also explain that the charismatic movement within the Catholic
church was not started by Protestant Pentecostals.2’ They are right in say-
ing so. On the other hand, it is evident that there are points of contact be-
tween Catholic charismatism and traditional Pentecostalism.

O’Connor admits that from a historical and phenomenological point
of view, Catholic chansmatism “is only one branch of a much larger
movement affecting all Christian churches.”22 Nevertheless, it would be
a mistake to identify Catholic charismatism with denominational Pen-
tecostalism. In Central America there are many Pentecostals who are in
profound disagreement with the charismatic movement, and many Cath-
olic charismatics who prefer not to identify themselves with Protestants
in general, much less with Pentecostals.
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According to O’Connor, “there are not statistics on the number of
people who have left their church due to the influence of the Pentecostal
movement. So far as Catholics are concerned, the number is certainly not
great to be alarming.”23 It is his hope that the charismatic movement will
restore faith in the Catholic church. The Ranaghans believe that instead
of separating people from the Catholic church, this movement has re-
vived their love for it.24

The tendency is for Catholic charismatics to emphasize their loyalty
to Roman Catholicism in order to avoid a negative reaction on the part of
the hierarchy. For this reason they make a great deal of personal tes-
timonies in which this loyalty is emphasized. For instance: “I used time
to say the Rosary, a practice I started aftermy baptism by the Holy Spir-
it.”25 “Now I feel a profound reverence for the Virgin Mary.... This is
something I could not do before the baptism of the Holy Spirit.”26 “The
sacraments have now a new meaning for us, especially the sacrament of
Penance.”27 “The Catholic Mass has now more meaning, and I love and
understand better our priests.”28 “I will continue praying to Mary, who is
the example of those who worship God in Spirit and Truth.”29 “Our love
for the Church has been revived.”30

On their part, the leaders of the Catholic church are trying to keep
the Catholic charismatics within the church. Serafino Falvo, an Italian
theologian, explains: “Charismatism is not a movement to modify the
structures of the Church, to substitute for them charismatic structures....
It is not a movement that pretends to live an autonomous life, in-
dependently from the hierarchy, or what it would be worst, in opposition
to it.”3’

The charismatic movement may also help to keep non-charismatic
Catholics within the church; at least it may help to avoid these Catholics’
leaving the church to join another group. In Central America there are
many Catholics who are quite confused because of the similarities be-
tween Catholic charismatism and Protestant Pentecostalism. Because for
the average Latin American it is difficult to distinguish one Protestant
group from another, they see no difference now between charismatic Ca-
tholicism and Protestantism. Charismatics read and study the Bible, or-
ganize prayer groups, use Protestant songs or choruses, participate in in-
terconfessional meetings, emphasize fraternal love, proclaim the name of
the Lord Jesus Christ.

In many respects they seem to be another Protestant group. But they
are still Catholics, and many of them are more Catholic than ever. For
example, they have not abandoned their concept of divine revelation,
which according to the official teaching of the Roman Catholic church
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includes human tradition on the same level with the Scriptures. They
have not given up completely their synergistic doctrine of salvation.
Their sotenology is sacramental. Water baptism is the basis for be-
coming a member ofthe Body ofChrist.

It is beyond any doubt that many charismatics have been saved as a
result ofbeing exposed to the written Word of God. They claim to accept
the lordship of Christ in their lives and give great emphasis to the min-
istry of the Holy Spirit. They even speak of receiving Jesus as their per-
sonal Savior and give him an important place in their doctrine and wor-
ship. But it seems that most Catholic charismatics have not abandoned
their Marian devotion. They continue to believe in their love for Mary.
They venerate her as never before. She is considered to be the highest ex-
ample of a charismatic person. On the day of Pentecost she was baptized
in the Spirit and spoke in tongues.32

However, it is also true that in their spiritual life many Catholic
charismatics are eagerto believe God, taking his promises by faith. They
represent a strong pietistic movement within the Roman Catholic church.
Evidently, the charismatic experience has produced significant changes
in the lives of many people who have discovered the joy of addressing
themselves directly to God in spontaneous prayer. But serious doctrinal
differences between charismatics and conservative evangelicals persist.

It is a common belief among charismatics that the baptism of the
Holy Spirit is an experience subsequent to the sacrament of baptism.
O’Connor affirms, “besides the hidden communication of the Holy Spirit
which occurs through the sacrament of baptism, there is also a manifest
communication that may occur late, and which is here vividly described
as the Holy Spirit ‘falling upon’ a person.”33 O’Connor makes clear that
“to be baptized in the Holy Spirit does not mean to receive the sacrament
of baptism through the pouring of water over one’s head.... The baptism
in the Holy Spirit is something that happens to them often many years af-
ter they have been sacramentally baptized.”34 It is O’Connor’s conviction
that “the expression ‘baptism in the Holy Spirit’ does not imply that the
Spirit was not given through the sacrament of baptism.”35

The British pastor Michael Harper, who is enthusiastic about Pen-
tecostals and Catholic charismatics, makes reference in his book Three
Sisters to the distinction made by a Catholic writer between the theo-
logical use of the phrase “baptism of the Holy Spirit” (which indicates
that all Christians have been baptized by the Holy Spirit) and the char-
ismatic emphasis on the experience produced in the ones who are re-
newed by the Spirit.36 Because of the strong testimony of 1 Corinthians
12:13 to the fact that all newborn Christians are already baptized by the
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Holy Spirit, there are charismatics who say that all believers have that
baptism by the Spirit, but not all ofthem have experienced the baptism in
the Spirit.37

Father José Maria Delgado Varela, a Catholic charismatic leader in
Guatemala, sees relationship and at the same time difference between the
sacrament of baptism and the baptism by the Holy Spirit. By water bap-
tism the one who is baptized is placed into the Body of Christ. The Holy
Spirit is also communicated in a sacramental way. The one who is chris-
tianized receives the Holy Spirit and is entitled to possess all of his gifts
and virtues.38

The second sacrament of initiation is called confirmation. By this
sacrament the new life communicated by the Spirit in baptism is
strengthened in the believer. The sacraments of baptism and confirmation
are different from the baptism by the Holy Spirit. Water baptism is re-
ceived once and forever; the baptism by the Holy Spirit can be repeated.
The sacramental reality of confirmation is contained in the meaning of
the baptism of the Holy Spirit. But this baptism is not equivalent to con-
firmation.39

The third sacrament discussed by Delgado Varela in conjunction
with the baptism by the Holy Spirit is holy communion. He states that in
the teachings of Jesus on the eucharist, the promises on the ministry by
the Holy Spirit are abundant. The eucharist is the sacrament of fellow-
ship with God and with one another in Christ. This fellowship is ex-
perienced in a more intensive way by the one who has been baptized by
the Holy Spirit.40

According to Delgado Varela the baptism by the Holy Spirit is sub-
sequent to the sacraments of baptism and confirmation. It is a new effu-
sion of the Holy Spirit. To experience this baptism it is indispensable to
reject Satan and to surrender oneself to Christ, believing that he is the
King of kings and Lord of lords. It requires an act of faith, renunciation,
and obedience.41

Delgado Varela brings to an end his discussion on the baptism by
the Holy Spirit by saying that Mary, the mother of Jesus, is the perfect
model of a person who is under the power of the Holy Spirit. She is the
first charismatic person, the first one in whom the Holy Spirit manifests
himself as a person, without any limitation.42 Mary is the first and most
important charismatic person in history.43

In general, charismatics believe that the baptism by the Holy Spirit
may be manifested by the reception ofsome charism, especially the gift
of tongues. Some charismatics are more emphatic than others in this re-
gard, but all of them seem to be open to the possibility that the baptism
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by the Holy Spirit may result immediately in speaking in tongues.
On the basis established by Vatican II for a Catholic dialogue with

other Christians, Catholic charismatics are ecumenical. For all practical
purposes, they have actually accomplished more on behalf of the ecu-
menical cause in Latin America than the ecumenical movement repre-
sented by the World Council of Churches.

Catholic Charismatism as an Independent Movement

There are some charismatic Catholics who are more or less isolated
from their church. Some of them abandon the characteristic dogmas of
the Roman Catholic church. They are even critical of traditional Cathol-
icism and are not in complete agreement with the charismatic movement
controlled by the hierarchy. They may have their own meetings without
the assistance of a Catholic priest. They may invite a Protestant leader to
help them in their Bible study. These groups give a tremendous op-
portunity for a real evangelical witness.

The Protestant Charismatic Movement

With regard to Protestant charismatics it would also be a mistake to
identify them with traditional Pentecostals, although there are Pen-
tecostals who are charismatic.

Orlando Costas, a late Latin American missiologist, indicates that
the theological emphasis of charismatism is different from that of his-
torical Pentecostalism. For example, charismatics emphasize the ecu-
menicity of the Holy Spirit, who is also given to other Christian groups.
They insist that the greatest evidence of the pentecostal experience is not
speaking in tongues but love. Charismatics emphasize the Lordship Of
Christ. They have a christological basis for their pentecostal experience,
instead of limiting themselves to a pneumatological foundation, as tradi-
tional Pentecostals do. According to Costas, the liturgy is the result of a
more serious theological reflection, in contrast to the liturgy in traditional
Pentecostalism.44 Ecumenism is one of the most distinctive marks ofthe
charismatic movement. At the same time, chansmatism has been a di-
visive element in many Protestant churches in Latin America.

It is undeniable that the charismatic experience has transformed the
lives of many people. Christians who had played only a passive role in
their congregations have now become superactive in telling other Chris-
tians about the blessing of the Holy Spirit or in witnessing to unsaved
people about the gospel of Christ. Broken marriages have been restored
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to happy relationships, and young people testify that they were saved in a
charismatic meeting. The largest Protestant churches in Guatemala City
are charismatic. Old-line Pentecostal churches have been left behind as
far as numerical growth is concerned.

GENERAL EVALUATION OF THE

CHARISMATIC MOVEMENT

Roman Catholic Evaluation

The Declaration ofthe American CatholicBishops. The Declaration
ofthe American Catholic Bishops (1975) starts by quoting Vatican II on
the subject of spiritual gifts: “Extraordinary gifts are not to be rashly
sought after nor are the fruits of apostolic labor to be presumptuously ex-
pected from them. In any case, judgment as to their genuiness and proper
use belongs to those who preside over the Church, and to whose special
competence it belongs, not indeed to extinguish the Spirit, but to test all
things and hold fast to that which is good.”45

The bishops declare that the gifts of the Holy Spirit have always
been present in the church since the beginning; but to be sure that some
manifestations come from the Holy Spirit it is necessary to be in fellow-
ship with the pastors of the church and to take into consideration the
Word of God and the permanent teaching of the church. It is possible for
Christians to be deceived in regard to these gifts. The authentic gifts of
the Spirit are given for the edification of the church in unity and love.
Love is the most important sign of the genuine manifestation of the Holy
Spirit. But it has to be thekind of love described by Paul in I Corinthians
13. Another sign of the work of the Spirit is that he always gives tes-
timony to Jesus (John 14:26; 16:13-14).

The charismatic movement seems to be one of the greatest man-
ifestations of the Spirit in our times. There are many positive elements in
this movement. Some of those elements are, for instance, a solid and
deeply rooted faith in Jesus Christ as Lord; a new interest in prayer, both
private and public; a greater appreciation of spiritual values; a special
awareness of the action of the Holy Spirit; a joyful desire to praise the
Lord; and a personal commitment to Christ. Many charismatics are more
interested than ever in the sacraments; their devotion to Mary is more
meaningful than in the past; and they feel close to the church in a special
way.

But the bishops add that as in any other movement there are prob-
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lems in the charismatic renewal. Charismatism is inclined to become ex-
clusive. One ofthe results of elitism is the tendency to consider the char-
ismatic group as a privileged class, creating division instead of unity in
the church. There is also the tendency to ignore the intellectual and doc-
trinal contents of the Catholic faith. In this case faith is reduced to an
emotional religious experience. Anti-intellectualism is another danger
confronting the charismatic movement.

The American bishops recommend that the faithful be cautious in
relation to spectacular gifts like healing, prophecy, and speaking in
tongues. These activities may be genuine manifestations of the Holy
Spirit, but they have to be carefully examined, and their importance
should not be exaggerated.

The charismatic renewal is supposed to be related to the total life of
the church. A close relationship has to be established between the clergy
and the lay leaders of the charismatic movement.

A matter of special concern for the bishops is the existence of char-
ismatic groups that include both Catholics and other Christians. It is the
opinion of the bishops that a frequent or exclusive participation in ecu-
menical groups may dilute the sense of Catholic identity. On the other
hand, an occasional participation in ecumenical prayer groups may be
profitable. But those Catholics who take part in ecumenical activities
must be mature persons in their faith. They need to be deeply committed
to the teachings ofthe Catholic church.

It is possible to say that in general the American bishops did not
seem to be enthusiastic about the charismatic movement. Their declara-
tion emphasizes the duty ofCatholic charismatics to remain loyal to their
church and the responsibility of the clergy to keep charismatism under
ecclesiastical control.46

CELAM and the charismatic movement. In response to the request
of many priests and other Catholic leaders, the Latin American Episcopal
Council (Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano; CELAM), sponsored an
in-depth study on the charismatic movement. A book was published in
1977, including some of the papers written for that purpose. That book
does not seem to be an official and definitive declaration of CELAM on
the charismatic renewal. The editors say that it is expected that the pas-
tors will read the papers in a critical way.47

In the prologue Monsignor Alfonso LOpez Trujillo, at that time ex-
ecutive secretary of CELAM, gives some criteria for the charismatic
movement to follow. In the first place he is concerned about the unity of
the church and the authority of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. He feels that
the charismatic movement may give the impression that there is no pow-
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er in the ecclesiastical function of the hierarchy. There is the danger of
opposing “the church of the Spirit” to “the church ofthe bishops.”

A criterion to be followed is that of making a distinction between
accidental and essential elements in the faith and life of the church. For
instance, it is possible to give the gift of tongues an excessive im-
portance, from the functional point of view. It is also indispensable, ac-
cording to Monsignor LOpez Trujillo, to discern between that which is in-
tellectual and that which is experiential. There is the ever-present danger
of subjectivism in the charismatic renewal. It is necessary to emphasize
the fruit more than the gifts of the Spirit. Quoting Augustine, he says,
“Not your gifts, oh Lord, but you.” Christians are supposed to con-
centrate their attention not on the gifts but on the Giver.

Monsignor LOpez Trujillo warns against the dangers of interpreting
the baptism by the Holy Spirit as a new baptism that has in itself a li-
turgical value. This interpretation may create confusion in the minds of
the faithful. Moreover, the impression may be given that those who have
not had a particular experience are not Christians or that they are second-
class Christians. He also makes reference to the scant social concern in
the charismatic movement. Charismatics do not seem to be be interested
in committing themselves to social action.

The last words of the executive secretary of CELAM are character-
ized by caution and moderation. He advises the leaders of Latin Amer-
ican Catholicism to be open to a dialogue that would allow for a plurality
of experiences in the church.

In the final chapter of the book, it is stated that in general the char-
ismatic renewal has produced positive results. Exaggerations and abuses
are the exception, not the rule. The number of bishops, priests, and lay-
people participating in the movement is increasing every day. This par-
ticipation is a guarantee of the spiritual stability and strength of Roman
Catholic charismatism.

Instruction of the Guatemalan Episcopal Council. In April 1986 the
Guatemalan Episcopal Council of the Roman Catholic church published
a Pastoral Instruction on the Charismatic Renewal.48 In the introduction
of this document the bishops quote briefly Pope Paul VI’s message to the
Charismatic World Congress of 1975 and the address of John Paul II in
1981 to six hundred Catholic leaders who represented the charismatic re-
newal at the worldwide level. The pontiff exhorted those leaders to take
into consideration three principles: (1) faithfulness to the authentic doc-
trine of the church, (2) emphasison the most important gifts ofthe Spirit,
and (3) love as the only virtue that can lead the Christian believer to per-
fection, according to Colossians 3:14.
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Discussing the theology of the gifts of the Spirit, the Guatemalan
bishops affirm that the source of all gifts is Jesus Christ, that they are
given for personal sanctification and the edification of the Body of
Christ, and that not all of them have the same importance. There is no op-
position between the charisma and hierarchical authority. The charismat-
ic renewal has to be at the service of the church. Because the charismatic
renewal is a product of Vatican II, it is expected that this movement will
also be, in a particular way, loyal to the conciliar teachings. A movement
that would set aside Vatican II would not be an authentic renewal from
the Spirit.

Mary, the mother of Jesus, could not be left out ofthe episcopal In-
struction on charismatism. Mention is made that the desire ofPope John
Paul II is that Mary should be at the heart ofthe charismatic renewal be-
cause she is the most capable person to lead this movement. It is when
the faithful follow Mary’s example that she can help them to submit
themselves to the Holy Spirit and to live under his power to grow in ho-
liness.

After the doctrinal exhortations, the bishops mention some of the
positive results of Charismatism—for example, a revival in the prayer
life of many people in the church; a growth in fraternal love; a spiritual
transformation in the lives of priests and members ofmonastic orders; a
spiritual awakening in the laity; a greater love than in the past for the
Bible; a new interest in announcing the mighty works of God; a new
sense of fellowship with the Lord; and a new experience of the power of
the Holy Spirit.

On the other hand, the Guatemalan bishops point out some of the
dangers in the charismatic movement. There is the danger of falling into
serious “aberrations” in public prayer. Some Catholic charismatics condi-
tion their participation in the eucharist on a particular form ofcharismat-
ic liturgy. There is also the danger of forgetting that “the effusion of the
Holy Spirit is given through the sacraments.” Some people may want to
follow a teaching that they suppose is directly from the Spirit instead of
an official teaching of the church. A false sense of autonomy has been
created in some charismatic groups, promoting an attitude of self-
sufficiency and a false concept of the priestly ministry. They do not ask
forthe assistance ofa priest.

The so-called “baptism in the Spirit” seems to undermine the im-
portance of the sacrament of baptism, “which is the only true baptism in
water and in the Spirit.” Some charismatic groups give an excessive im-
portance to the emotional aspect oftheir experience. They easily fall into
subjectivism and a kind of illuminism, which are extremely dangerous
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for the faithful personally and for the church in general.
There also may be excesses in the “prayers for divine healing.” The

Catholic church has established the sacrament of extreme unction, which
has produced healing, both spiritually and physically, through centuries.
But both the clergy and the laity must pray on the basis of the Lord’s
promises for those who are ill. The sacrament of extreme unction is the
exclusive responsibilityof the clergy.

In the final section of the Instruction the bishops give some special
recommendations to the priests and other Catholic leaders. There is a
great concern for the unity of the church, the authority of the hierarchy,
the sacramental ministry of the church, the devotion to Mary and the
saints. Marian veneration is considered as “a guarantee oforthodoxy, and
of abundant mercies from God.” The Instruction ends with a prayer to
Mary, asking her to helpCatholics to be faithful to the Holy Spirit forthe
renewal of the church.

The Guatemalan bishops do not oppose the charismatic renewal, but
they are trying to keep this movement under hierarchical control. They
want nothing less than a Roman Catholic renewal.

Protestant Evaluation

Gospel and Spirit: A Joint Statenient. October 1977 saw the publica-
tion of “Gospel and Spirit: A Joint Statement.” This document is the
product of four valuable day-long conferences held over a period of
eighteen months by groups nominated by the Church of England Ev-
angelical Council and the Fountain Trust.49 John Stott and J. I. Packer,
who are known in Latin America through their writings (Dr. Stott has
also visited several Latin American countries), were among the par-
ticipants in those meetings.

According to the Statement, the purpose of the conferences was “to
try to articulate widely held and representative attitudes among the so-
called charismatic and non-charismatic leaders of Anglican evangel-
icalism and to bring both to thebar of Holy Scripture. We have sought to
understand each other’s views better, and to achieve closer harmony and
correspondence through examining them all in the light ofBiblical teach-
ing.”

They affirm that “the Charismatic Movement in the United King-
dom has Evangelical roots, but is now both trans-denominational and
trans-traditional, and embraces a very wide spectrum of views, attitudes
and practices.” At the same time they rejoice too that renewal ofspiritual
life is manifestly not confined to “charismatic” circles and churches. But
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they also recognize that “the main concern ofthe Charismatic renewal, at
least until recently, has been experiential rather than theological.”

In regard to the “baptism in the Holy Spirit,” it is declared that the
New Testament usage of the words baptize and especially baptize into re-
fers “to Christian initiation, rather than to a later enrichment of Christian
experience.” Consequently, this usage “must not be employed in a way
which would question the reality ofthe work ofthe Spirit in regeneration
and the real difference that this brings in experience from the outset.”
But this affirmation does not have the purpose ofdenying “thepossibility
or reality of subsequent experiences ofthe grace of God which have deep
and transforming significance.”

Is speaking in tongues the evidence of having received the gift of
the Spirit? The participants answer this question by saying that “the New
Testament will not allow us to make it either the only, orthe universal, or
an indubitable evidence that this gift has been given.” However, they ad-
mit that one of the evidences of having received the Spirit is “thejoyful
spontaneous praise of God (whether in one’s own tongue or another).”
They are open to receiving any spiritual gifts that are consonant with the
New Testament, “and see no reason why such gifts should not be given
and exercised today.” With respect to speaking in tongues it is declared:

Most of us would accept that some tongues-speaking,
though not necessarily a heavenly language, is nev-
ertheless divinely given and has spiritual and psycho-
logical value. We are also aware that a similar phe-
nomenon can occur under occult/demonic influence, and
that some such utterances may be merely psychological
in origin and not necessarily edifying or beneficial at all.
Opinions also vary as to the value of this gift to the in-
dividual, and (with interpretation) to the church. We con-
sider it necessary to hold to the balance of the New Tes-
tament in our general attitude to it, in accordance with I
Corinthians 14, neither exalting it above all other gifts,
nor despising it and forbidding its exercise (though al-
ways with interpretation if in public).

Of special interest for us Latin American evangelicals is also what
our Anglican brothers say about Roman Catholics and renewal. They re-
joice in the fact that Christians of different backgrounds have fellowship
together in the charismatic movement, but they recognize at the same
time the existence of some dangers:



The Charismatic Movement 315

(i) A unity based on experience at the expense of doc-
trine would be less than the unity envisaged in the
New Testament, and would be dangerous in the long
term.

(ii) Personal (and even corporate) renewal has not al-
ways meant the dropping of all anti-Biblical or sub-
Biblical traditions and practices. We see need to
pray for and to encourage reformation by God’s
Word as well as by renewal by his Spirit in all
churches. In the case of the Roman Catholic Church,
however, a massive international community which
has only recently begun to question its own historic
stances, we recognize that God calls us to be realistic
in our expectations and to allow time (how long is
not for us to say) for the forces of reformation and
renewal to operate widely enough for changes in of-
ficial formulations and interpretations of doctrine to
become possible, where they are necessary.

The Anglican Statement is the product of dialogue between two
groups of Christians who belong to the same ecclesiastical tradition. The
purpose of seeking understanding and closer harmony may have been
achieved to a large extent. The Statement is respectful, open-minded,
irenic, and positive. Negative elements are not emphasized, much less
overemphasized. This document has to be read taking into consideration
the social and ecclesiastical context of British evangelicalism.

James I. Packer, who participated in that dialogue, has taken a long,
hard look at charismatism in his book Keep in Step with the Spirit,50
pointing out negative and positive aspects of this movement. According
to Packer, positive aspects are Christ-centeredness, Spirit-empowered
living, emotion finding expression, prayerfulness, joyfulness, every-heart
involvement in the worship of God, every-member ministry in the Body
of Christ, missionary zeal, small-group ministry, a balanced attitude to-
ward church structures, communal living, and generous giving. Among
the negative aspects he mentions are elitism, emotionalism, anti-
intellectualism, illuminism “charismania,” “supernaturalism,” eudaemon-
ism (“the belief that God means us to spend our time in this fallen world
feeling well and in a state of euphoria based on that fact”), demonobses-
sion, and conformism (“group pressure is tyrannical”). Dr. Packer tries to
be objective and positive in his approach to charismatism. His book is
very helpful for a more personal and detailed evaluation of this move-
ment from an Anglican point of view.
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A Latin American perspective. We evangelicals in Latin America
have to rejoice also in the positive aspects of the charismatic movement.
It is a blessing to see that many charismatics have come to a personal
knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ through a serious study of God’s
written revelation, in submission to the illuminating ministry ofthe Holy
Spirit. They have experienced a radical transformation as a result oftheir
conversion to the Lord Jesus Christ. It is evident that the Holy Spirit is
doing a special work in the lives of many Roman Catholics in Latin
America today, not necessarily because they are Catholic charismatics
but because they have been open to the witness of the Spirit and his
Word. We have to realize that especially after Vatican lithe Scriptures
have been freely distributed, read, and studied by Catholics in those
countries. The Word of God, widely disseminated by both evangelicals
and Catholics, is bearing fruit as never before in the lives of large num-
bers ofLatin Americans, even within the Roman Catholic church.

We also rejoice when we see the spiritual and moral change ex-
perienced by evangelicals who through the years did not seem to be real-
ly committed to serving the Lord Jesus Christ in any capacity. But now
they claim that the Holy Spirit has done a special work in them, and they
are full of joy and enthusiasm, assuming their Christian responsibilities
in their family lives and doing whatever they can in their local churches
for the greater progress ofthe gospel.

We cannot deny, much less oppose, the positive results ofthe char-
ismatic movement. We praise the Lord for these results. But at the same
time we realize that, generally speaking, the main concern of the char-
ismatic renewal has been experiential rather than theological. Emotions
have played the most important role in this movement. The general ten-
dency has been to emphasize experiences instead of the knowledge of the
Scriptures. There is, consequently, the danger of subjectivism. The in-
ward voice of the heart speaks louder than the external voice ofthe writ-
ten Word ofGod.

When experiences or spectacular gifts are overemphasized, there is
the danger of pride. It seems that the tremendous charismatic experience
has not been able to overcome in many people the “I am better than you”
spirit. There is in many charismatics a superiority complex—”I have
something you do not have.” A year ago we were having a home Bible
study when a Christian lady gave a personal testimony. She started by
saying that she had recently had “the charismatic experience.” Now she
realized that all the churches in the country were carnal and dead. What
she had learned at her local church and at a Bible school was of no spir-
itual value. But because of her “new experience” she now had total vic-
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tory over sin in her own life and a newjoy in her heart.
Such an attitude has been responsible, to a large extent, for the di-

visive nature of the charismatic movement in Latin America. This ten-
dency is paradoxical in view of the ecumenical propensity of cha-
rismatism. Some years ago, Orlando E. Costas reported that in Brazil
new denominations had been organized as a result of the charismatic in-
fluence on historical Protestant bodies in that country.5’ Nevertheless,
with regard to the Roman Catholic church, Protestant charismatism is ec-
umenical. The Anglican Joint Statement, already mentioned, recognizes
the danger of a “unity based on experience at the expense of doctrine.”
Catholic leaders see the same danger for their church. The majority of
evangelicals are concerned about the ecumenical tendency of cha-
rismatism, especially when they realize that most Catholic charismatics
remain loyal to the distinctive doctrines of their church and that the con-
servative bishops and priests are determined to keep the movement under
their control. We are not called to antagonize Catholic charismatics but
to love them in the Lord. But neither are we supposed to be naive, be-
lieving that just because they are charismatic all of them are already ev-
angelical, in the doctrinal and practical sense ofthis word.

The extremes to which some people may go in their desire to have
supernatural experiences is also a motive of serious concern. They may
even try to manipulate the Godhead to see a miracle. Dr. Cecilio Ar-
rastia, a Cuban pastor and theologian, has said that neo-Pentecostalism is
in danger of having a Greek concept ofthe Holy Spirit—considering him
not as a person, but as a substance that can be manipulated by humans.
ArrastIa sees also in charismatism a form of occultism—the tendency to
produce supernatural experiences as if these experiences were the goal of
the Christian life.52

From a sociological standpoint, ithas been pointed out that the char-
ismatic movement is strongly individualistic, isolated from Latin Amer-
ican socio-political reality. Charismatics may speak a great deal about
the kingdom of God as a present reality, but they are still secluding them-
selves in their super-spiritual experiences. It is interesting to notice that,
generally speaking, charismatism started as a middle-class movement in
Latin America. This is especially true among Catholics. Writing in 1977,
Pedro A. Riverio de Oliveira, a Roman Catholic from Brazil, says that
theparticipants in the charismatic renewal were, relatively speaking, peo-
ple who enjoyed a high social status. Some of the first charismatic meet-
ings in Guatemala City were held in fine restaurants or hotels.

Charismatic meetings may become a way to escape from the com-
plicated problems of our society. Because of their middle-class mental-
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ity, many charismatics identify their new spiritual experience with fi-
nancial success. To some extent “the gospel of prosperity” has permeated
their minds. If the Lord is able to heal the bodies, he can also give ma-
terial wealth to those who really believe his promises.

We have to admit that the charismatic movement is a real challenge
to the Roman Catholic church, to the mainline Protestant denominations,
to classic or historical Pentecostalism, and to us evangelicals in the so-
called biblical movement. We have to answer this challenge on exeget-
ical grounds, with an open Bible in our hands, but also on a practical lev-
el. Our biblical knowledge and orthodoxy are basic in dealing with this
movement. But we have also to answer the challenge with our lives. For
instance, do we really believe God? Do we really trust him in our daily
lives? Or is he only a far away person, reduced to our theological think-
ing? We know he is personal, we know he has wonderful attributes, we
know he is the creator, the God of providence, God the redeemer, and
God the consummator. We know he is the only living and true God. But,
do we know him in action in our daily walks? We have to demonstrate in
one way or another that he is real to us, not only in our books of theol-
ogy, but also in our own day-to-day experience. Some people go to the
charismatic movement because they feel they are spiritually empty; they
have not seen God as a reality in their lives or in our congregations.

Many of our churches are agonizing. They have Bible study, Sun-
day school, women’s fellowship, youth meetings, vacation Bible schools,
and you name it, but they are not really alive. There is not a real differ-
ence between the environment outside the church and the atmosphere in-
side the congregation. There is not a real worship. There is not a joyful
praise to the Lord. The Scriptures may be explained in a technical way,
when they are really explained, but the people do not feel the impact of
the Word. Their hearts are not warmed by the Scriptures. It seems that
we are missing something. We do not have just to blame charismatism if
the people leave our agonizing churches to go somewhere else, perhaps
back to the world. Are we not supposed to take seriously in ourown lives
and ministry the New Testament teaching on the person and work ofthe
Holy Spirit?
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10
Resistance to Change

Within the diversity of postconciliar Catholicism in Latin America
there is also a resistance to any critical change in the ideas, attitudes, and
practices that are deeply rooted in five hundred years of Catholic pres-
ence in those countries. Since the Iberian discovery of America, our his-
tory and culture have been shaped to a large extent by medieval and co-
lonial Catholicism. Generally speaking, before Vatican lithe Roman
Catholic Church, especially in the most undeveloped Latin American
countries, had not officially experienced profound changes in its teach-
ing, liturgy, and pastoral ministry, norin its attitude toward the problems
ofsociety.

In view of this long history of traditional Catholicism in our Latin
American soil, it is not surprising that even today there are clergy and lay
people who tenaciously oppose the forces of ecclesiastical and social
change.

Apparently, the vast majority of people have not yet received the
impact of the aggiornamento in their religious beliefs and practices.
They still express their faithby means ofa “popular religiosity” (or “pop-
ular piety”) that in many cases is a clear example of religious syncretism.

On the other hand, traditional Catholicism is also represented by the
millions of Latin Americans who as far as their private lives are con-
cerned are indifferent to any form of religion. They may still profess to
be Catholic because they were born in a so-called Catholic country, in a
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home that perhaps follows a long-standing religious tradition or for so-
cial convenience claims to be Catholic. But they would not be concerned
about church renewal, as long as this renewal would not affect their per-
sonal interests. From a personal standpoint and for all practical purposes
they have no religion to renew.

We will take a look at these groups ofpeople who are not really in-
volved in the transformation ofRoman Catholicism in Latin America.

THE CONSERVATIVE CHURCH

We must not forget that in institutional terms, Rome continues to be
basically and officially unchanged in its dogma. It was not the Second
Vatican Council’s purpose to change the “deposit of faith,” but rather to
explain it in language relevant to modern humanity and in a way that
would be acceptable to “integrationists” and “progressives” within the
church.’

The authority of tradition (on an equal footing with Scripture), the
primacy and infallibility of the pope, synergism in the order of salvation,
traditional Mariology, and the sacramental system still maintain their
status.2

Rome has not changed its hierarchical organization or its caste spir-
it, the idea that it has an inalienable right over lives and haciendas in our
pain-ridden Latin America. Samuel Escobar warns that it is necessary al-
ways to relate the theological and institutional aspects of Catholicism,
and notes that “the old Constantinianism” still persists along with “that
paternalism which has marked the Catholic Church’s politics toward the
indigenous minorities in various countries; ‘the Indians are ours.’ All this
comes wrapped up in a leftist liberationist rhetoric.”3

There still exists in Latin America that hierarchical Catholicism that
is at home in government and diplomatic circles and in the so-called high
society, and which defends its own interests and those ofthe ruling class-
es. For these hierarchs it is as though Vatican II and the Medellin Confer-
ence had never been held.4 They seem to long for the preconciliar era,
when they lived peacefully in their palaces and did not hear the cry of
those Catholics who demand a change in the ecclesiastical and social
structures.

In some parishes the archconservative priests have the unqualified
support of the ultramontane hierarchy. This hierarchy in turn takes refuge
in the piety of thousands and thousands of sincere Catholics and in the
religiosity of those who, led only by tradition or social convenience, con-
tinue to profess the faith of their forebears and to participate in the rites
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of the church. This is the sleeping church that the Jesuit Freizede wants
to awaken.5

The spirit of the archconservative bishop Marcel Lefebvre is also
present in Latin America. There is in Mexico a group of Catholics who
endorse his movement of protest against the reforms proclaimed by Vat-
ican II. The name ofthat group is Trent.6 This is the name ofthe Italian
city in which a general council was held in the years 1546-1563 to coun-
teract the Protestant Reformation by means ofdogmatic formulations and
some internal reforms in the Catholic church. For us evangelicals in Lat-
in America, Trent is a symbol of the church that in colonial times took
sides with the ruling class in our countries, at the service of the Spanish
crown. It is a symbol ofthe doctrine disseminated by the Catholic church
this side of the Atlantic through more than four hundred years ofour his-
tory—the anti-Protestant theology promulgated by Trent and confirmed
by Vatican 1(1870). The purpose ofMonsignor Lefebvre and his follow-
ers is to restore Tridentine Catholicism around the world.

It would be unfair to readers in other parts ofthe world if we were
to skip over this facet of the Catholic church in the description we are
trying to present. Unfortunately, this antiquated, fossilized, hierarchical,
and dominating Catholicism still exists in Latin America, no matter how
much we would like to hide the fact, whether motivated by an ingenuous
or nearsighted ecumenism or dazzled by progressive Catholicism.

But the whole picture includes other facets ofa church whose mon-
olithic unity has been fractured. We are face to face with the reality of a
multifaceted Catholicism that is deeply divided.

NOMINAL CATHOLICS

It is universally recognized that in our Latin American countries
millions are Catholic by heritage and convenience, not by conviction.
When the moment comes for these people to declare their religious af-
filiation, they answer“Catholic.” They were baptized Catholic, their fam-
ily is Catholic, and everyone (or almost everyone) in their circle of
friends is Catholic. In the society in which they live it is normal to be
“Catholic.”

Nominal Catholics abound in the middle and upper classes. Many
come from families who have a long history of membership in militant
Catholicism. They attended the best nuns’ and monks’ schools and ful-
filled the rites of initiation in the Roman church. They have established
their own homes with the blessing of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and
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send their children to a good Catholic school where they will learn the in-
dispensable moral principles necessary for relating to important people.

Beyond these family and social conveniences, however, it does not
matter to them what happens in the church just as long as it does not up-
set their status quo. In private conversation these nominal Catholics can
be biting critics of the church and may boast of their broad-mindedness
in regard to religious phenomena. They claim to respect all religions, but
do not commit themselves to any one of them. They go to the Catholic
churches for baptisms, weddings, funerals, and other special occasions
that social convenience demands.

To be sure, they recognize that the church may exert a moral in-
fluence upon the masses to keep them from rising up against the es-
tablished order—that is, against the interests of the ruling class—and
they are alarmed by the new ideas of the priest of the vanguard. These
nominal Catholics have a utilitarian sense of religion; they are willing to
make use of it but not serve it. Whether consciously or unconsciously,
this kind of person has helped the Catholic church to be a useful tool in
preventing changes in the underdeveloped countries.

The group of nominal Catholics also includes those proletarians—
both rural and urban—and students who live outside the church but do
not irrevocably renounce it. In other words, they say they are Catholic
but do not practice their faith, and they resist the idea of being “church
people.” They are not active Catholics, but they are still included within
Latin American Catholicism. Many of them, particularly in student cir-
cles, feel that the church has been left behind in the process of change in
these countries, and they tend toward the political left, outside the ec-
clesiastical circle.

We mention the nominal Catholics not only because they form part
of the church but also because a partial or even ingenuous description of
post-conciliar Latin American Catholicism might leave the mistaken im-
pression that all Catholics in these countries are, under the direction of
the ecclesiastical hierarchy, directly involved in the process of change in-
itiated by Vatican II and nourished by the conferences of Medellmn
(1968) and Puebla (1979). Nothing could be further from the truth. It is
one thing to examine contemporary Catholicism in the light of the teach-
ings of avant-garde theologians, but it is very different to live among
Catholics and to observe firsthand the tremendous contrasts within the
church as a whole in our Latin American countries. Perhaps the fol-
lowing illustrates this most clearly.
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POPULAR RELIGIOSITY

In the company of a Latin American friend, we visited one of the
most famous sanctuaries of Central America. We arrived at the back of
the principal altar, where there is a small staircase the pilgrims ascend in
order to be near the image of Jesus—which is considered very mi-
raculous—and to kiss the heel while they recite a prayer. We said to our
friend: “This, too, is Latin American Catholicism.” It seems that the
strong winds of Medellin and Vatican II have not blown here yet. The an-
gry and revolutionary voices of Camilo Torres and Ernesto Cardenal go
unheard, as do the theological reflections ofGutiérrez and Assmann, and
Bishop Cámara’s call for the transformation of existing structures
through moral pressure.

Catholicism of the vanguard exists in Latin America, but it exists
alongside the Catholicism of those who pray before the tomb of a monk
who died years ago. Those Catholics reach out their trembling hands to
touch the door ofthe sepulchre, in the hope that that monk will hear them
and perform “a miracle” for them. Catholicism is also the multitudes who
reverently participate in the massive Holy Week processions; it is those
who walk upon their bloody knees to the altar ofthe Virgin ofGuadalupe
in Mexico; it is the Indians of the central Guatemalan highlands who, in a
now-famous case of religious syncretism, combine the faith of the con-
quistadores with the adoration ofthe ancient Mayan gods—all this more
than twenty years after Vatican II. Catholicism also includes those who
mix the faith of the church with spiritism. In these days when there is a
tremendous growth in the occult sciences, the so-called Catholic-spiritist
or spiritist-Catholic church is present.

It is no wonder that in Catholic circles today there is so much talk of
“evangelizing” our continent once again.

CONCLUSION

In general terms, then, this is the mosaic that post-conciliar Latin
American Catholicism presents to even the most superficial observer. It
cannot be denied that within the categories mentioned here, and between
groups, there is a whole spectrum ofconvictions, attitudes, and practices
that could not even be mentioned in a work of this sort. There are other
categories that were not even included—for example, the Catholicism of
Opus Dei and similar movements that wish to raise their rightist or cen-
trist flags upon the battlements ofthe church and carry out their political
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maneuverings in the shadow of the sanctuary.
It remains for the careful investigator to deepen the socio-religious

analysis of the Catholic phenomenon in Latin America. We have only in-
dicated anew some well-known guidelines that if followed with the tools
provided by theology and the social sciences can lead us to a broader
comprehension of Latin American Catholicism before venturing to emit
unilateral judgments or exceedingly optimistic evaluations of the Cath-
olic situation in our countries.
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Doing Theology in Latin America:

Contextualization
During at least the last twenty years there has been a great deal of

theological and missiological discussion about the idea of encouraging
the churches in the Two-Thirds World to produce their own evangelical
theology in response to their own needs, in their particular cultural and
social context. There have been both positive and negative reactions to
this idea. For instance, the suggestion of having a theology written in
Latin America for Latin Americans has created a sense of uneasiness,
suspicion, and even fear at home and abroad.

Some years ago in a theological consultation held at Guatemala, a
dear Christian lady was so concerned and disturbed by the discussion of
the possibility of doing evangelical theology in Latin America that she
asked, “Are you planning to write another Bible? My Bible is good
enough for me.” Other people say: “We have already an evangelical the-
ology. There is no need for another one.” Some evangelical leaders are
afraid of any attempt to go beyond our predecessors in biblical and theo-
logical research. To them, evangelical theology is a finished product that
admits no new forms of expression that would be more relevant to our
society. They make no distinction between God’s written revelation as
such and theology as a human reflection that has been going on through
almost two thousand years of church history. The leaders of the Prot-
estant Reformation made that distinction. Martin Luther said that a gen-
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era! council as well as a pope may err, and thus neither had a right to im-
pose any article of faith not founded in the Scriptures. Theological sys-
tems may change, at least in their forms: only the Word of God remains
forever.

There may be, however, some justification for the immediate neg-
ative response to the idea of doing a regional theology. From the ev-
angelical standpoint, it is always risky to explore new territories in the at-
tempt to theologize, especially if the scholar is not deeply grounded in
God’s written revelation, if he or she has not strong evangelical convic-
tions, if he or she is not in close fellowship with the Lord and his church.
Evangelical theology has to be done on the basis of the Scriptures, in
subjection to the Holy Spirit, in “the communion of the saints,” in a re-
spectful and constant dialogue with theevangelical theology of yesterday
and today, in a meaningful and discerning interaction with the cultural
and social context.

We need a Latin American theology, as evangelicals in the United
States need a theology to meet their needs and the spiritual and ethical
needs oftheir country. The gospel brought to North America by the Brit-
ish, the Dutch, and other immigrants is contextualized in American re-
ality. What American and European evangelicals are doing, we Latin
Americans are supposed to do—to contextualize the gospel in our cul-
tural and social situation.

THE MEANING OF CONTEXTUALIZATION

The very well-known illustration of the seed and the flowerpot, as given
by Dr. D. T. Niles, a Methodist preacher of Sri Lanka, comes immedi-
ately to mind when we speak of indigenization and contextualization.
According to Dr. Niles,

the Gospel is like a seed, and you have to sow it. When
you sow the seed of the Gospel in Palestine, a plant that
can be called Palestinian Christianity grows. When you
sow it in Rome, a plant of Roman Christianity grows.
You sow the Gospel in Great Britain and you get British
Christianity. The seed of the Gospel is later brought to
America, and a plant grows of American Christianity.
Now, when the missionaries came to our lands they
brought not only the seed of the Gospel, but their own
plant of Christianity, flowerpot included! So, what we
have to do is to break the flowerpot, take out the seed of
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the Gospel, sow it in our own cultural soil, and let our

own version ofChristianity grow.1

It is evident that the flowerpot has not been broken in many mission
fields. In Latin America, for example, there are churches that have tried
to be a Xerox copy of churches in the United States. We have seen in
many cases a translation of the North American evangelical culture into
our own culture. Some young preachers have gone to the extreme ofim-
itating the foreign missionary in the pulpit.

Indigenization and Contextualization

In 1885 John L. Nevius published a series of articles on mis-
siological methodology. These papers were developed into the book
Planting and Development ofMissionaiy Churches.2 The Nevius Method
became widely known in relation to the subject of “indigenization.” The
Willowbank Reporton gospel and culture points out that even in the mid-
dle of the last century “pioneer missionary thinkers like Henry Venn and
Rufus Anderson . . . popularized the concept of ‘indigenous’ churches,
which would be ‘self-governing, self-supporting and self-propagating.”3

Roland Allen did the same earlier in this century. But in the “three-self
approach” the principle of self-theologizing was lacking. Theology con-
tinued to be, to a large extent, the imported theology from the West.
There were other areas in which indigenization was also necessary—for
instance, liturgy, methods of preaching, church government, and even
church architecture.

In 1928 the Jerusalem Conference of the International Missionary
Council, which was an outcome of the now-famous missionary confer-
ence held in Edinburgh in 1910, gave serious attention to the urgent need
for developing truly indigenous churches. The conference called for
churches “which expressed in worship, customs, art and architecture the
best characteristics of a people, but at the same time preserved the in-
heritance ofthe church ofevery land and ofevery age.”4

In January 1949, Professor H. Richard Niebuhr gave a series of lec-
tures on the subject of Christ and culture at Austin Presbyterian Theo-
logical Seminary. His book Christ and Culture,5 based on those lectures,
has become widely known and quoted in missiological literature. Pro-
fessor Niebuhr is dealing with a difficult problem faced by Christians: In
what way, or degree, is Christ relevant to the situation in which the in-
dividual Christian and the church are called to fulfill their mission? It is
actually a book on basic Christian social ethics. Five alternative ways to
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relate the gospel to culture are given:

(1) “Christ against culture,” or the counterculture ap-
proach, is illustrated by Tertullian, medieval mystics,
and several conservative groups in our contemporary
world. (2) The second kind of approach is called “the
Christ of culture,” or the accommodationist approach, as
illustrated by Gnosticism and Abelard, “culture Prot-
estantism,” Albrecht Ritschlo, and others. (3) The
“Christ above culture” approach, or the synthesis of
Christ and culture, is represented by Clement of Alex-
andria and Thomas Aquinas, “who is probably the great-
est of all the synthesists in Christian history.”6 (4) The
dualistic approach of “Christ and culture in Paradox”
was taken by Luther, Kierkegaard, Troeltsch, and others.
(5) “Christ the transformer of culture” is the fifth view.
Among the representatives of the conversionist model,
Niebuhr mentions Augustine, Calvin, and F. D. Maurice.

In the last paragraph of his book, Niebuhr says:

To make our decisions in faith is to make them in view
of the fact that no single man or group or historical time
is the church; but that there is a church offaith in which
we do our partial, relative work and on which we count.
It is to make them in view of the fact that Christ is risen
from the dead, and is not only the head of the church but
the redeemer of the world. It is to make them in view of
the fact that the world of culture—man’s achievement—
exists within the world of grace—God’s Kingdom.7

In other words, there is no contradiction between gospel and culture
in the kingdom of God.

In relation to the missionary task, Peter Savage indicates that some
Catholic missiologists have talked of “accommodation to culture” (Luz-
betak). Protestants have preferred to speak of “adaptation to culture”
(Kraemer, first director of the WCC Ecumenical Institute), “possession
of culture” (the classical Reformed posture, defended by Peter Bey-
erhaus), and “transformation of culture” (Charles H. Kraft). Savage dis-
cusses briefly these four concepts in his paper “Discipleship in Context:
The Challenge of ‘Contextualization.” Luzbetak proposes “accommoda-
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tion” in the sense of a “respectful, prudent, scientifically and theo-
logically sound adjustment ofthe Church to the native culture in attitude,
outward behavior, and practical apostolic approach,” with the ideaof per-
meating the whole of culture with the gospel, without compromising the
essentials offaith.8

“Adaptation” differs from “accommodation” in that “it strives not
for assimilation of cultural elements but for expression of the Gospel
through familiar cultural forms and ideas.” The example given is that of
the apostle John who uses the logos ideato express incarnation.9

The concept of“possession” is based on Psalm 2:8: “Ask ofme, and
I will make the nations yourheritage, and the ends ofthe earth your pos-
session.” “Possession” is a cosmic process. But according to Beyerhaus,
this approach to indigenization is primarily concerned “with the personal
allegiance of people, based on a change ofmind, a metaphysical libera-
tion and a spiritual regeneration.”10

In the “transformation” approach God is seen “above culture but as
employing culture as the vehicle for his interaction with man.” The role
of the individual Christian is emphasized for cultural change, but atten-
tion is also given to the social context in which the individual is located.
“When processes of individual transformation take place, they influence
both the individual internal culture—his psychology—and his use of his
external culture.”2

At the present time even among evangelicals in different parts ofthe
world there is the tendency to go beyond indigenization to contextual-
ization both in theory and practice, although it has been pointed out that
this tendency came originally from the World Council of Churches. It is
a fact that a consultation on “Dogmatic or Contextual Theology?” was
held by the Ecumenical Institute of the World Council of Churches at
Bossey, Switzerland, in 1971. In that conference the guidelines were laid
down for contextualizing the gospel in accord with the Theological Ed-
ucation Fund (TEF) of the World Council of Churches. Bruce C. G.
Fleming writes that “the term ‘contextualization’ first surfaced publicly
in 1972 with the publication of Ministiy in Context by the Theological
Education Fund.”13 Explaining the meaning of contextualization, this
book says:

It [contextualization] means all that is implied in the fa-
miliar term “indigenization” and yet seeks to press be-
yond. Contextualization has to do with how we assess
the peculiarity of third world context. Indigenization
tends to be used in the sense of responding to the Gospel
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in terms ofa traditional culture. Contextualization, while
not ignoring this, takes into account the process of sec-
ularity, technology, and the struggle for human justice,
which characterize the historical moment of nations in
theThird World.14

According to this view, in contrast to traditional indigenization, con-
textualization is open to social change: it is aware of the revolutionary
situation in which we live; it is concerned about the movements for so-
cial justice in the Third World; it is future oriented. Contextualization has
to do not only with traditional cultural values—language, customs, arts—
but also with new economic and political concepts.

Contextualization comes to remind us Latin American evangelicals
that we belong to a social and cultural context, and that we are not sup-
posed to close our eyes to the sufferings of our own people; that the gos-
pel message is not only for life after death, but also for life this side of
the grave. Contextualization has come to tell us, in emphatic terms, that
the gospel itself was originally given in a social context; that the biblical
writers did not speak in a social vacuum, and that we do not read the
Word ofGod in a social vacuum.

A difference between theoretical indigenization and contextual-
ization is seen perhaps in the traditional attitude of evangelical missions
toward the Indian culture in Latin America and the new missionary ap-
proach to the Indian problem in those countries. For instance, Indian cul-
ture in Latin America is in many ways beautiful. Our Indians have cul-
tural values that must be preserved. But as the same time most of the
Indian people live miserable lives from the spiritual, moral, educational,
and economic standpoint. Their standard of living is in many cases sub-
human. They have been deprived of their land and have to work for
wealthy farmers who may treat them as slaves. Hundreds of Indians—
men, women, and children—are taken in big trucks to coffee, sugar-cane,
and cotton plantations where they live in very sad conditions, work hard,
and are given the lowest possible salaries. Some people may ask whether
we should go on trying to indigenize the gospel according to traditional
cultural values in a social context that is crying for a radical change.

It seems to me that, generally speaking, traditional indigenization
was not concerned about the social problem of the Latin American In-
dians. For some missiological reasons, traditional indigenization has
been enthusiastic about preserving our Indian culture, especially the In-
dian dialects. This indigenization has been to a large extent romantic, in
the sense of looking to the past and glorifying the noble savage without
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seriously taking into consideration the present, much less the future. Con-
textualization is asking for the incarnation of the gospel, not in a tradi-
tional and static culture, but in the struggle and agony of the people in
their search for a new culture, namely, a better way of life for them and
their children.

The Problems of Contextualization

As Latin American Christians we have to admit the need for an ap-
plication ofthe gospel to the totality of humanity. The Lord Jesus Christ
has come to liberate humans completely; not only to prepare them for
heaven, but also to give them a new quality of life here on earth. At the
same time, we have to be faithful to the gospel itself, to submit ourselves
to the final authority ofGod’s written revelation. We have to be wise, de-
pending on the light of the Scriptures and on the leading of the Holy
Spirit, to avoid any distortion ofthe gospel in ourlives and ministries. In
other words, we have to be aware of the problems ofcontextualization.

In the final analysis, contextualization is closely related to her-
meneutics—hermeneutics not only as exegesis, but also as interpretation
in the light of our social context. In exegesis we may stop in the culture
in which divine revelation was given. We may become experts in the
study ofthe Middle Eastern culture and Mediterranean culture of biblical
times without being really concerned about the social and cultural prob-
lems of our contemporaries.

To solve the problem of exegetical isolation from the realities of
daily life, we speak of application as a necessary step in the process.
Once we have determined the meaning ofthe text in the light of the con-
text (grammatical, historical, and cultural), we apply it to ourselves and
to other people’s experience. The meaning of the biblical text is not de-
termined by our social context, which is subject to change. We do not
want to relativize the truth ofGod’s written revelation. The Word ofGod
remains forever, far above the ever-changing social context. The Scrip-
tures sit in judgment on all economic, social, and political ideologies. We
also believe in the ministry of the Holy Spirit, who leads us into the mind
of God as we study his Word. We also believe that the written Word and
the Holy Spirit have spoken to other holy persons in past centuries and in
our own time. Therefore, we believe that the church has a body of sound
doctrine that we have the privilege of using as a safeguard against theo-
logical deviations in our hermeneutical task.

In contrast to our way of interpreting and applying the Scriptures in
our ministries, there is a great deal of existential and political her-
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meneutics going on in contemporary theology. According to the new her-
meneutics, the interpreter goes from oneselfor from one’s social context
to the Scriptures. It is a movement from psychology, or from sociology,
to theology. Contextualization may easily become an instrument for re-
ligious syncretism or political ideology. The Uruguayan theologian Mor-
timer Arias, who has been a lecturer in evangelism at Perkins School of
Theology, recognizes that “Contextualization may become mere ac-
commodation, acculturation, domestication, or absorption of the Gospel
as in syncretism or culture religion.”5

Syncretism has always been a threat to the Christian church. There
was syncretism in the early centuries of Christianity, especially when
Christianism became a legal religion in the Roman Empire and ec-
clesiastical leaders began to use pagan means and methods to com-
municate the gospel of Christ. There is syncretism in the religion of the
Indian peoples who were supposedly “evangelized” by the Roman Cath-
olic priests and monks in Latin America four centuries ago. In mis-
siological literature a distinction has been established between “easy ac-
commodation” and “prophetic accommodation.” Nevertheless the
dividing line between accommodation and syncretism is always too thin
to he kept clear and distinctive in theperforming of the missionary task.

There is today a strong syncretistic tendency amongecumenical the-
ologians around the world. Speaking on “Contextualization and Asian
Theology,” Bong Rin Ro says:

There are Christian theologians and other religious
thinkers who have tried to syncretize Christianity with a
national religion (Hinduism, Buddhism, or Islam) in an
attempt to contextualie theology into the national situa-
tion. The Commission of World Mission and Evangel-
ism of the World Council of Churches has sponsored a
number of religious dialogues with the leaders of other
living religions. Many of these dialogues have resulted
in a mutual acceptance ofeach other’s beliefs. The scope
of Hinduism and Buddhism is large enough to ac-
commodate all other religions, including Christianity.’6

In Latin America we are confronted at the present time by what may
be called “socio-Christian syncretism”—a mixture of social sciences and
some Christian principles under the guiding star of leftist ideologies to
promote structural changes in our society. We have come to the point at
which some people think that we are not contextualizing the gospel cor-
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rectly unless we are active in the political left. Others are pushing us to
take an extreme conservative position against any change in our social
structures. It is undeniable that all of us have opted for something in the
area of politics, even if our option is noninvolvement. But we are, above
all, Christians, and our political options are not supposed to have a final
character. Jesus Christ is the Lord. Any socio-political system is im-
perfect and temporary. But the Word of the Lord remains forever. For us
evangelical Christians, contextualization does not mean compromise
with contemporary philosophy or theology, or current ideology.

In an article published in the International Bulletin of Missionary
Research, Dr. Paul G. Hiebert expresses some of his concerns about em-
bracing “an uncritical contextualization.” He asks: “If the gospel is con-
textualized, what are the checks against biblical and theological dis-
tortion? Where are the absolutes?” Another problem is “the ahistorical
nature ofmost discussions on contextualization.” Dr. Hiebert explains:

Contemporary cultural contexts are taken seriously, but
historical contexts are largely ignored. In each culture
Christians face new questions for which they must find
biblical answers. But in many things, particularly in de-
veloping their biblical and systematic theologies . . . they
can learn much from church history. Exegesis and her-
meneutics are not the rights of individuals but of the
church as an exegetical and hermeneutical community.
And that community includes not only the saints within
our cultural context, and even the saints outside our cul-
ture, but also the saints down through history.

Closely related to this problem is the fact, according to Dr. Hiebert,
that “uncritical contextualization, at least in its more extreme forms, pro-
vides us with no means for working toward the unity of churches in dif-
ferent cultures.” There is no basis for mutual understanding, no common
foundationof faith. 17

Taking into consideration the problems, or dangers, of contextual-
ization, including the influence exercised by political theologies and ide-
ologies in some efforts of contextualization, in which the context be-
comes the content, Fleming advocates what he calls “context-
indigenization.” He explains that this term “truly means all that is meant
in the traditional understanding of the term indigenization. Yet it seeks to
press beyond it by implementing insights of anthropology, among other
things. At the same time, however, these insights are subjected to the
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judgment ofScripture.”8 In his conclusion, he says: “Properly speaking,
evangelicals do not, and should not, contextualize the gospel. The in-
digenizing, or more properly, the context-indigenizing of the gospel,
should be the method of evangelical work.”19

In the Willowbank Report notice is taken ofsome dangers like here-
sy, provincialism, and syncretism, but the contextual approach is em-
phasized for understanding God’s Word today because this approach
“takes seriously the cultural context of the contemporary readers as well
as of the biblical text, and recognizes that a dialogue must develop be-
tween the two.”20

It. is the need forthis dynamic interplay between text and
the interpreters which we wish to emphasize .... In this
process of interaction our knowledge ofGod and our re-
sponse to his will are continuously being deepened..
It is this continuous growth in knowledge, love and obe-
dience which is the purpose and profit of the “con-
textual” approach. Out of the context in which his word
was originally given, we hear God speaking to us in our
contemporary context, and we find it a transforming ex-
perience. This process is a kind of upward spiral in
which Scripture remains always central and normative.21

In Latin America “indigenization” does not seem to be used today
as a basic concept for doing evangelical missiology. In some quarters this
term may even have a negative connotation. Our theologians or mis-
siologists prefer to speak ofcontextualization. But it is necessary to make
a distinction between noncritical contextualizers and critical contextual-
izers.

A Latin American Perspective

Contextualization is, generally speaking, the effort to make relevant
the meaning of the biblical text to our contemporary social context. It is
in a sense the transculturization of the text from the times of the biblical
writers to our own times.

The word contextualization can suggest to us the content, context,
and communication of our message to contemporary people.

In conservative evangelical circles, there is definite agreement on
the fact that the essential content ofour proclamation is the written Word
of God. Paul exhorts us to preach the Word (Keruxon ton logon, 2 Tim.



Doing Theology in Latin America:Contextualization 341

4:2). We are heralds who publicly proclaim the message that comes from
the King of kings and the Lord of lords. His will has been expressed
clearly and finally in the propositions of the Scriptures. We do not make
a difference between the container and the content. For us the Bible is the
Word of God. This is the sacred trust that has been committed to us in or-
der that we might transmit it faithfully to trustworthy people who will be
able to teach others also (2 Tim. 2:2).

When it comes to passing on the treasure of written revelation, our
educational system has to be in a sense a “banking” one,22 since we are
not to formulate our own revelation, nor encourage others to formulate
theirs. “For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received” (1
Cor. 15:3, KJV). “The things that thou hast heard of me among many
witnesses, the same commit thou” (2 Tim. 2:2, KJV).

The content of revelation has already been given to us by the Lord
(Jude 3). Now it simply has to be transmitted in a process that belongs to
the authentic Christian tradition. For us there is no additional revelation.
We are not prophets or apostles, in the strict sense of the terms. It is our
privilege simply to communicate what God has indicated in his written
Word. For this reason, when it comes to the essential content ofour mes-
sage, our interest is not so much in the theology ofthe First World, or of
the Second, or of the Third World as it is in that which God has com-
municated in his written Word.

In expressing this conviction we take upon ourselves the enormous
responsibility of knowing in as far as it is possible God’s written revela-
tion in order to submit ourselves to its sovereign demands. We have the
sacred obligation of studying, obeying, and proclaiming “the whole
counsel ofGod,” not only those portions of Scripture that particularly ap-
peal to us. There is no place here for theological or missiological hobby
horses or for interpretations that are designed to support a certain ec-
clesiastical or political system, whateverthat system might be. The Word
of God must always stand above every human-made theology and above
every socio-political ideology.

One of the great dangers in the current emphasis on contextual-
ization is that of seeking to exalt what humanity says over that which
God has already said. Some people are itching to hear teachers who will
talk to them along the lines of their own political inclinations. For these
people, we are not contextualizing the evangelical message correctly un-
less we align ourselves with the political cause they have undertaken and
consider to be the only alternative for solving the grave problems that
burden us in Latin America.

We understand, of course, that in every aspectoftheir lives evangel-
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ical Christians should be characterized by their love for liberty. This does
not mean, however, that they should become involved with a political
doctrine—whether of the right or of the left—to the point where they
convert, that doctrine into their message or impose it on the content of the
gospel. Any socio-political system, no matter how sincere and noble it
may appear in its liberating purposes, is imperfect and temporary. But
the Word of the Lord remains forever. Ifthe written Word of God is for
us the supreme authority in all that relates to our lives (and every Chris-
tian has opted for something in the area of politics, even if it is non-
involvement), our political options do not have a final character. Jesus
Christ is the Lord. He has spoken not the next to the last word, but the
last, the final word, for those who believe in his name. Biblically speak-
ing, contextualization does not mean compromise with philosophy or the-
ology or current ideology. What we need to do is not change the message
or disfigure it, but apply it correctly to the needs of ourown culture.

Contextualization takes us into the field of hermeneutics. At the
present time hermeneutics is no longer limited to a set of rules or prin-
ciples for the correct interpretation of the biblical text. It is said that the
interpreter, as a child of his or her own culture and as a member of a so-
cial and ecclesiastical context, comes to the Bible with her or his own
presuppositions. His or her own way of interpreting life and the world,
and her or his own social and ecclesiastical background may determine
for him or her, to a large extent, the meaning of the Scriptures. Biblical
interpretation, it is said, does not take place in a cultural vacuum. In this
case, hermeneutics is much more than interpretation and application as
we evangelicals are used to saying.

For a theologian with little or no respect whatsoever for the author-
ity of the Bible, the meaning of the text may be determined by personal
choice, by the ever-changing social context, or by a political ideology,
whatever it might be. There is the ever-present danger ofinjecting mean-
ing into Holy Scripture, instead of struggling to discover the meaning
given by the writer to the words of the text under the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit.

We have to admit, ofcourse, that basically the samedanger may ex-
ist in our conservative evangelical hermeneutics. We may have been
guilty of imposing upon the text a meaning of our own choice. In the Lat-
in American Protestant community there are a variety of “final author-
ities” in biblical interpretation—for instance, the authority of human rea-
son, the authority of emotional experience, the authority of
denominational tradition, the authority of an inflexible theological sys-
tem, the authority of a political option. In all of these cases human au-
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thority is above the authority of the written Word of God, although we
enthusiastically profess the Protestant principle of sola Scriptura. In the
midst of political turmoil and social change, contextualization may be-
come a pretext for a distortion of the gospel at the service of a political
ideology.

Contextualization may be used as a pretext for misinterpreting the
biblical text. But, on the other hand, contextualization is now a subject of
serious study almost everywhere in the theological world. Contextual-
ization is not a passing fad. It is indispensable to know this concept in or-
der to interact intelligently with contemporary theology. Above all, we
need to know and use contextualization in order to present the gospel in
such a way that our contemporaries will see the relevance of this mes-
sage for their personal and social needs. We cannot afford to leave con-
textualization out of our theological concern, especially if we are trying
to do theology in the Third World.

On the basis ofour strong conviction that God has already given us
his written revelation and that this revelation has a definite meaning ofits
own, we have to affirm again and again the need for a sound biblical ex-
egesis apart from any tendency to impose on the Scriptures an exotic,
non-biblical meaning. Contextualization does not have to mean the at-
tempt to change the contents of the Bible. We have already suggested
that contextualization is the effort to get to the real meaning of the Scrip-
tures, having in view both our personal needs and the needs ofour social
context.

The big question is whether the Bible has something to tell us Latin
American evangelicals concerning the particular problems of our society.
But we have to look for the biblical meaning without the lenses of polit-
ical ideologies that are trying to capture the Latin American mind. Some
theology professors in Latin America believe they are contextualizing the
gospel when in reality what they are doing is contextualizing the dem-
ocratic capitalism of the Roman Catholic scholar Michael Novak. The
same may be said in regard to those professors who are contextualizing
the liberation theology of the Peruvian Jesuit Gustavo Gutiérrez.

A careful study of the Scriptures teaches us that written revelation
was also transmitted within a cultural context. In order to communicate
with us God spoke in human language through people who were im-
mersed in a given culture. The culture we find in the Old Testament is
not the same as the culture reflected in the New Testament. And there are
differences in the cultural contexts ofthe various writers in both Testa-
ments. But although the sacred writers wrote in terms that were mean-
ingful in their own cultures, the message itself is a revelation of God and
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not simply a product ofcultural accommodation.
It is interesting to observe that the writers of the New Testament do

not change the message of the Old to please the Greeks and Romans.
They do not submit themselves to the dictates of their contemporaries.
The culture serves the message, rather than the message serving the cul-
ture. Both the writers ofthe Old Testament and those of the New pass on
for their own time and for future generations a message that sits in judg-
ment on all cultures.

It should be kept in mind also that the experience of those “holy
men of God” was unique in the history of the Creator’s self-
communication. They were involved, so to speak, in the revelatory task.
Guided by the Holy Spirit, they faithfully contextualized the divine rev-
elation in the infallible pages of the Bible. We need to contextualize, in
our own culture, the Word contextualized by them in their times. But we
cannot do exactly what they did under the impulse of the Spirit. We are
not called to write a special revelation for the culture of the twentieth
century.

Neither can we imitate completely the Lord Jesus—the Word made
flesh—the Word contextualized in the Palestinian culture of those days.
He is not simply an interpreter of the Word, but the very Word of God.
He does not only pronounce the Word; he is the Word, and he does not
cease being the Word upon taking to himself humanity and living among
humans. Strictly speaking, the incarnation is possible only for the Son of
God.

Nevertheless, in our effort to contextualize the gospel we will do
well to keep always in mind that the Son of God identified himself with
the culture of his time, although without becoming a slave to it. In re-
ality, he brought the culture ofhis time under judgment, as he does every
culture.

Even though our contextualization is different from that of Christ
and from that ofthe biblical writers, we can learn much from the ways in
which God has spoken to humanity throughout history. For example, he
takes the initiative in revelation, speaks in human language, and comes to
humans where they are. The gospel is for every culture and foreach in-
dividual, and it adequately meets the needs ofpeople in any cultural con-
text.

We should ask ourselves if the problem of contextualization is not
more missiological than theological. Although every missionary may be-
come “an agent of cultural change,” the divine mandate has to do with
the proclamation of the gospel as it is found in the Scriptures and not
with efforts to impose a foreign culture on the recipients of the message.
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Nevertheless, in the process of establishing the church in different re-
gions of the world, it has been impossible for the messengers to avoid
leaving their cultural mark on the Christian communities that they have
founded.

In the light of this reality, some evangelical leaders insist that we
strip off the Anglo-Saxon robe from the gospel and that we contextualize
it in the Latin American culture. This idea is certainly welcome if by con-
textualization we understand the proclamation of the good news in terms
meaningful to our culture and the building up of a church that is able ad-
equately to respond to the needs ofthe Latin American people.

If we understand the context as we should, we still have to decide
whether it is more important than the text: whether the gospel will be
over the culture, under it, against it, or in agreement with it. Our Latin
American culture has great values that we certainly do not want to lose,
but like any other culture it is imperfect. There are elements in it that do
not deserve to be preserved and with which even the avant-garde Cath-
olics who make much of contextualization do not want to be identified,
even though in general this is a culture with strong Roman Catholic
roots. We are referring to influences from across the Atlantic, from
Rome, from faraway Europe, which conquered us with the cross and the
sword and mixed our blood, our myths, and our customs with the im-
ported culture in the name of God, the pope, and the king. When we ev-
angelicals speak of taking off the Anglo-Saxon robe, have we thought of
also taking off the Roman tunic?

When we are sure of the biblical text and the cultural context, we
still have the enormous task of bringing together both elements in the
carrying out of our missionary commitment. Knowing the gospel and the
culture is not enough. The theological content and the cultural context
must be joined by means of effective communication. In a certain sense
this is the most critical aspect of contextualization. It is here where we
have failed many times in our effort to get across the message.

In the United States, the missionary enterprise has developed in a
society dominated by the middle class. In Latin America, the lower class-
es form the majority. Nevertheless, we have imported North American
missionary methods without making in many cases the necessary adapta-
tions. The result has been that our preaching and even our music are
characterized generally by the strong foreign flavor, estranged from the
feelings ofthe Latin American masses.

Certain themes should be given more attention in order to achieve
better communication. One is the effect the Latin American concept of
family solidarity should have on the methodology of Christian education
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as applied to the Sunday school and the other agencies of the local
church.

As Latin Americans, we place great emphasis on personal re-
lationships and courtesy. Therefore, a second theme would be the way
these characteristics should affect evangelism and the concept ofthe min-
istry.

Current affairs and background form a third theme. Here, the at-
titude of the missionary is crucial. How many are reading about Latin
America’s history, culture, literature, and social and political struggles?
Far too many are not conversant with current issues because they do not
regularly read the local newspapers.

The word contextualization causes us to consider especially the fact
that we have not applied the Word ofGod in a broad and penetrating way
to the great needs of the developing nations and, in some cases, greatly
underdeveloped nations.

In these countries we find ourselves face to face with many and se-
rious problems concerning which we as evangelical Christians will have
to express ourselves sooner or later. Some of these problems are peculiar
to our region, whereas others are found also outside Latin America—for
example, the demographic explosion; air pollution; the progressive de-
pletion of natural resources; the threat of hunger; increasing in-
dustrialization and the profound cultural changes that it produces; the
new attitude toward the family and the community—including courtship,
extramarital sexual relations, family planning, abortion, divorce, educa-
tion of children, respect for parents and care of the aged, and woman’s
degradation; geographical and social mobility; machismo; syncretism in
the indigenous cultures as well as in the refined atmosphere of those who
pretend to mix the gospel with “isms” of a religious or socio-political
character; nationalism that is nothing more than xenophobia; cau-
dillismo; the great economic and social inequalities; erroneous concepts
about private property; the wrong idea regarding work, which was willed
to us by the Iberian conquerors and traditional Roman Catholicism; the
racial inferiority complex that leads us to look down on that which is in-
digenous and exalt that which is foreign to us, without the proper evalua-
tion of our own culture. These and other problems cry out for an em-
inently biblical consideration.

It may be said that a serious effort in contextualization is only be-
ginning among us. Without any doubt the most important element in this
effort, from the human point of view, is the communicator, the person re-
sponsible for applying the immutable message ofthe gospel to the chang-
ing cultural situation.
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In Latin America we are far behind in the training of leaders capable
of carrying out contextualization: leaders rooted deeply in the Word of
God and fully identified with their own culture; leaders who know well
the text and the context and can unite both in theological reflection and
in the proclamation of the gospel. It may not be necessary to speak of “a
Latin American theology,” hut it is important that we seek a pre-
eminently biblical theology expressed by and for Latin Americans.

To contextualize is not to change the message but rather to apply it
to every dimension of one’s personality and to all the relationships in
one’s life.

THE CHALLENGE OF’ CONTEXTUALIZATION

Generally speaking, we conservative evangelicals in Latin America
have been behind schedule in our theological work. Our under-
development is also theological. Some of us have finally become inter-
ested in doing theology; but we are reacting to some challenges that we
cannot avoid any more in our social and ecclesiastical context. Our theol-
ogy is a theology in reaction. We did not take the initiative to produce an
evangelical theology on the basis of the Scriptures in response to ourso-
cial situation. We have been forced to enter into the theological arena by
the social turmoil in which we live and by the non-biblical or anti-
biblical answers that some theologians are giving to the problems of the
Latin American people. And in this process of reflection, the challenge
ofthe Scriptures has been greater than the one coming from social reality
and from the new trends in Latin American theology. Consequently, it is
indispensable to go back to the example of God’s written revelation to
deal with the subject of this chapter.

The Challenge of Contextualization
Comes From the Gospel Itself

Since the beginning it was demonstrated that the gospel was de-
signed to grow and flourish in different cultural situations. The in-
carnation of the Son of God is, of course, in a sense the greatest example
of contextualization. The Logos “became flesh.” It does not say that he
became a Jew, nor a Gentile, but “a human being” (Good News Bible).
Moreover, the incarnate Logos was born in a proletarian family; he be-
came a carpenter, living and suffering among his own people, especially
among those who were the poor and despised by society. The incarnate
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Word and the written Word demonstrate God’s willingness to come
where we are, to reveal himself to us in a condescending and relevant
way. We understand him because he became like one of us, living among
his contemporaries and expressing himself in human language. No won-
der that the gospel has the power to germinate, grow, and bear fruit eve-
rywhere in the world.

The gospel is a message addressed to all peoples on earth. God
wants to meet men and women in theirown cultural and social situations.
The apostles had to understand the distinctive universal character of the
gospel. It was not easy for them to come to this understanding. But the
time came when they perceived that the Christian message was for both
Jews and Gentiles, that the new ekklesia was designed to be different
from Judaism. They had to abandon the Temple and the synagogue as
their main places of learning and worship. New Christian assemblies
were established all over Palestine. Then the gospel invaded the Gentile
world. But the new ekklesia was not just. another gathering of Gentiles,
norwas it a group of proselytes to Judaism. It was an entirely new thing.
Jews and Gentiles could get together as one people -God’s people—in
the name ofthe Lord Jesus Christ.

The apostles were not sent to spread Judaism. Because of their race
and culture they could not avoid being Jews, and there were Jewish ele-
ments in the church established by them in the Gentile world. But they
came to realize that above anything else they were supposed to be Chris-
tian, and they did not try to impose Judaism on the Gentiles or “pagan-
ism” on the Jews. It was not a crusade to implant Jewish culture, or
Greek culture, or Roman culture. This was a very important lesson that
both Hebrew and Gentile Christians had to learn at the very beginning of
Christian missions. Their responsibility was to demonstrate that the gos-
pel was able to incarnate itself in any kind of culture without losing its
own identity.

When the time came to produce the New Testament books, the gos-
pel was written in a particular context, to a particular people, in a par-
ticular time, by particular servants of God. So to speak, the Holy Spirit
contextualized the gospel through the ministry of those holy people who
were moved by him to write the New Testament revelation.

In a sense the message of the New Testament, like that of the Old
Testament, is a result of contextualization. The New Testament writers
were responding, under the inspiration ofthe Holy Spirit, both to the par-
ticular needs of the first-century people and to the fundamental needs of
all human beings. In other words, the New Testament was born out ofthe
interaction between gospel and culture, under the control of the Holy
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Spirit. In a unique way New Testament theology is contextualized theol-
ogy. It is indispensable to say “in a unique way,” because divine revela-
tion written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit is closed, and our
conlextualization has to do precisely with interpreting this revelation that
“once for all God has given to His people.” It is possible for us to con-
textualize the New Testament because the gospel is addressed to all cul-
tures on earth. The New Testament challenges us to write a biblical and
contextualized theology.

The Challenge to Contextualize the Gospel
Comes from Cultural Diversity

Many of us Central American evangelicals received the gospel
through the personal ministry ofNorth American missionaries or through
the testimony of churches established by them. The American influence
is evident in ourtheology, liturgy, church government, evangelistic meth-
ods and strategies, and personal ministry. The American political ideol-
ogy and the American way oflife have determined to some extent the na-
ture of evangelical Christianity in our countries. In the United States,
American individualism and the idea of bigness and terrestrial success
have permeated in one way or another the evangelistic enterprise, es-
pecially in the so-called electronic church and in the massive campaigns
conducted by some American evangelists south of the border. Such is the
American image many Central Americans have perceived. It is so easy to
forget that the best American export is not U.S.-made political ideas and
ideals or the American way of life, American industrial and military
power or American foreign aid, but the Christian gospel, for which we
are deeply grateful to our American brothers and sisters who in different
ways have contributed to taking the message to the Latin American peo-
ple.

In doing theology and determining missionary methods and strat-
egies forLatin America, we have to take into consideration the great cul-
tural differences between Anglo America and Latin America.

One of the best ways to understand those differences is a historical
comparison between the United States and Latin America. The history of
the European discovery and colonization of North America and of the
creation, geographical expansion, and economic development of the
United States is enough to see the vast cultural differences between that
nation and our Latin American countries.

Even if we reject the “black legend” in describing the Iberian con-
quest and colonization of our subcontinent, we still have to recognize
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that we inherited more vices than virtues from the ones who created the
Ibero-American culture. Many of the serious problems confronting Latin
America today have their basic explanations in the economic, social, po-
litical, and religious systems established by the Iberian in our countries.

There is not, of course, a perfect culture anywhere. Anglo-American
culture is not an exception to this rule. We have already affirmed that our
Latin American culture, like any other culture, is human and consequent-
ly imperfect and transitory. We are convinced that not all which is Latin
American is good simply because it is Latin American. And we do not
want to become worshipers of our own culture. We need to guard our-
selves from falling into culturolatry (if I may use that term), although we
see in our culture positive elements like the ones mentioned in the pre-
ceding chapter.

We have been a religious people by nature and by our Amerindian-
Iberian heritage. We are a “theistic” nation, although the God and Father
of our Lord Jesus Christ, the true and living God, is yet unknown on the
personal level to millions of Latin Americans.

We realize that the gospel has not come to destroy any positive cul-
tural elements. In this sense, the gospel is not against culture. But the
gospel is not supposed to be in subjection to culture, much less to be ab-
sorbed by it. As God’s revelation of his justice and mercy, the gospel is
in judgment above culture. However, this message has also the power to
produce positive cultural changes through the lives of those who sur-
render themselves to the Lord Jesus Christ—whether we like it or not.
Christ is, in one way or another, the transformer of the culture of those
who receive him and serve him as Savior and Lord. National Christians
and expatriate missionaries are expected to be representatives of the gos-
pel contraculture and agents ofcultural change.

The Challenge to Contextualize the Gospel
Comes from Our Social Problems

In doing evangelical theology in Latin America we have to take into
consideration our complex social problems, including, of course, social
injustice and the extreme poverty in which millions of Latin Americans
live. There is no point of comparison between the affluent middle class
in North America and the impoverished masses in Latin America. In con-
trast to North America, our middle class is not yet the largest segment of
society. But especially in our big cities we have tried, consciously or un-
consciously, to establish churches on the basis of North American mid-
dle-class values in a context of economic, social, and political under-
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development, and we may be preaching a middle-class gospel in coun-
tries where most of thepeople belong to the low strata of society.

Evangelical theology for Latin America is not supposed to be a mid-
dle-class theology isolated from the masses, but a biblical theology con-
textualized in ourcultural and social reality. To achieve this goal, it is in-
dispensable to know the Word ofGod by means of sound exegesis and to
know as much as possible our own cultural identity.

During my most recent visit to West Germany, an evangelical friend
asked me: “How is Guatemala?” My prompt answer was: “Population
growth is up, inflation is up, taxes are up, unemployment is up, de-
linquency on the streets is up, so, we are at the top.”

I am sure that you know a good deal on Latin American poverty:
our undernourishment and illiteracy (fifty percent in Guatemala); our big
deficit in housing, schools, and hospitals; our lack of adequate care for
the orphans, the handicapped, and the elderly.

Millions of Latin Americans have not had a real opportunity to im-
prove their economic situation. They have not found a way out of ex-
treme poverty, although they have spent their entire lives workinghard in
the fields or in the big urban centers. The mechanization of agriculture
and the industrial growth in the cities have not really meant a better life
for millions of Latin American workers. Some observers say that as a re-
sult of the Alliance for Progress, sponsored by the Kennedy administra-
tion, the Latin American rich became richer and the poor poorer. It seems
that the structure of economic and political power did not permit the
masses to have theirshare in the benefits ofeconomic development.

You may ask for statistics to support these comments. The experts
have their answer. We who are close to the people do not need sociolog-
ical data to see the tragic situation in which so manyofthem live.

Why are so many Central Americans coming to the United States?
Many of them are political refugees; most of them come for the simple
reason that they do not have a job; they have no hope of a better life in
their own country. America is the land of promise for them, as it was for
all the immigrants who built that great nation under the blessing of God.

At the same time we have to realize that Latin American society is
experiencing change in many respects. For instance, in many places we
have seen change from a provincial culture to a modern way of life. The
neighborhood where almost everybody knew everybody is disappearing
to make room for new housing projects or commercial buildings. Moral
values are also changing, especially in the big urban centers. There is a
deterioration in family relationships. The old generation may feel that the
changes are coming too soon. We certainly are not prepared for this cul-



352 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

tural shock. Even the church is not any more a haven for the old way of
life. Changes in society have to produce sooner or later changes in the
church.

Social change in Latin America means much more than social ev-
olution. Many Latin Americans are asking for revolution, the radical
transformation of our social structures. One of the greatest differences
between the social problem in North America and our social problem is
that most Latin Americans live in extreme poverty, and we are already in
a revolutionary situation. Evangelicals in Nicaragua and El Salvador are
already experiencing the tragedy of a civil war. All of us in Latin Amer-
ica are in the midst of an ideological confrontation. Two economic and
political systems are asking for our adherence and loyalty: neocapitalism
and socialism. Some theologians have already chosen one of these two
systems. They have the right to do so. But they are trying to impose their
political option on their biblical interpretation. As citizens of this world
we have to make political decisions. The question is whether we are go-
ing to be at the service of a particular ideology in ourtheological work or
at the service ofGod and his purpose in history. This question is in itself
a challenge to do biblical and contextualized theology in Latin America.

The Challenge to Contextualize the Gospel
Comes from Revolutionary Theologies

We are challenged to contextualize our theology in Latin America
by the gospel itself, by the simple fact of cultural diversity, and by our
complex social problems. Some Latin American theologians have been
working hard to respond to those challenges, and their theologizing is an-
other challenge to us in regard to our responsibility of doing a Latin
American evangelical theology.

Roman Catholic liberation theology. In a preceding chapter we have
already made a brief description and evaluation of Roman Catholic lib-
eration theology. This theology is a serious attempt to do Christian theol-
ogy in response to the problems of the Latin American cultural and social
context. Unfortunately, there are more negative than positive elements in
liberation theology from our evangelical standpoint. We are deeply con-
cerned about what liberation theologians do to the Scriptures and about
what they do with the Scriptures to support a particular ideology.

Liberation theologians propose that Latin America needs a special
type of socialism. It has to be an authentic Latin American socialism. Be-
yond any doubt they are on the political left. Their option is for socialism
against capitalism and for revolution against “developmentalism.” Lib-
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eration theology is a clear example of an effort to politicise the gospel.
We know, of course, that the same can be said of those theologies that
seem to have the tendency to protect the interest ofthe political right.

Latin American society, like other societies around the world, is
deeply divided by racial, social, and religious discrimination. It is also
deeply divided by social injustice. Liberation theologians are now pro-
ducing more polarization in our society and even in the church in the
name oftheir special branch ofChristianity. They claim that to be the au-
thentic church ofJesus Christ today we as a church are supposed to take
sides ideologically and politically with the oppressed in their struggle
against the oppressors. A new divisive element is being introduced into
Latin American Christianity. The day may come when Christians may
accuse other Christians on the basis of a political ideology. This painful
situation was experienced in continental China many years ago. It may
also happen among us as a result of uncontrolled political passion.

As evangelicals we must be in favor of social justice, in harmony
with the teachings of the Scriptures. It is undeniable that a society cannot
have peace, even in a relative way, apart from the practice of social jus-
tice. At the same time we believe that the gospel of Christ has to be in
judgment above any political system. It is one thing to speak on justice in
the name of the Lord on the basis of his written revelation and quite an-
other matter to promote a political cause in the name of an ideology,
whatever it might be. If in the past many ofus Latin American evangel-
icals were consciously or unconsciously at the service of the political
right, we do not now have to be naive, serving as church the interests of
thepolitical left just to make up for our past mistakes in the political are-
na.

In view of the political option of liberation theologians, to criticize
their way ofthinking may be dangerous in Latin America. In the opinion
of some people, to be critical of the radical left means to support what
they call American imperialism. For these people there is not a third or
middle way in politics. We have to choose either American capitalism or
the kind of socialism proposed by Latin American revolutionary groups,
their strategies for radical social change included. The middle ground is
ruled out. We must decide as churches to be for the oppressed or for the
oppressors.

We evangelicals prefer to believe that the church as church is not
called to take sides in the political struggles of our day and thus make en-
emies on the basis of an ideological option and renounce the privilege
and responsibility of ministering to all people in the name ofthe Lord Je-
sus Christ. If the church as church advocates class struggle even to the
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extreme of psychological and physical violence, what institution is going
to speak of love, justice, reconciliation, and peace in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ? The church has to be always open to receive those
who in times of social peace or in the midst of social conflict are looking
for spiritual help. Even in an ideologically divided nation, all the people,
apart from any political option, have spiritual and moral needs that only
the Christian message can meet. But a politicized gospel may become
like salt that, having lost its taste, is good for nothing from the biblical
standpoint.

The theological task before us is gigantic. In response to the chal-
lenge of liberation theology it is our responsibility to affirm that we are
not against the oppressed or on the side ofthe oppressor. We want social
justice to prevail, especially for those millions of Latin Americans who
are unable to exercise their fundamental human rights, such as their right
to be respected as human beings created in the image of God, their right
to work, their right to education and social promotion, their right to vote
and to be elected to public offices, their right to speak and worship ac-
cording to the dictates of their own consciences, their right to move
wherever they want, their right to expect at least basic financial support
and medical care for their last years on earth.

At the same time we have to declare the supreme authority of the
Word of God, realizing that it is our inescapable duty and privilege to re-
new unconditional obedience to him under any form of human govern-
ment. Some governments may give us more “freedom” than others. But
we have to consider the nature of that “freedom” and the price we are
supposed to pay for it. For example, some Latin American dictators have
been friendly to evangelicals, but the price has been our silence on social
issues.

Dictatorships are always bad for the people. It does not matter
whether the dictator belongs to the left or to the right. The dictator is al-
ways against freedom and paralyzes the growth of genuine democracy.
There is a great deal of talk about democracy all over the world. Dic-
tators of the political right and dictators of the political left claim to be
building “democracy” in their countries. Etymologically, democracy
means that the people are preeminent in the government of the state. But
as the highly respected Mexican writer and poet Octavio Paz has said:
“Democracy without freedom is the tyranny of the majority.”23

The concept of human dignity and the idea of freedom come from
the Scriptures. A theology that sacrifices these biblical ideas and ideals
on the altar of a political idol does not deserve to be called a theology of
freedom but a theology ofhuman slavery and dehumanization.
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We are commanded by the Scriptures to obey human governments
(Rom. 13:1-8; Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2 17). On the other hand we are also
taught by the Bible that the authority of the rulers of this world comes
from God (Dan. 2:21; John 19:10-11). This authority is not absolute but
relative. The Scripture does not deify the emperor. Only God is sove-
reign, the supreme ruler of the world and history. King ofkings and Lord
of lords, today and forever. This teaching has to transpire in our theology
and in our Christian experience as citizens oftwo worlds.

We are not called to do a rightist theology or a leftist one, but a bib-
lical and contextualized theology in response to the needs of the in-
dividual and to the challenges of our society. This theology has to be
faithful to God’s written revelation. It has to be concerned for the spir-
itual, physical, and material well-being of the people. It has to evaluate
both the political left and the political right in the light of the Scriptures.
It has to be critical of those theologies that are serving the purposes of a
political system instead of submitting themselves to the authority of the
Word ofGod.

It is not easy to do such theology in the midst of revolutionary pas-
sion and political turmoil. We should have done it years ago. Theological
liberationism is now offering to fill the void that the preconciliar Cath-
olic church and traditional evangelical hermeneutics had left in Latin
American Christianity. Unfortunately, liberation theology is in subjection
to a social-political ideology. But from a Latin American evangelical per-
spective, the problem with this system of thought is not only ideological
but theological as well.

Church and society in Latin America. On the Protestant side there
also have been some attempts to formulate a contextualized theology for
Latin America. The best-known movement dealing with social issues
from a sociological and theological perspective, apart from an evangel-
ical approach to the Scriptures, is Church and Society in Latin America
(Iglesia y Sociedad en America Latina, ISAL).

Thirty years ago a group of Protestant intellectuals were already
making in South America a serious effort to analyze sociologically our
Latin American reality in the name of Christianity. From social analysis
they moved themselves into theological reflection. Undertheir leadership
the theological movement known as Iglesia y Sociedad en America Lat-
ma was born, sponsored by the World Council of Churches. As an ecu-
menical organization, ISAL was open to the exchange of ideas with some
Catholic theologians even before the Second Vatican Council was held
(1962-1965). Vatican II decided in favor of the official participation of
the Roman Catholic church in the ecumenical cause. Orlando Costas, a
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Latin American theologian, has said that ISAL was “the most consistent-
ly radical Protestant ecumenical organization in Latin America.”24

In regard to a solution to the social problem, the ISAL leaders gave
some consideration at the beginning to the idea ofdevelopment, or social
evolution; but afterwards they opted for a socialist revolution.25

ISAL became a radical leftist movement, isolated from the church-
es. For all practical purposes, the Isaline leaders lost their Protestant
identity. In 1966 they came to the conclusion that it was necessary to go
from dialogue to direct participation in the revolutionary struggle.26 In
other words, they decided to be revolutionaries under the leading star of
radical socialism. Because of their strong ideological commitment, they
continued to separate themselves from the larger sector of Latin Amer-
ican Protestantism. In 1969, an evangelical leader from Argentina said
that “ISAL was a group of generals without an army and the Latin Amer-
ican evangelical community an army without generals” because of the
ecclesiastical isolation of the Isaline movement and the lack of evangel-
ical leadership in the Latin American theological arena.

The Church and Society leaders were aware of the isolation into
which they had fallen and decided to change their strategy. In 1967 they
realized that it was necessary to infiltrate the churches in order to in-
doctrinate and mobilize people for revolutionary action. In 1971 the
churches were the first target of the Isaline strategy. It was obvious that
“a change of the old ecclesiastical structures” was necessary if the
churches were going to cooperate in the struggle for social change.

The ISAL movement had turned furiously radical in its ideological
commitment to the left; but at the fall and death of President Salvador
Allende in Chile, the group had to disband and reorganize, losing much
of its cohesion and strength. Nevertheless, ISAL has a place in the his-
tory of Latin American theology.

A theological journal (Cristianismo y Sociedad) and several books
were published in the 1960s and early 1970s. The Isaline message did
not descend to the level of the vast majority of evangelical pastors, much
less to the people in the pews. But it was influential in the lives of some
young evangelical leaders who could never be the same again once they
had been exposed to the challenge ofthis revolutionary theology.

The Isaline influence was deeply felt at the World Conference on
Church and Society, held in Geneva in July 1966 under the auspices of
the World Council of Churches. On that occasion the ecumenical move-
ment gave more emphasis than ever to direct action for radical social
change. It was taken for granted that the church should become involved
in contemporary revolutionary movements, including the possibility of
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Christian participation in violent revolution to overthrow unjust regimes.
I have also suggested that ISAL participated in the origins of Ro-

man Catholic liberation theology. According to Hugo Assmann and other
Catholic writers, Protestant theologians like the Brazilian Presbyterian
Ruben Alves made a significant contribution in the formative years of
this system of thought.27 Alves was deeply involved in the Isaline move-
ment. Some of the fundamental ideas ofISAL are still heard in the theol-
ogy ofliberation.

As an effort to formulate a theology that would be relevant to our
Latin American reality, ISAL has stimulated us Protestants to read the
Scriptures anew in order to find what the Lord would have to say to us
regarding our social problems. We have also to recognize that more than
a few of ISAL’s criticisms of the church are valid, and it is our duty to
respond to those criticisms, making the necessary changes in the fulfill-
ment of our mission.

On the other hand ISAL is a solemn warning concerning the danger
of subjecting the gospel to an ideology in the effort of theological con-
textualization.28 ISAL has serious problems in its theology and praxis.
The hermeneutical criteria are not found in the Word of God but in hu-
man reflection and in historical events. Biblical interpretation is left at
the mercy of historical changes and subjectivism. In a sense, Marxism
becomes the criterion for the interpretation of the Scriptures. In regard to
personal freedom, the leaders of ISAL came to the point of making a dis-
tinction between bourgeois freedom and socialist freedom. The tradi-
tional view of the individual rights of the intellectuals is rejected. Free-
dom has to be conceived of in terms of socialist progress.29 It is
suggested that on the political plane only the Marxist option is valid for
the Christian. Intellectual suicide seems to be demanded on behalfof so-
cialism.

The Challenge to Contextualize the Gospel
Comes from Missionary Expansion

Up to recent times, Western theologians were the best-known repre-
sentatives of evangelical missionary thought. The theology of mission
used to come from the North Atlantic world. This situation is changing.
A few years ago, a distinguished American theologian said that in the
near future some of the leading voices in evangelical theology may come
from Africa, Asia, and Latin America as a result of the vitality of the
church in the Third World. He added that the emerging ofthis new lead-
ership in evangelical theology should not be surprising if we remember
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that in the early centuries of Christianity there were outstanding theo-
logians like Origen, Tertullian, and Augustine in North Africa.

There is in fact a Latin American evangelical theology in the mak-
ing. This theological activity is not surprising, for the concern about do-
ing a regional and relevant theology is found all over the Third World.
There is an interaction between theology and mission. The missionary
movement is in many respects the outcome of theology; but this move-
ment exercises a great influence on theology, and produces theology.
Some of the most important theological issues in our day come from the
world of missions.

One of the purposes of Third World seminaries has always been to
produce at least some graduates proficient in theology. The number of
well-educated Third World theologians is constantly growing, and there
are now more opportunities than ever for non-Western theologians to ex-
press themselves on exceedingly important doctrinal issues in congresses
and consultations sponsored by the worldwide evangelical community.
Even the “nationals” from underdeveloped countries are no longer re-
duced to playing the role of “exhibit one” (an African), “exhibit two” (an
Asian), and “exhibit three” (a Latin American) in some of the missionary
conferences held in the West.

Third World theologians have started to contribute in a significant
way to theological reflection at the international level. Their theological
and missiological thought is evident in documents like the Lausanne
Covenant (1974), one of the most important declarations of twentieth-
century evangelicalism. Professor Samuel Escobar, honorary chairman of
the Latin American Fraternity and a very well-known theologian from
Peru was a member of the drafting committee.

The opportunity to do theology in fellowship with evangelical lead-
ers from all over the world is a serious responsibility that our Latin
American theologians must assume with a deep sense of humility and
dedication to their task.

It is encouraging to see the beginnings of an evangelical theological
movement in Latin America. We have to clarify, of course, that the inter-
est in doing a regional and relevant theology is not necessarily the natural
or spontaneous outcome of church growth in our countries. The Latin
American church is one of the fastest-growing evangelical communities
in the world. However, the vast majority of our churches or congrega-
tions have not been interested in theological reflection, much less in do-
ing a Latin American theology. We are grateful to our missionary pi-
oneers and their disciples for the theology they taught us to memorize
and communicate; but they did not encourage us to be creative in our the-
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ologizing in order to meet the needs of our social context.
The challenge to contextualize the gospel is unavoidable. It comes

from the Scripture itself, from our cultural identity, from our complex so-
cial problems, from a growing church confronted by a revolutionary sit-
uation, from a new generation of evangelical leaders who are aware of
the social implications of the gospel.

LATIN AMERICAN EVANGELICALISM
AND CONTEXTUALIZATION

The Latin American challenge is not an insignificant one. It has pro-
duced a theological turbulence around the world. And it seems to be des-
tined to continue exercising a considerable influence on Christianity for
many years to come. Furthermore, the theological commotion does not
come just from Latin America; it is shaking the Two-Thirds World.
Christian thought has not been the same since the day when the people in
the underdeveloped countries started to express themselves on theo-
logical issues in response to their own social problems. The time has
come when the ones who were voiceless are speaking freely and loudly.
We cannot afford to close our cars to their message. We have to respond
to their challenge. Shall we try to answer this challenge by com-
municating our evangelical theology the same way we have been doing it
through so many years, or shall we try to do abiblical and contextualized
theology in Latin America for Latin Americans?

Traditional Evangelical Theology in Latin America

Generally speaking, most of our theology has come from Anglo-
Saxon missionaries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It is not
surprising that this theology does not deal with our particular social prob-
lems. And we have no right to expect European and North American the-
ologians to deal specifically with these problems. They were doing theol-
ogy for their own social context. They were speaking to their own
generation in their own cultural milieu. It is possible that they did not im-
agine that some of theirwritings or books would be translated into Span-
ish. They may not have imagined that Latin American students would
read those works in English. We are grateful for what we have learned
from the theology produced in other latitudes, in other segments ofworld
Christianity. We exist as an evangelical church in Latin America because
of our theological heritage. And we cannot abandon this doctrinal treas-
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ure without losing our own identity. Personally, I am grateful to my
teachers, both in Central America and in the United States, for the train-
ing they gave me in the Word of God for the ministry. To a large extent
it is because of that solid and basic training that I have been able to con-
tinue doing theological research and participating in several theological
events without losing my evangelical identity. I praise the Lord for my
teachers and for the theological books written by theologians in other
parts of the world. This theology belongs to the doctrinal treasure of the
universal church. And the theologians who faithfully communicate the
sacred deposit ofthe written Word of God are a gift of the Holy Spirit to
build up the church.

On the other hand we have to admit thatafter more than one hun-
dred years ofevangelical presence in Latin America we have limited our-
selves to translating theology instead of doing theology. An Argentinian
theologian has said that we have been no more than a distribution center
of foreign theology. According to our critics, this theology is in-
dividualistic, dualistic, futuristic, and pessimistic.

They say that our evangelical theology is individualistic because it
is not really concerned about society and the relationship of the in-
dividual Christian with his or her social context. They see our theology
as a creature of American individualism. In answer to this criticism we
have to realize that the Scriptures see the human being as an individual
and as a member of society. But in the past many of us Latin American
evangelicals were not led to attain the biblical balance in our theological
reflection. We were not aware of our social responsibility. Our tendency
was to make a distinctionbetween civic and spiritual life. Even today the
participation of Christians as candidates for public office is considered
sinful by some evangelical leaders in Latin America. They have their
own reasons for opposing political involvement on the part of Christians.
The problem is that we may go now to the other extreme in our desire to
escape from our excessive individualism. Once again we may lose the
biblical balance in our theology.

Our critics affirm that our evangelical theology is dualistic because
it makes a deep and wide separation between soul and body, in a neo-
platonic fashion. The result of this dichotomy, they say, is an over-
emphasis on that which is spiritual and a lackof concern for the physical
and material needs of humanity. This theological dualism determines to a
large extent our concept of Christian mission. If we are interested only in
spiritual and eternal salvation, then we do not include social re-
sponsibility in the mission of the church. We are just concerned for the
eternal destiny of humanity. But, on the other hand, we may over-
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emphasize physical and material needs, losing the balance in our sot-
eriological message.

By a futuristic theology our critics mean the tendency to jump over
the present to the future, in a sort of escapism from the problems con-
fronting society. In their opinion this theology is also pessimistic because
the emphasis is on the future destruction of the world and because the
critics are given to understand that in this theology there is no need to
worry about social evils. These evils may be mentioned in the pulpit as
an evidence ofhuman sinfulness or as a sign of the impending judgment
of God over the world, but not as a challenge to assume our social re-
sponsibility.

These criticisms are another reason to do evangelical theology in
Latin America. But more important than answering the arguments of our
critics is the recuperation of the biblical balance in our missionary theol-
ogy and praxis. There are in the Scriptures some elements that we need
to emphasize more than ever in Latin America—for example, the teach-
ing in both Testaments on the unity and dignity of humanity, the im-
portant place of the human body in the plan ofredemption; the humanity
of Christ and his ministry to people in physical and material need; the
New Testament teaching on good works; the example ofthe first-century
church in the area ofsocial responsibility; the social implications ofthe
gospel in relation to the dignity of woman, the nature and purpose ofhu-
man government, and our Christian behavior as members of the civil
community; the biblical concept oflabor and social justice; peace as the
result of the practice of justice; love as the key word in our human re-
lations; the present lordship of Christ over creation and history; his final
triumph over the forces ofevil in this world; the cosmic renovation as the
final chapter in his redemptive program on earth.

More biblical and theological work is needed at the local church
level to deal with the subject of social responsibility on the basis of the
Scriptures. Many evangelical leaders in Latin America have not yet read
documents like the Lausaiine Covenant and the Grand Rapids Declara-
tion on Evangelism and Social Responsibility. They have not had the op-
portunity to reflect on the social implications of the gospel. No wonder
that they are taken by surprise by the idea that the mission ofthe church
includes much more than the public communicationofthe gospel in abig
evangelistic campaign or the use of personal testimony to win people for
Christ.

In the area of biblical and systematic theology we are grateful for
those theologians whose works have been translated into Spanish. More
translation has to be done. But this literature has to be complemented by
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the one produced in Latin America from a Latin American perspective.
For example, we need a Christology written on the basis ofthe Word of
God, in interaction with the Christological thought of the universal
church, in the light of our history and culture, in a serious dialogue with
the Christologies recently produced in Latin America, in response to the
questions, longings, and hope of our own people.

It is possible to say the same in regard to ecclesiology and other
subjects of systematic theology. The theological volumes written outside
Latin America, or the ones produced in Latin America but from a per-
spective that is not Latin American, are of a great value for us, but they
have to be complemented by a biblical theology contextualized in our re-
ality.

And contextualizemeans much more than doing exegesis ofthe bib-
lical text and working hard on the ancient culture and languages of the
biblical world. Sound exegesis is exceedingly important and in-
dispensable for doing biblical theology. We can be outstanding exegetes
in Chicago, New Delhi, Singapore, Nairobi, Mexico City, or somewhere
else without being relevant to the social situation in which we are inter-
preting the biblical text. We can be living in a foreign country without
really getting related to the culture of the people. In our hermeneutics we
would not be able to address ourselves to the particular problems ofthe
social context. We would be dealing with the culture of the Assyrians of
the eighth century B.C., or with the culture of the Romans and Greeks of
the first century of the Christian era, or perhaps with American culture;
but in regard to our Latin American reality we would be doing exegesis
in a social vacuum, isolated from our contemporaries.

Contemporary Evangelical Theology in Latin America

The Latin American Theological Fraternity. It was not until the
First Continental Congress on Evangelization, Bogota, Colombia, No-
vember 1969, that I came to know more about the movement called
Church and Society in Latin America. I had to realize that I knew very
little about contemporary Latin American theology. I was not the only
one to be concerned about the new theological developments in Central
and South America. In that congress Peter Wagner’s book Latin Amer-
ican Theology was circulated. I was deeply impressed when I read in that
book that in a bibliographical work published in the United States there
was not a single entry ofa theological work written by a Latin American
conservative evangelical. This meant that there were no Latin American
theologians articulating their faith by writing on the academic level as an
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expression ofconservative evangelicalism in Latin America.
A small group of evangelicals got together in one of the hotels of

Bogota and decided to take the necessary steps to start a theological fra-
ternity. In November 1970 the Latin American Theological Fraternity
(LATF) was born in Cochabamba, Bolivia. The Fraternity is not an as-
sociation of churches but of individuals. Nor is it an association of theo-
logical institutions. It is international and nondenominational. Among the
members of LATF, Samuel Escobar, G. Rene Padilla, Orlando E. Costas
(who went to be with the Lord November 6, 1987), and Andrew Kirk
have also become widely known in the English-speaking Christian com-
munity through their publication in English.

The nature of the Fraternity gives us a great deal of freedom for the-
ological reflection under the authority of the Scriptures. A variety of
Protestant traditions are represented. The purpose of this association is to
reflect on God’s written revelation in response to the needs of the Latin
American people. We want to be in dialogue with our own history, with
the church, with the social context. Up to now the Fraternity has pub-
lished several books and booklets and several issues of a theological bul-
letin, both in Spanish and English.

The Latin American Theological Fraternity has provided an inter-
denominational and international forum in which conservative evangel-
icals feel free to express themselves at a continental level, apart from any
compromising relationship that would hinder their ministries in the ev-
angelical churches. To a large extent LATF has become known to the
worldwide evangelical community. Doctoral dissertations have been
written in the United States on this theological movement.

Of course, for some evangelical leaders LATF is under suspicion
because on several occasions it has assumed a critical attitude in its eval-
uation of our evangelical reality. It is unavoidable for a theological
movement like this, in a situation like ours, to sound negative, especially
at the beginning. But criticism is necessary for a renewal of the church,
as long as the motivation is right and the criticism is done in humility and
love.

A general evaluation of the work done by LATF would indicate that
not very much has been achieved in the area of Bible exegesis; but the
ground is prepared for a young generation of exegetes who will wrestle
with the Latin American problems in the light of the biblical text. I
dream ofthe day when a Bible commentary written in Latin America for
Latin America will be published. We also need a systematic theology
deeply grounded in the Scriptures, but written with our Latin American
reality in view.
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It is evident that LATF has been trying to help Latin American ev-
angelicals recuperate in their faith and praxis the social dimension of the
gospel. Some of the members of the Fraternity have contributed in a sig-
nificant way to the formulation ofa theology of mission on the basis of
the Scriptures and in response to the Latin American context, church and
state. Theological education and different aspects of the pastoral min-
istry, including evangelization, church growth, youth work, the family,
and counseling, have been the subjects of serious study in consultations
held at the regional and continental levels.

Theological education. To a large extent the answer to the need for
Latin American biblical theology is in theological education. A great
deal depends on our seminaries, Bible schools, short-term institutes, and
extension programs. It is there, especially at the seminary level, where
we see the difference between limiting ourselves to the transmission of
theology, usually a translated theology, and leading our students to be-
come interested in doing biblical and contextualized theology.

Because of the diversity of gifts and vocations in our student body
and because we have to do the best we can to give our students the op-
portunity to develop their gifts and follow their vocations in life, a di-
versification is necessary in our academic program. The straitjacket cur-
riculum does not take into consideration the variety of gifts and
vocations. Several seminaries and Bible schools have only one cur-
riculum for all the students. The reasons for this situation have to do with
our underdevelopment—usually we do not have the human and financial
resources to diversify the program. But there is also another reason—
tradition. This is the way we have done it, and this is the way we are sup-
posed to do it. This conservatism in theological education has also to do
with our tendency to imitate, to be a Xerox copy of, seminaries and Bible
schools abroad. But there is a great different between the United States
and El Salvador, or Bolivia, orwhatever other underdeveloped country in
Latin America.

Nevertheless, we can do something with the limited resources we
have to help those students who are inclined to doing theology in Latin
America for Latin America.

To train servant leaders who will do evangelical theology in Latin
America for Latin America we need material resources—a good library
is indispensable. But many of our evangelical institutions do not have re-
spectable libraries, from the standpoint of the First World. However, we
can still be interested in discovering theological vocations in our student
body and encouraging these vocations for the benefit of the church in
Latin America.
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The most important elements in a theological school are the teachers
and the students. The building may be impressive in the eyes of the vis-
itor, but what makes the institution is people—students, teachers, and
staff.

For the task of doing theology we need students with a theological
mentality. I am not speaking of IQ necessarily. I used to tell my students
that I do not believe the student in the department of theology is nec-
essarily more intelligent than the one who prefers the department ofprac-
tical theology (pastoral ministries, evangelism, and missions). It is a mat-
ter of mentality, and most of all it is a matter of gifts of the Holy Spirit.
Whatever our call may be in the ministry, we need a good portion of
brains to succeed, for the glory ofGod and for the benefit ofthe people.

Definitely, to do theology in Latin America we need some students
with theological mentality. And the more training these students have in
the secular sciences, especially in the so-called human sciences, the bet-
ter.

To do evangelical theology we need students who are born again by
the power of the Holy Spirit, students who have seen in Christ the Light
of the World, students who have received the eternal life in him—new-
born Christians, deeply committed to the Lord and his work; newborn
Christians, deeply committed to their own people. The heart of the gen-
uine Christian theologian is evangelistic and pastoral. To do an authentic
evangelical theology for Latin America it is indispensable to love Latin
Americans. Only genuine Christian love gets to the minds and to the
hearts of the people. If we love Latin Americans we want to know them
better—their history, their culture, their psychology, their way of life. If
we love Latin Americans we will suffer and rejoice with them, we will
feel that we belong to them, and humanly speaking we will feel proud of
our Latin American identity. We will respect and admire other cultures
without despising our own. We will pray and cry for our people, for their
salvation in Christ. Then we will want to do theology with them and for
them, a theology that will come out of our own hearts, not just from our
minds.

To do theology we need students with a theological mentality and
with evangelistic and pastoral hearts. If these students are going to make
a serious contribution to our Latin American theology, sooner or later
they may go for further studies abroad. But they will go because they are
committed to serving their own people. They will go knowing what they
want to do, having a purpose in their hearts. Their purpose will not be to
improve their own image, to attain a better position in life, to receive the
glory of this world. The splendor of an affluent society in North America
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or Europe will not fascinate them and cause them to stay there. They will
not surrender themselves to the temptation ofabandoning their own peo-
ple to live somewhere else. I am not saying that the Holy Spirit cannot
call leaders from the Two-Thirds World to serve in the First World.
What I am saying is that to do evangelical theology for Latin America or
for the Two-Thirds World we have to be identified, closely identified,
with our own people, suffering with them, rejoicing with them. Oth-
erwise our theology would be foreign to them. To send them our theol-
ogy by mail is not enough. We have to do our theology among them,
with them, for them.

In a 1985 consultation on new alternatives in theological education
sponsored by the Latin American Theological Fraternity in Quito, Ecua-
dor, we came to the conclusion that theologians should start their training
at the local church level. They have to learn to love the church. Oth-
erwise they may go to the extreme of doing theology in total isolation
from the people of God. Actually, in most cases students should com-
plete their basic theological training in their home country before going
abroad for other degrees. Noncontextualized theologians produce a non-
contextualized theology.

Praise theLord for the new generation of theologians that is coming
up in Latin America. Praise the Lord for the young theologians who have
gone abroad to study and have come back to us. Maythe Lord strengthen
them in their vocation to serve him and their people.

Now, what about the teachers? We need Latin American professors
oftheology, and weneed professors from other cultures.

I take seriously the New Testament teaching on the Body of Christ.
The church is universal. The church is one, and the Holy Spirit is pro-
viding his gifts for the edification of the church around the world. More
than ever we need fellowship and cooperation at the international level.
The world is becoming smaller because of the modem means of com-
munication. We are closer to each other than in the past. We can say that
almost everybody is our neighbor in the geographical sense. When I was
president of the seminary in Guatemala City I had a dream. I was day-
dreaming about the time when we would have in our seminary not only
professors from Latin and North America, but also professors from other
continents, from other cultures.

The day for foreign missions has not come to an end. It is starting
with a new dimension, with a renewed vision. In Latin America we are
experiencing an awakening of our interest in the worldwide mission of
the church. A large congress on missions was held in Sao Paulo, Brazil,
in November 1987 to promote the involvement of the Latin American
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church in foreign missions. In our seminary in Guatemala we have spon-
sored two major missionary conferences in the last six years. The pos-
itive results of these conferences are evident. There is now a missionary
agency in Guatemala to recruit, train, send, and support transcultural mis-
sionaries. There are missionary agencies in other Latin American coun-
tries. In other words, before the end ofthe twentieth century a significant
number ofLatin American missionaries may go to othercultures, to oth-
er continents. The day of foreign missions is starting with a new dimen-
sion, the Third-World dimension, the Latin American dimension. But if
we are planning to send missionaries, this means we are willing, and in
some cases eager, to receive missionaries.

We need in Latin America professors in the different areas of the
biblical and theological sciences. Of course, there are special re-
quirements for the expatriate missionary who is going as a teacher to Lat-
in America. Some of the requirements are those that are applicable to the
student of theology. For instance, the missionary has to be a born-again
Christian; he or must have mature, deep, evangelical convictions; she or
he must be willing to live among the people, to work with the people and
for the people. He or she has to come to the point of loving the people.
She or he will want to know more about the people: their history, their
culture, their social problems, their longings, and their hopes. He or she
will have a high view ofculture, but his or her view of Scripture will be
higher than his or her concept of culture. She orhe will know that in any
culture the people are able to detect our pride—and to feel our love for
them.

The new generation ofexpatriate missionaries has, generally speak-
ing, more training than many of the missionaries in the past. This is ex-
cellent. But the new missionaries have to be more open than their pre-
decessors to learning from the people on the field. The relationship
between expatriate missionary and national brothers and sisters is chang-
ing dramatically. The romantic view of missions is fading away, es-
pecially in our urban centers. The foreign missionary stands or falls on
her or his own merits or demerits. The missionary has to demonstrate
that he or she is willing and able to work, or as some people say, to per-
form. I can assure you that in Central America most evangelicals are
open to receiving foreign missionaries and to giving them the op-
portunity to work.

But the missionary of this last part of the twentieth century has to be
willing to listen, to pay attention to what the nationals have to say. One
of the major problems is precisely the natural difficulty the average
North American leader has in taking seriously the suggestions given by a
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national leader, unless the suggestions are in harmony with the mis-
sionary’s way ofthinking.

There are books on how to succeed as a public speaker; all of us
need to read a book on how to be a good listener in private and in pub-
lic—how to listen to the Lord and how to listen to our fellow human be-
ings or to our colleagues.

The professor of theology in this new era of missions in Latin
America has to communciate knowledge and lead his or her students on
the path to doing theology on the basis ofthe Word of God in response to
their own culture. To do this the missionary has to be much more than a
technician who is there for just a short while teaching an intensive course
to a group of students. We need visiting professors, but we also need per-
manent professors. Short-term missionaries are welcome; but for this
task of doing theology we need longterm missionaries, men and women
who would be willing to spend their lives, if necessary, in this ministry.

With regard to evangelical seminaries in the United States, I would
like to say that their educational programs as well have to be Third-
World oriented. Because these seminaries are deeply involved in training
missionaries for the Third World, their programs of study have to take
into serious consideration contemporary theological tren(ls in the Two-
Thirds World.

Problems. As in any other region of the world, we are confronted by
many problems on the road toward a contextualized theology. One of
these problems is the lack offinancial resources to strengthen the faculty
in our theological institutions with personnel qualified to teach at a high
academic level. We also need more funds to enlarge our libraries, to give
scholarships to needy students, to help our professors continue their
training in their own fields of specialization, and to give them time and
financial assistance for research and writing.

Most of ourLatin leaders who are good writers do not have time for
the Christian literature ministry. They are always too busy teaching,
preaching, pastoring, and attending board meetings, consultations, or
congresses at home and abroad.

Another problem is that the market for theological works is very
limited in the Spanish-speaking world. Most ofthe pastors are not trained
to read this kind of literature. Consequently, bookstore managers do not
order books that their average customer would not buy. The increase in
the costs ofproduction complicates the problem. The vast majority ofour
leaders cannot afford to buy an expensive theological book.

Moreover, evangelicals in general have not been enthusiastic about
theology. They prefer emotion and action to reflection. They are looking
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for activists who would be able to get immediate and measurable results.
Evangelical pragmatism and “functionalism” exist. The obsession fornu-
merical growth seems also to be invading the field of theological educa-
tion. We are asked to train activists. Very few people are conscious of
the need fortraining people who have a theological vocation.

The charismatic movement and its overemphasis on the emotional
aspect of the Christian life may not encourage people to think theo-
logically. If in the numerical-growth movement there is the danger of
overemphasizing action, in the charismatic movement passion may sub-
stitute for reflection. We need, of course, balance in our Christian lives
and ministries. Intelletual achievement is not enough. Theology also has
to be a matterofthe heart. And theology has to lead us into action.

We have to recognize that one of the biggest problems on the road
of contexualization has been our traditional Latin American evangelical
mentality. We have been afraid ofexploring new tenitory, ofabandoning
the safety that we feel in the theology we have received from other lat-
itudes. We have been reluctant to take a good look at ourown social con-
text and then do theology in interaction with the questions and longings
of the Latin American people. But as has been suggested in this book,
there is certainly an evangelical Latin American theology in the making.
Theologians like C. Rent Padilla, Samuel Escobar, Orlando E. Costas,
and others have made a significant contribution to the advancement of
contextualized theology at the worldwide level. And a new generation of
young theologians is coming up in our subcontinent. It is possible to
hope forbetter times in regard to an evangelical biblical theology written
in Latin America for Latin America, written to the glory of God, and
written for the benefit of his people in this area of the world.
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12
Latin American Evangelicals and

Social Responsibility:
A Case Study

This chapter, when originally written as an article, was titled “Prot-
estantism and Guatemala’s Social-Historical Development.” Was that ti-
tle a good one? In order to be able to address a variety of topics, while at
the same time avoiding sweeping generalizations on a potentially con-
troversial subject, it probably would be better to recast that original title
in the form of a question to begin this discussion: Has Protestantism had
an influence in the social-historical development of Guatemala?1

The phrase “historical development” immediately defines history
not as the mere chronicle of past events but as a process that begins in
the past and unfolds in the present, producing changes in the social scene
along the way. There is a history that is past, and there is a history that is
in the process of development—although some scholars maintain that,
strictly speaking, history does not exist until it has been written.

As to whether or not Protestantism has had an influence in Gua-
temala’s history, it should be kept in mind that there is a difference be-
tween recounting history and living it, between having a history and
“making history,” be that at a regional, national, or international level.
Although both individuals and institutions have their own histories, not
all of them participate in the shaping of history: not all of them par-
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ticipate in directing the historical process oftheir own peoples or nations.
That is, in one way or another we all are carried along in the current of
history, but only a few have succeeded in changing its course. But even
though one’s personal history be ever so insignificant, it is nevertheless
unavoidably a part of what one’s country has written over the centuries.
We are committed to the historical process: history belongs to us, and we
to it.

Has the Protestant sector had an influence on the unfolding drama
of Guatemala’s history? While some would respond to that question in
the negative, alleging that Protestants have separated themselves from
the socio-political currents of their own nation, and others would say that
Protestantism is at least partly responsible for the spread of neo-
colonialism in Guatemala, many Protestant leaders would claim that the
movement has had a moral and spiritual influence in the country’s his-
tory, mentioning as well a number of purely social programs that have
been carried out under Protestant aegis. These three viewpoints provide
the outline for this chapter, which is to be considered only a beginning
point in the examinationof the question at hand.

PROTESTANT I)ETACHMENT

A great deal has been said and written over the last decade about the
isolation that has characterized Latin American Protestants vis-a-vis the
deep socio-economic problems of the area. For example, in his analysis
of Chilean Pentecostalism in the years 1965-1966, Christian Lalive
D’Epinay discovered, among other things, that the majorityof pastors be-
lieved that the gospel should not be mixed with politics and that the Prot-
estant church should not concern itself with the socio-political problems
of the country, to the point of not even talking about them.

Pentecostal thinking reflects a polarization between the spiritual and
the material, the church and the world, Christ and society. Pentecostalism
rejects the present world in order to enjoy the anticipation of the future
one.2

In general, accusations of Protestant detachment would not be en-
tirely without support in Guatemala as well. In his book Cien Años de
Presencia Protestante en Centroamerica (One Hundred Years of Prot-
estant Presence in Central America), sociologist-economist Domingo
Alcántara Matos argues that Guatemalan Protestantism is a closed so-
ciety, cut off from social reality.3

In a study done for the Institute of Latin American Studies of the
University of Texas, Bryan Roberts, a sociologist at the University of
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Manchester, researched two areas of Guatemala City, one of them a poor
squatter settlement, the other one a middle-class area. Roberts wanted to
study the manner in which Protestants resolved the problems of city liv-
ing.

The total sampling consisted of sixty-four families in the middle-
class area, of which thirteen were Protestant, and one hundred two in the
poor area, of which twenty were Protestant. The study seems to be rather
narrowly based, however, because there are over four hundred different
Protestant churches in Guatemala City. Further, although Roberts obvi-
ously focused his research more on the Pentecostal sector than on any
other Protestant group, he believes that “the features as described bear a
marked similarity to the great majority of the denominations represented
in the two colonies.”4

According to Roberts, when the economic picture provides little
hope of improvement, the Protestant approach to life “can lead to an em-
phasis on spiritual well-being at the expense of concern in the material
affairs of the individual.”5 At the end of his study, he states:

As a consequence, Protestantism in this city, instead of
being a faith which helps the individual to dominate the
urban environment which surrounds him, has assumed
the social characteristics of a faith which isolates the in-
dividual from that environment. Although this statement
most accurately describes the more fundamentalist
groups of both colonies, it is also applicable to the ma-
jority of the Protestants that live in the two areas.6

It has also been pointed out that as a result of the social mobility
sought by Protestants, many of them have moved into the middle class,
which, according to some sociologists, is characterized by its resistance
to changes in the structure of society and by its ambition to emulate the
life-style of the oligarchy.7 Contrary to the predictions of those who ex-
pected that the middle class would become an instigator of fundamental
changes in Latin America, it has assumed instead a very conservative
posture.

Our point of view, as expressed elsewhere already, is that we Prot-
estants, while recognizing the various senses of the word world in the
New Testament, have not translated those differences into daily life.8 In
emphasizing the antithesis of church versus world, we have chosen a po-
sition of (leep and apparently irreconcilable antagonism between Christ
and society, between Christ and culture.9 We have perhaps not yet ex-
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perienced the death agony of which Unamuno writes: “But Christian-
ity—Protestant Christianity—has nothing to do with civilization. Nor
with culture.... And thus, since it is impossible for Christianity to live
without culture, here lies the agony of Christianity.” 10 That struggle, or
tension, is the one occasioned by being in the world but not of the world
(John 17).

If, therefore, for whatever reasons, the tendency of the Protestants
has been to isolate themselves from socio-economic problems, could it
be expected that they would have had any significant influence in the so-
cial-historical development of Guatemala? The above data would suggest
a negative response to that question, especially if what is in focus is the
sort of radical change that is being demanded on behalf of Latin Amer-
ican society today. Hence, it is possible to conclude that, because of his
absence from the political scene, the Protestant Christian could well have
contributed, consciously or unconsciously, to the maintenance of a given
socio-economic system.

It is no secret that, because of an extreme apolitical posture, the av-
erage Protestant has not properly questioned the established order. Nev-
ertheless, there are other replies to the question regarding the part Prot-
estantism may have played in Guatemala’s historical process, and they,
along with other aspects of the Protestant phenomenon, merit considera-
tion as well.

PROTESTANTISM AND IMPERIALISM

There has never been a lack of those who claim that, in Guatemala,
Protestantism has been the handmaiden of Anglo-Saxon capitalism. Just
as the alliance of religion with arms in the Spanish conquest is reflected
in the well-known phrase “la cruz y el arcabuz” (“the cross and the mus-
ket”), so have the terms Protestant missions and imperialist expan-
sionisni come to he closely linked with each other. Alcántara Matos sug-
gests that Central American Protestantism has played the role of creating
the “subjective conditions” for the establishment and dominance of im-
perialism in these countries.11 Denton states that “from time to time the
accusation is heard that the Protestant movement is as much a part of the
United States’ imperialist offensive in Latin Americaas the C.I.A.”12

Max Weber’s thesis that Calvinistic Protestantism has been a major
force in the development of capitalism is well known.13 On the other
hand, Andre Bieler argues that Weber’s analysis is based on a Calvinism
that had changed since its inception, and that “if Weber had studied six-
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teenth century Calvinism instead of that of the eighteenth century, he
would have arrived at different conclusions.”14 Herbert M. Zom points
out that Christianity came to the vast majority of Third-World countries
as a concomitant of the imperialisit movement—that the gospel was not
brought there by a rejected and persecuted minority that confessed Christ
in martyrdom, but rather by those who enjoyed the tacit or expressed ap-
proval of the dominant powers or of a nation of worldwide influence at
that time.15

It is evident, of course, that the formal establishment of Protestant
missions in Guatemala (1882-1916) coincides with an era of North
American economic and military expansion. Nor can it be denied that be-
ginning around the middle of the nineteenth century many North Amer-
icans enthusiastically embraced the idea that their country had been di-
vinely predestined (“Manifest Destiny”) to dominate all of North
America and to extend its might and influence to other nations. They felt
called to export their system of government and to assume control of cer-
tain regions, including Central America and the Caribbean, where they
could develop the slave system. At least such was the dream of many
who possessed extensive landholdings in the southern United States. The
persistence of the expansionist spirit is demonstrated in its revival fol-
lowing the Civil War, sparked to a large degree by the abolition of slav-
ery—a question that had deeply divided the North American people.’6

It is equally undeniable that the mentality of the Protestant pioneers
who had been sent from the United States to Guatemala was, generally
speaking, formed by the ideals of traditional capitalism: they would have
been classified at that time within the United States as political and re-
ligious conservatives. And it is only natural that they would be loyal cit-
izens, proud of the North American system, convinced that these coun-
tries should follow the example of the Colossus of the North in order to
overcome the state of underdevelopment in which they lived. It is alto-
gether possible that, upon observing the contrast between the economic
advancement of the United States and the underdevelopment of Central
America, they should feel a great deal of admiration for North American
democracy.

Whatever the case, inasmuch as the advance of Anglo-Saxon im-
perialism and the establishment of the Protestant church in Guatemala
took place within the same time frame, it is imperative to examine if the
Protestant pioneers were sent to this country by Anglo-Saxon expan-
sionist forces in order to prepare the way for capitalism, or if they merely
contributed indirectly to that expansionism. It is an intriguing question,
hut the present study is perforce limited to mentioning its importance
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while offering some ideas that we hope will lead to a deeper under-
standing of the topic. For one thing, it must not be forgotten that the phe-
nomenon of colonialism existed in this part of the world long before the
Protestant church was established in Guatemala. Jean-Loup Herbert
states it well when he observes that colonial expansion “began with the
Spanish, grew more intense under the English, and reached its culmina-
tion under the Americans.”7

The Forerunners

Although history attests that the principal role in the establishment
of Protestantism in Guatemala was played by North Americans, the very
first Protestants on the scene were British subjects. For all we know,
there were no formal attempts to establish the Protestant church in Gua-
temala prior to independence (1821). During the period of the Spanish
colonies some individuals were accused of “Protestantism” or “Lu-
theranism” by the Inquisition, but as Chinchilla Aguilar notes:

This does not mean, in any sense, that in the interior of
Guatemala or of its wider provincial area there were nu-
merous manifestations of Protestantism, or that Prot-
estant nuclei were established in the area under the ju-
risdictional control of its authorities. While there were
some border contacts of a commercial nature, Prot-
estantism did not realize any gains beyond what had al-
ready been in place. That is to say that at the end of the
eighteenth century, the situation had not appreciably
changed from one of a few isolated cases which were
easily controlled by the Inquisition.’8

The “contacts” mentioned here were on the Atlantic coast, where there
were some British colonists.

An English Baptist by the name of Bourne came to Guatemalan ter-
ritory in 1822, visiting the region of Lake Izabal in 1824. In the same
year, two businessmen from Belize visited Guatemala City in order to
study the possibilities of establishing a Protestant work there. 19

For twelve months during 1827-1828 an Anglican priest, Henry
Dunn, lived in the capital, devoting himself to the distribution of Bibles,
Testaments, and other literature that he sold through various stores and
establishments of the city; but as he himself said, “It was quite obvious
that there was no demand for books of this sort.” 20
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The next in the line of Protestant forerunners in Guatemala is Frede-
rick Crowe, also a British subject, born in Belgium. Arriving in Gua-
temala City in 1843, Crowe was the first to establish a Protestant work
here, though it was doomed from the outset by Roman Catholic in-
tolerance. Crowe founded a school and shared his faith with many—
including students from the National University and persons from the
upper echelons of Guatemalan society. He even presented a Bible along
with copies of other books of high spiritual value to President Carrera.
But as a result of pressures brought to bear on the government by the ec-
clesiastical hierarchy, Crowe was expelled from Guatemala in 1846.
Among other things, he was accused of pursuing “political” ends and of
being in the service of English espionage. Although Crowe sought pro-
tection from his country’s representative, the exasperated consul declined
to give it to him, asking him impatiently to abandon the consulate.2’

Any research regarding the claim that Protestant missions spear-
headed the Anglo-Saxon Colonial cause in Guatemala must not ignore
the case of Frederick Crowe.

As can be seen, Guatemala was practically closed to Protestantism
until the triumph in 1871 of the refonn movement led by Justo Rufino
Barrios and Miguel Garcia Granados. During the last century, the liberal
reformation was second only to independence in degree of importance
for Guatemala, though the Guatemalan writer Mario Monteforte Toledo
ascribes it even higher status when he says, “Historically, in spite of all
its limitations, deviations, and frustrations, liberalism was the most im-
portant political and socio-economic reform movement in Mesoamerica
from the conquest until the nineteenth century.”22

The Guatemalan Liberals

Moving further back in history to the early nineteenth century, we
discover that one of the causes of the Latin American independence
movements of that time was the intellectual ferment that had begun to ap-
pear on this side of the Atlantic. The ideas of such thinkers as Mon-
tesquicu, Locke, Rousseau, and Voltaire were hardly unknown in the
Americas, and the successes of the French Revolution and North Amer-
ican independence provided impetus to the ideals of liberty that fanned
the spirit of independence in the Spanish colonies.23

Without denying that the United States exercised some influence in
the area, Monteforte Toledo insists that “the roots of nineteenth century
Hispanic liberal thought must be sought in France,” claiming that the an-
tecedents of Central American liberalism are to be found in the activities
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of the Economic Society of the Friends of the Nation, founded in Gua-
temala toward the end of the eighteenth century.24

According to the memoirs (Memorias) of Miguel Garcia Granados,
even “the liberales—or those infected with independence fever—were
determined to imitate the United States in the establishment of a federal
system.”25 But the Central Americans were not alone. For example, Car-
los Rangel observes that the Argentine constitution of 1853 “is copied so
closely from that of the United States, that the Argentine judges are able
to refer to North American jurisprudence for interpreting it.” 26

Alberto Remhao states:

Following the winning of independence in our countries,
the Hispano-American constitutional systems were little
more than a carbon copy of the North American Prot-
estant scheme of Philadelphia. After three centuries of
European domination, the newly independent Spanish
colonies had to look to others for models of government:
they had neither developed their own, nor inherited one
from a Spain that had no tradition of liberty to bequeath
to its political offspring.27

The foregoing all suggests a close ideological relationship at that
time between the Hispano-American liberals and the United States.

Upon gaining its independence under the guidance of a group of cri-
ollos (a racial term referring to the offspring of European immigrants
with no admixture of New World native blood)28 Central America was
confronted with the serious problem of the lack of unity among its five
states. In Guatemala, as in other Hispano-American republics, opinions
became polarized between the conservatives and liberals, and from the
days of the United Provinces of Central America (1823) until the days of
Jorge Ubico (1931-1944), Guatemalan history abounds with accounts of
the perennial conflict between these two socio-political groups.

In the last century the conservatives, whose leaders were generally
criollo aristocrats, lent their support to the continuance of the extensive
political privileges that the church enjoyed, while the liberals argued for
a radical rupture with the past, demanding the separation of church and
state. Monteforte Toledo comments:

The most outstanding Liberal contributions were the sep-
aration of Church and State, and the abolition of the ec-
onomic power of the Church as well as the practice of

F
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holding vast tracts of land without putting them into pro-
duction. No less important were the results of these
measures within the economic order: the establishment
of conditions which were intended to steer Me-
soamerican development towards modem capitalism.29

It requires little study to perceive that there was a certain affinity be-
tween the Guatemalan liberalism of the reform movement of the last
three decades of the nineteenth century and the North American system.
While the archconservatives Carrera and Cema apparently were not
pleasing to Washington,30 the North Americans must certainly have re-
joiced in the triumph of the so-called revolution of 1871, knowing that its
leaders were in sympathy with the socio-political system of the United
States. Proof of this sympathy can be found in the famous booklet Un
Dualismo imposible (An Impossible Dualism) written by Lorenzo Mon-
tufar, one of the champions of Guatemalan liberalism.

The kind of government that the North Americans enjoyed pro-
foundly impressed Montufar, and commenting specifically on the subject
of the separation of church and state, he concludes: “Imitation of the
United States is indispensable. Their system grants liberty to all.”31 Mod-
em writers frequently criticize the liberal movement for its docile ac-
commodation to North American expansionist policies. Enrique D. Dus-
sel claims that Justo Rufino Barrios (Guatemalan president, 1873-1875)
and Manuel Estrada Cabrera (Guatemalan dictator, 1898-1920), along
with subsequent government, “open[ed] the doors to the North American
capital ventures, International Railways of Central America, and es-
pecially the United Fruit Company.”32

Liberalism and Protestantism

It is obvious that, to a degree, Guaternalan liberals were sympathetic
toward Protestantism. Frederick Crowe enjoyed the hospitality of don
Antonio Valdez, “a well-to-do native son, businessman, and ardent liber-
al,”33 and it was especially liberals who, in spite of the clerical opposi-
tion and persecution Crowe faced, supported him in his educational
work. Crowe says that “some businessmen and two or three top liberal
leaders” sent their children to the school he founded,34 and that when it
was shut down by an order from city hall, “don Felix Solano, a gentle-
men of this country, owner of a distillery, and well-known liberal,”
called him to ask if he would spend “some hours every day teaching
three of his children in his own home.”35 It is reported that Dr. Lorenzo
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Montufar was one of Crowe’s followers,36 but further historical research
is required to prove this.

The most compelling evidence of liberal support of Protestants is
the fact that the Presbyterian missionary who launched the first perma-
nent Protestant effort in Guatemala came in response to a petition from
the country’s own president, General Justo Rufino Barrios. Dr. Paul Bur-
gess asserts that “Barrios was a determining factor in the establishment
of Protestantism in his country” and that the invitation could well have
been sent to the Presbyterian Board of Missions in New York “by the
hand of his emissary in Washington, Dr. Lorenzo Montufar.” 37

Of course, one of the principal reasons for the official openness to
the Protestant cause was the anticlerical posture of the government that
came into power in 1871. What J. Lloyd Mecham states regarding the
Hispano-American anticlericalists of 1820-1830 can be applied as well to
the Guatemalan liberals of the Barrios era: “The reasons for the opposi-
tion to the Roman Catholic organization—not to the Catholic religion as
such—were in large measure political.”38

The conflict of 1871 was not theological, but socio-political. The
liberals had no intention whatever of reproducing the Reformation of the
sixteenth century on Guatemalan soil, even though they certainly rec-
ognized the benefits of that movement; what they did seek was to correct
the abuses of the church and to free the state from its bondage to ec-
clesiastical authority. Nor were they interested in abandoning the Cath-
olic fold—at least not externally—or, much less, in converting to Pro!-
estantism. Justo Rufino Barrios was a long way from being the Henry
VIII of Guatemala. Burgess states:

When the Presbyterian mission founded a private school,
President Barrios sent his children there and urged his
ministers to do likewise. Nevertheless, in spite ofhis op-
position to the Catholic Church, he never separated him-
self from it.... In Guatemala, as in all Latin America, the
liberal party has favored Protestant missions, not be-
cause of the religious convictions of its leaders or party
members in general, but rather because they see in these
missions an effective means for breaking the power the
Catholic clergy holds over the masses. This quasi spon-
sorship has had certain effects. The fact, admitted gener-
ally by both friends and opponents, that it was General
Barrios who brought Protestant missions to Guatemala,
has endowed them with a certain amount of privilege
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and a degree of prestige that have contributed, partly, to

their remarkable success.39

But it would he all too hasty to conclude that the liberals were ap-
preciative only of the anticlerical aspects of Protestantism while ignoring
or forgetting the fundamental characteristics of the movement—for ex-
ample, the concept of the dignity and equality of all people in the eyes of
the Creator, the deep love of liberty, the emphasis on public education,
and the desire for progress in all aspects of life. In the pursuit of these
and other social benefits, teh militants of liberalism, who truly sought the
best for their country, would feel that they walked hand-in-hand with the
Protestants.

It could be suggested that there was an intrinsic affinity between the
Guatemalan liberalism of the end of the nineteenth century and Prot-
estantism, even though there were neither Guatemalan nor foreign Prot-
estants to influence directly the liberal leaders of that time. According to
Alberto Rembao, “cultural Protestantism was already present in the coun-
tries of Latin America when the bearers of religious Protestantism ar-
rived there.” 40 He goes on:

By cultural Protestantism is meant the spirit of progress,
the notion of giving free rein to recognized ability, the
optimistic view of the future, the attitude of the strong
man of robust spirit: the entire spectrum of those social
forces which, throughout the centuries, have challenged
the backward-looking attitude of the Altar and Throne.41

Of course, the great social principles of Protestantism—those prin-
ciples that are worthy of the respect and admiration of everyone who
loves liberty, justice, and peace—find their origin in those biblical pre-
cepts that have influenced, either directly or indirectly, the great liber-
ating movements of the modem world. The Scriptures have always been
a source of inspiritation for that authentic humanism which, in Jesus
Christ, elevates humans in their relationship to God and theirneighbor.

One of the major contributions of Guatemalan liberalism to the
cause of human rights in this continent was the decree of religious liberty
that was proclaimed by Barrios on March 15, 1873. For more than a hun-
dred years Guatemala has been able to hold its head high with legitimate
pride, especially in the face of those regimes of force which, even in the
twentieth century, have trampled freedom of worship underfoot—nations
which, given their degree of cultural development, should have been at



Latin American Evangelicalsand Social Responsibility 383

the forefront in defending this inalienable right. Under the protection of
the law that was proclaimed by liberalism, the Guatemalan Protestant
church has experienced such vigorous growth that it has attained a place
of honor in the eyes of worldwide Protestantism.

As to whether or not Protestant missionaries were sent for the pur-
pose of advancing capitalistic interests in Central America, the answer
remains to he shown. Further, it would be necessary, in any study ad-
dressing that issue, to avoid the mere application of a given socio-
economic theory to the Guatemalan situation, researching instead the his-
tories of both Guatemala and the Anglo-Saxon countries, examining the
archives both of the missionary societies that initiated the Protestant ef-
fort in Guatemala and of the foreign corporations that have had extensive
economic interests here, and analyzing the correspondence of the early
Protestant missionaries in this country.42

But even if it were to be proved that Protestant missions and North
American corporations pursued the same ends, it would still be necessary
to inquire as to what degree Protestantism succeeded in achieving its “co-
lonialist” aims, or if perhaps it had nothing more than an indirect in-
fluence on the development of North American capitalism in Guatemala.
Another question would be that of whether or not this socio-economic
system would have grown in this environment quite without the feeble
support of an incipient Protestantism whose influence was limited to a
minority of Guatemalans. Enrique D. Dussel reports that the number of
Protestants in all of Central America and Panama in 1916 was 18,564. 43
in that same year, a Protestant congress held in Panama reported the
number of Protestants on the church rolls in all of Central America as be-
ing no greater than 10,442. 44 Twenty years prior to that, therefore, it is
not unreasonable to estimate the number of Protestants in the entire Cen-
tral American isthmus at around six thousand, which would imply that
there was only a very small groupof Guatemalan Protestants at that time.

Could those few Protestants have been able to create the necessary
“subjective conditions” for the establishment and expansion of North
American capitalism in Guatemala? Who were the outstanding Protestant
political figures and intellectuals of the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries? Who were the persuasive Protestant congressmen who
would have influenced the legislature on behalf of neo-colonialism in
those days? Who were the Protestant writers and journalists who,
through the printed page, would have endeavored to mold public opinion
in favor of neo-colonialism? Which were the Protestant pressure groups
in congress, the executive branch, industry, banking, commerce, the uni-
versity, or labor? The fact is that prior to World War lithe Protestant



384 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

presence in Guatemala was barely noticeable, and it was not until the
electoral campaign of 1969 that politicians endeavored to manipulate the
Protestant vote by means of advertisements in the press.

It is well known that North American industrial might, together with
the crillo oligarchy, the media—press, radio, motion pictures, tele-
vision—and the growth of tourism, have all done much more to “Amer-
icanize” our culture than have all the Protestants put together. Nev-
ertheless, ifhistorical and social research should prove that in one way or
another Protestantism has been a determining factor in the development
of neo-coloniahsm in Guatemala, the response to the original question
(Has Protestantism had an influence in the social-historical development
of Guatemala?) must then be in the affirmative, even though that in-
fluence be considered detrimental for Guatemalan society.

THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF PROTESTANTISM

The third approach to the question about Protestantism’s possible
influence on Guatemala is to point out, first ofall, the positive moral and
spiritual benefits that it has brought to many Guatemalans and, secondly,
the programs of social benefit in which it has been involved.

When the history of Guatemala is compared with that of other coun-
tries where, even in recent years, religious intolerance has gone un-
checked, it is impossible not to recognize the substantial advantages that
the Guatemalan Protestant church has enjoyed throughout its one-
hundred-five-year existence, beginning with the arrival of Reverend Hill,
pioneer Presbyterian missionary in this country, in November of 1882.

This does not mean, of course, that Protestantism has not suffered
persecution in Guatemala. There have been many instances in which re-
ligious fanaticism has overflowed into violence in its attempt to impede
the establishment of Protestant work in some areas or to destroy what
had already been begun in others. There are also Guatemalan heroes and
heroines of the faith: men and women who dedicated their lives totally to
the service of the Lord Jesus Christ and who were ready to suffer for
their love of him. The names of these champions of the gospel are to be
found written in heaven, where they will shine for eternity.

But thanks to the law of religious freedom, many Protestant groups
have come to Guatemala and have, within the framework of the law,
been able to pursue their religious activities without government inter-
vention. Past abuses of power directed against Protestantism were the ex-
ception rather than the rule, and Protestant institutions have been allowed
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to function without limitations other than those established by the laws of
the land.

The climate of liberty of conscience, inaugurated by Banios and
continued by his successors in the presidency, has contributed greatly to
the formation of a tolerant viewpoint among the Guatemalan people re-
garding questions of religion. In general, and in contrast to what has hap-
pened in other countries, Guatemalans do not equate nationalism with
loyalty to Roman Catholicism. It is not necessary to be a Catholic in or-
der to he a good Guatemalan citizen. in the eyes of society, no one ceases
to he patriotic for having subscribed to a religious creed that is different
from that of the traditional church.

In missionary terms, a remarkable receptivity to the gospel exists
among the Guatemalan people, resulting in one of the highest rates of
Protestant growth in the entire continent. We have confirmed this
through visits to other countries where, in some instances, Protestants
continue to be a barely perceptible minority on the social scene.

While it is true that in the eyes of the general public the Protestant
church has remained silent in the face of the serious social problems that
afflict us, it is also true that, within its own limitations, the Protestant
church has held high the ideals of the Reformation of the sixteenth cen-
tury through the proclamation of the message of freedom in Christ and
through worthwhile efforts on behalf of the culture and welfare of the
peoples of Guatemala. Evidence in support of this is the educational con-
tribution of Christian schools, the delivery of medical aid in distant rural
areas, and the quiet but effective work being done in the various ethnic
groups—work that includes the reducing of native Guatemalan languages
to writing, the translation of the New Testament into those languages,
and the teaching of reading and writing to thousands of Guatemalans
who have been excluded from the benefits of literacy. In other sectors of
the population, not a few have found in the gospel a powerful incentive
for personal growth and development.

From a small handful of men and women, belittled by the forces of
traditionalism and intolerance, Guatemalan Protestants have grown into a
sizable group that includes outstanding men and women in various
spheres of national life—scholarship, the arts, commerce, industry, and
so forth—who contribute to the growth and well-being of Guatemala.

Although it would appear as though Protestantism has not played an
important role in determining the directions that Guatemalan history has
taken, it nevertheless is a part of that history, occupying a place of honor
there. In analyzing Guatemalan reality, historians and sociologists can no
longer enjoy the luxury of ignoring the Protestant phenomenon. The
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Protestant church is an inseparable component of Guatemala’s historical-
social picture.

CONCLUSION

First, it is undeniable that, generally speaking, Guatemalan Prot-
estantism has not been in the mainstream of socio-political reform move-
ments. That the separation of the gospel from politics has become pro-
verbial in the Guatemalan context can probably be traced to the early
Protestants in our country who, being foreigners, were obliged to abstain
from any and all local political activity, thus projecting this attitude to
the congregations they founded. The theology they propounded insisted
on the separation of the Christian from everything having to do with the
“world”—to the point that in some cases Protestants were denied com-
munion for having participated in politics. The ethical problems of local
“dirty politics” seemed to justify this Protestant isolationism.

Of course, party politics yet today is a dangerous enough game to
play, and many who prefer to live in peace avoid its entanglements. But
as a consequence of their isolationism, Protestants have generally limited
their political participation to the ballot box, although their votes are not
always well-reasoned—not always based on an analysis of social reality
or growing out of a desire to integrate their faith into that reality.

It is not at all strange that some should claim that Protestants, rather
than being a factor of social change, have been one of preservation of the
established order. It is argued that their touted apolitical posture has re-
sulted in an attitude that favors those forces that oppose social change, so
that when all is said and done, Protestants have not been politically neu-
tral at all. From that point of view, Protestant influence in Guatemala’s
historical-social development has been clearly conservative. However,
there have been changes over the past decades, so that not all Protestants
are scandalized now when one of their number participates, on a personal
level, in political activities.

Second, the convergence in time of a period of United States ec-
onomic expansionism with the initial stages of Protestant missions in
Guatemala cannot be denied. It is also evident that there was a certain
ideological affinity between Protestantism and Guatemalan liberalism.
However, the claim that the pioneer missionaries were sent out in order
to establish favorable conditions for the development of Anglo-Saxon
capitalism demands serious and unbiased research of the historical
records and a commitment to accept without reservation the verdict of
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history, whatever it be, regarding the origin and development of Prot-
estantism in Guatemala. The field is open to the serious, careful, and—to
whatever degree possible—impartial researcher.

A question must also he raised regarding what truly motivated the
Protestant pioneers in their work in this country. The sincere researcher
will need to take into account the personal testimony of those who never
doubled their having received an eminently spiritual calling from God.
Above and beyond all else, they considered themselves ambassadors of
Jesus Christ. and not of London or Washington. The words of Crowe re-
garding his expulsion are most moving:

I was quite certain that my absence from Guatemala
would not be for long—at the most just a few months—
hut the blow was heavy and the conflict of emotions and
sentiments of that day drained all my strength. Sitting
down, I placed my aching head in my hands and silently
let the tears overflow.45

Such is the testimony of a foreign missionary who knew how to
weep for Guatemala because he loved it in the name of Christ; and im-
bued with like spirit were and are many others who have followed Crowe
in the worthy task of planting the gospel in Guatemalan soil.

Third, it is equally undeniable that the Protestant church has had a
profound moral and spiritual influence on the lives of hundreds of thou-
sands of Guatemalans. Also, the efforts expended by Protestants on be-
half of the progress of the country are open for all to see. This contribu-
tion, albeit modest, has been effective in the economic, social, and
cultural development ofGuatemala.

It is altogether true that much more could have been done. When we
reflect upon the marvelous ways in which the Guatemalan Protestant
church has been favored by divine providence since its first days in 1882,
we must ask ourselves if we have always lived in accordance with the
privileges we have enjoyed and if we have taken proper advantage of all
our opportunities.

History and experience teach us that when the church becomes es-
tablished and has grown, it runs the risk of stagnation, of falling into rou-
tines, of resisting any and all change, and of closing its eyes to the clear
challenges of the present and the future. It is easy to forget that, although
the gospel does not change, the Protestant church with a true Reforma-
tion spirit must, in the light of the immutable gospel, continue to reform
itself. We also must remember that there is no excuse for deterring that
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process. Yesterday’s victories are insufficient for winning today’s bat-
tles. Today’s questions are seldom the ones of fifty years ago or more,
and we have no right to think that the traditional operational methods
must always be as efficient in responding to the exigencies of today’s
world. The church, in the power of the Holy Spirit and in the light of the
written Word of God, must be in a state of continual renewal.

The nature of this renewal demands, of course, that we remain faith-
ful to the spiritual heritage of our forebears. We need a historical con-
tinuity that is characterized fundamentally by a doctrinal continuity:
“What you have heard from me keep as the pattern of sound teaching....
Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you. . . with the help of the
Holy Spirit who lives in us.... And the things you have heard me say in
the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be
qualified to teach others” (2 Tim 1:13, 14; 2:2, NIV).

Finally, it will be to our advantage to follow the example of servant-
hood set us by the Protestant pioneers who came to our country, so that
we may take courage in the discharge of our task of seeking the salvation
(body, soul, and spirit) of many Guatemalans and of working for the gen-
eral welfare of Guatemala.
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13
The Awakening of Our

Evangelical Social Conscience

The social isolation of most evangelicals in Latin America has be-
come more evident than ever in the light of the revolutionary situation in
which many people live, the strong emphasis given to social re-
sponsibility by both conciliar or ecumenical Protestantism and neo-
Catholicism, and the social concern of many evangelical leaders around
the world. But as a result of the challenges of our times, we are wit-
nessing even in Latin America what may be called the awakening ofour
evangelical social conscience.

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the meaning of social re-
sponsibility in contemporary theological thought, the testimony of the
Scriptures, the causes of our evangelical social isolation, the develop-
ment of a theology of social concern in the worldwide evangelical com-
munity, and the interaction of Latin American evangelicals with that the-
ological trend.

THE MEANING OF SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

We who belong to the older generation of Latin American evangel-
icals have usually answered the criticism of our social alienation by say-
ing that we have done social work in the areas of education, health, and

393
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development. We have also said that the proclamation of the gospel has
produced positive results in society through the life and work of those
who have been radically transformed by the Lord Jesus Christ. Without
denying these and other blessings that the gospel has brought to our so-
ciety, some Protestant leaders are not completely satisfied with our an-
swer because, among other reasons, they understand that the New Testa-
ment gospel is not just an individualistic, other-worldly message. They
consider humans as social beings, having material, physical, and spiritual
needs, and they see no significant social changes produced by our evan-
gelistic efforts, even in countries where the evangelical church is ex-
periencing an explosive growth. According to this social analysis, most
evangelicals, because of their individualistic approach to the Scriptures
and their supposed political neutrality, have been consciously or un-
consciously at the service ofthe status quo.

Moreoever, a distinction is now made between social responsibility
as social assistance or service, and social responsibility as social action
to change economic and political structures.1 It has been said that social
assistance deals only with the effects of our underdevelopment, whereas
social and political action is the serious attempt to deal with the causes of
our social problems. In this view, literacy crusades, educational efforts at
the elementary and high school levels, medical assistance, all-
encompassing projects in urban areas and in the countryside, and other
ministries designed to improve the economic and social condition of the
people are good in themselves, but in the final analysis they do not go far
enough on the road of social change, they do not get to the real causes of
our social problems. We need more than some palliatives, critics say; a
radical transfonnation ofsociety is imperative.

It is undeniable that millions of Latin Americans are in extreme
poverty. It is depressing to see the subhuman conditions in which so
many people live in the slums of the gigantic urban centers and in the
countryside. Almost five hundred years of social injustice have fertilized
the soil for the seed of foreign ideologies that claim to possess the an-
swer for our complex social problems. The dialogue between these ideol-
ogies and a particular kind ofChristianity has resulted in a theology that
endorses a radical, and even violent, social change in the name of the
gospel. The theology ofthe political left is one of the greatest challenges
to the evangelical church in Latin America today.

On the other hand, there are among us some evangelical leaders
who are still discussing whether the church is really supposed to get in-
volved in helping those who are in material or physical need outside the
local congregation. They are asking if the mission of the church has to be
limited to the oral communication of the gospel, or if it should include



The Awakening ofOur Evangelical Social Conscience 395

“good works” for the benefit of the unbelievers. This discussion is, of
course, unnecessary after a cursory reading of biblical texts like Matthew
5:13-16, Galatians 6:10, and Romans 12:20. More important than ar-
guing about social assistance is to pay serious attention to the fact that to
other leaders in some ecclesiastical quarters, Christian social re-
sponsibility means the involvement of the church as church in the radical
transformation ofthe economic and political structures ofsociety.

THE TESTIMONY OF THE SCRIPTURES

Basically we are dealing in this chapter with the mission of the
church, and we have to ask the Word ofGod for instruction on our social
responsibility.

The Old Testament Testimony

The Old Testament revelation deals with the total person, without
overlooking his or her physical and material needs and without isolating
him or her from society. Even in their prelapsarian condition, Adam and
Eve had a variety of responsibilities. In obedience to the cultural man-
date, they had to take care of each other, laying the foundations for the
human family and society.

In the Old Testament theocracy, a person is seen as a being who is
spiritual and physical and who is related to a family, to a tribe, to a na-
tion, and to humankind as a whole. For the Israelite, her or his religion
had to do with all the elements of her or his own personality and with all
her or his relationships in society. Pagan people had different gods for
different situations in human life, although in reality those gods were not
capable of meeting any need of their worshipers. The Israelites had one
God—the only true and living God—who had the ability to supply every
need of his people, and the right to demand everything from them.

For the Israelite, the fullness of Jehovah’s blessing meant to have
spiritual, physical, and material well-being. The messianic hope included
the restitution of all things (Jer. 31:12; Ezek. 34:24-27; Joel 2:21-27;
Amos 9;13-14; cf. Acts 3:21; Rom. 8:20-23).

In the expectation of this new era and in obedience to the law, the
Israelites were responsible to honor God, living according to the prin-
ciples of love and justice in relation to their fellow humans. The law goes
even to specifics in dealing with the social responsibilities of the chosen
people of God—for instance, the care for the widows, the orphans, and
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the foreigners who lived in Israel.
In times of spiritual and moral declension, the prophets denounced

the idolatry, the apostasy, the rebellion of the people against Jehovah and
their injustices against humanity. The prophetic denunciation had to do
with both personal sin and social evil. It was a severe condemnation of
the transgressions of the common people and of the iniquities of the rul-
ing class—the king, the royal family, the priests. The entire life ofthe na-
[ion was under divine judgment. There was no dichotomy in Israel be-
tween spiritual life and social responsibility.

The New Testament Testimony

There was not such a dichotomy between spiritual life and social re-
sponsibility for the people ofGod in the New Testament either. Actually,
although a new era was inaugurated in the history of salvation by the in-
carnation and ministry of the Son of God, by the descent of the Holy
Spirit, and by the birth of the church on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2),
there is continuity between the Old and the New Testaments in many re-
spects. One of the elements ofunity in both major sections of God’s writ-
ten revelation is the emphasis on the total person, and on the social re-
sponsibility of the people ofGod.

The Lord Jesus did not spiritualize his view of humanity to the ex-
tent of overlooking, much less denying, the physical, material, and social
needs of humankind. His teaching had a great deal to do with the practice
of justice in human relations (Matthew 5-7). He did not see men and
women as if they were isolated from society, but deeply immersed in it.

He was really concerned about the spiritual, physical, and material
needs ofthe people. His prayer in Matthew 6:9-13 is a beautiful example
of this concern. We are taught by him to ask the heavenly Father for our
daily bread. His miracles were signs, credentials, of his kingship; but
they were also tangible proofs of his compassion. Although the emphasis
of his earthly ministry was on teaching and preaching, he also ministered
to the physical needs of men and women everywhere. He did not limit
his social action to the circle of his disciples, nor to the people of Israel.
He showed mercy to a Samaritan leper and to a Phoenician woman. In
this sense, social action was an important part ofhis work. He saw no di-
chotomy between social action and evangelization. At the same time, he
did not help needy people just as a means for converting them into pros-
elytes. On the contrary, he rebuked those who followed him for a selfish
purpose after they had seen a great miracle (John 6:26-27).

The apostolic church got into social action in a very spontaneous
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way, as a result of a genuine Christian love (Acts 2:43-47; 4:32-37;
11:26-30). Nobody was forced to give up material possessions for the
benefit of the newborn community (Acts 5:3-4). Nobody was forced to
get into a program of social action. It seems that at the beginning there
was no program at all. The believers were not organized as a philanthrop-
ic movement, much less as a political party. But it was natural to them to
help each other, to be concerned about the widows, the orphans, the
needy people in their congregation and even outside the Christian as-
sembly. Paul says that Christians are supposed to feed even their enemies
(Rom. 12:20-21); and when he exhorts the Galatians to continue doing
what is good, especially “to them who are of the household of faith”
(Gal. 6:10), he leads us to understand that the Galatians were also re-
sponsible for helping those outside the family of God (“we should do
good to everyone”).

James teaches that true religion means to control our tongues, to vis-
it orphans and widows in their afflictions, and to keep ourselves morally
clean in this world (James 1:26-27). Genuine, saving faith is demonstrat-
ed by works (James 2:14-26). At the very beginning ofthe church, Chris-
tians took care of widows (Acts 6). According to 1 Timothy 5, this was
still the practice of the church many years later. At the end ofthe apostol-
ic age, John the beloved disciple taught that love is also manifested by
sharing material things with a brother (1 John 3:17).

In regard to social issues like the general tendency among Jews and
Gentiles to look down upon women and deny them their fundamental hu-
man rights, the problem of slavery, and the relation of the Christian to
the state, the New Testament teaches some principles for the daily con-
duct ofthe disciples and proclaims ideas that for those times were revolu-
tionary. Some examples are the immense value attributed to human life
on the basis of creation and redemption (Matt. 6:25-34; Luke 12:22-3 1; 1
Cor. 6:19-20; 1 Pet. 3:7); the high view of human freedom (John 8:31-
36); the dignity ofall human beings because they were created in the im-
age of God (James 3:9); the dignification and regulation of labor (Eph.
4:28; 6:5-9; 1 Thess. 4 12; 2 Thess. 3:10); the statement that in Christ
there is no difference between Jews and Gentiles, between slaves and
free men, between men and women (Gal. 3:28); no discrimination on the
basis of race, culture, social status, sex; the intimation that freedom, not
slavery, is the divine ideal for all human beings (1 Cor. 7:20-24; Phile-
mon); the lordship of Christ over all creation (Matt. 28:18; Acts 2:29-36;
Phil. 2:5-11), including his sovereign power over the rulers of this world
(John 19:11; Rev. 11:15). There is no room in the New Testament forthe
deification of the emperor. Jesus of Nazareth, not Caesar, has been de-
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dared Kurios, the King of kings and Lord of lords.
Jesus and his disciples planted in the minds and hearts of their lis-

teners powerful seeds of authentic freedom for all the peoples on earth.
Jesus taught that the roots of evil are deep in the human heart. Out of the
innermost part of humanity comes that which is sinful (Mark 7:14-23).
Consequently, people have to be liberated first of all in their own hearts,
from their own sin, before attempting the liberation of their fellow hu-
man beings. The revolution has to start deep in their own inner beings
(John 3:3-13; 8:36; 2 Cor. 5:17).

The gospel is the power of God for the transformation of the in-
dividual and of society. The New Testament teaches also that the Mes-
siah will bring a total renovation to this world (Rom. 8:18-25). But the
church strategy for change is supposed to be different from the revolu-
tionary strategy of humans. Jesus and his apostles did not promote a
bloody uprising of the masses to overthrow the Roman emperor and to
destroy the slave owners, the oppressors of the poor. Had they called the
people to fight the imperial army, Christianity would have been de-
stroyed and remembered asjust another violent and unfortunate rebellion
against the empire. The Lord of Sabaoth, the Captain ofthe heavenly ar-
mies, does not summon his church on earth to lead a violent revolu-
tionary movement. His missionary mandate is to make disciples who will
turn the world upside-down by communicating, in the power ofthe Holy
Spirit, the transforming message of Christ.

In the light of the New Testament it is possible to conclude that the
mission of the church is, first of all, to he present in the world, in the
very scene where social conflicts take place. But the church has to main-
tain always its Christian identity, whatever the cost may be, remembering
that it does not belong to the world and that the Father is able to keep it
from evil (John 17).

Secondly, the church has to proclaim faithfully “the whole will of
God” (Acts 20:27, NIV). To preach the gospel is much more than giving
“five things you.have to know to get to heaven.” The emphasis on re-
pentance is indispensable. But we cannot preach genuine repentance
apart from a clear and concrete denunciation of sin as a serious offense
against God’s holiness and justice (Psalm 51). Sin is a devastating de-
monic force that breaks our fellowship with God and with our fellow hu-
mans. We sin against God when we sin against humans. And we must
not limit this denunciation to the sins of the poor, nor to personal or pri-
vate sins. In our countries, as in other parts of the world, sin is not only
intimate; it is also social. Individual sinners have produced evil social
structures that deserve God’s judgment. Repentance according to the di-
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vine demands of social justice is also imperative in the case of the ones
who are responsible for the existence and function of those structures.

John the Baptist preached repentance to the people, to the religious
leaders, to the soldiers, and to Herod the king (Luke 3). The Lord Jesus
Christ called the people to repent, to turn away from their sins, at the
very beginning of his earthly ministry (Matt. 4:17) and on other occa-
sions before his death on the cross (Matt. 12:41; Luke 5:32; 13:1-5; 15:7,
10; 17:3). After his resurrection he sent his disciples to preach in his
name the message about repentance and forgiveness of sins to all nations,
beginning in Jerusalem (Luke 24:47). Simon Peter demanded repentance
from the Jews Ofl the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:38). Later on he said to
both the people and the leaders of the nation: “Repent, then, and turn to
God, so that your sins may be wiped out” (Acts 3:19, NIV). They had to
repent from their regicide. Paul the apostle preached repentance to the
philosophers in Athens (Acts 17). They believed themselves to be wise,
but in reality they were fools in the eyes of God (Rom. 1:22). Their in-
tellectual pride did not make them acceptable to the Lord. They had to re-
pent of their sins to escape divine judgment.

To preach the gospel is much more than giving biblical and theo-
logical information. It is much more than entertaining an audience which
is eager to enjoy “a good religious show” or listen to preachers who will
tell them what they are itching to hear (2 Tim. 4:3). Men and women
must he confronted with the claims of Christ and asked to make a de-
cision in response to the gospel.

Thirdly, to fulfill her mission the church has to live out the gospel in
the power of the Holy Spirit. The world has to listen to the gospel, but it
has also to see it in action in the lives of those who profess to he Chris-
tians. The church is called to he the community in which the signs of the
kingdom of God are present—the signs of love, joy, justice, peace, and
power in the Holy Spirit.

To live the gospel means in a very special way to serve our fellow
humans, especially those who are in spiritual and material destitution, the
poor of the land. The divine blueprint for the church is not a big in-
stitution, rich and powerful according to the standards and ideals of hu-
manity. The mission of the church is not to take advantage of the people
and exercise a leadership that the Chief Shepherd would never approve
of. As the servant par excellence, the Lord Jesus Christ has given us the
highest example of service in the spirit of humility and love.

The mission of the church is to glorify the Lord by being present in
society, living among men and women as the incarnate Logos did; by an-
nouncing “the whole will of God”; by living in obedience to the gospel,
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as salt of the earth and light of the world; by doing “good works,” es-
pecially for the benefit of the most needy ones, and remembering that a
“good work” can also he everything we may do to make life more hu-
man, here and now, to the glory of God.

CHRISTIAN SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
IN POST-BIBLICAL TIMES

The apostolic and post-apostolic Fathers testify that in those days
church leaders encouraged the people of God to be concerned about the
sick and the poor.2

Through the centuries, Christians have felt their social responsibility
in different degrees and have been involved in different ways in solving
the problems of society. In the Middle Ages there was a serious dis-
tortion of the doctrine of faith and works when the Roman Catholic
church taught a synergistic way of salvation—faith plus works. Phi-
lanthropy was considered by many people as a basis for salvation. Nev-
ertheless, whatever the motivation they may have had for their social
work, we cannot deny that a great deal ofgood was done for the needy,
especially by some monastic orders, in the name of Christianity.

Emphasizing the doctrine of justification by faith alone, the Re-
formers reacted against Romanism and declared that good works are the
result of salvation, but not the source or basis of it. This teaching was
revolutionary in those times. Rome counterattacked, saying that the Re-
formers were preaching a gospel deprived of good works and opening
the door for all sort of abuses in morals. This attack, of course, was un-
just.

History tells us that Protestantism, in general, became a dynamic
movement that produced profound transformations in Western society. It
is a commonplace to speak of the powerful influence exercised by Prot-
estantism in our civilization. We could mention the social concern of the
Anahaptists, Methodists, and other Protestant groups that not only per-
formed philanthropic works but also got involved in social action to
change society. For John Wesley there was not a dichotomy between ev-
angelization and social action. For William Wilberforce there was not a
dichotomy between his Christian faith and his social responsibility in the
British Parliament. On the contrary, because he was a Christian he felt it
was his inescapable duty to fight slavery in the British Empire. A Cath-
olic theologian says that even the great evangelical scholar B. F. Wescott
was a mediator in labor conflicts in his home country. He was deeply
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concerned about social problems, and wrote a paper on social aspects of
Christianity (1887).3 Apparently, there was not a dichotomy for him be-
tween Christian scholarship and social responsibility.

The modern Protestant missionary movement, which began in the
days of William Carey—toward the end of the eighteenth century—was
not entirely lacking in social concern. Even in Latin America there were
some missionaries like Diego Thomson, who worked in Argentina and in
other South American countries as the agent of the British and Foreign
Bible Society. He arrived in Argentina in 1818. His main responsibility
was to distribute the Bible, but he also dedicated himself to teaching a
new method of education for the benefit of society. His contribution to
social progress was so deeply appreciated that the Argentinian govern-
ment granted him honorary citizenship in that country.

THE GREAT REVERSAL IN AMERICAN EVANGELICALISM

The founding fathers of the United States came to America to es-
tablish a society on the basis of their Christian beliefs. Those Protestant
leaders did not see a dichotomy between their faith and their social re-
sponsibility. Protestantism exercised a great influence on the shaping of
American culture. It was natural for the individual Christian and for the
church as an institution to get involved in the discussion of social issues
and in the solution ofsocial problems. On the other hand, it is undeniable
that later on many Protestants did not assume as they should their social
responsibility.

George M. Marsden points out that “social concern may emphasize
one or both of the following: (1) political means to promote the welfare
ofsociety, especially of the poor and the oppressed, and (2) reliance on
private charity to meet such needs.”4 He adds:

Although before the Civil War many evangelicals dis-
played neither type of social concern, many others em-
phasized both. The ensuing transition came in two stag-
es. From 1865 to about 1900 interest in political action
diminished, though it did not disappear, among revivalist
evangelicals.... The lessening ofpolitical concern.. . did
not in itself signify a “Great Reversal” in social con-
cern.... The “Great Reversal” took place from about
1900 to about 1930, when all progressive social concern,
whether political or private, became suspect among re-
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vivalist evangelicals and was relegated to a very minor
role.5

The causes of that “reversal” are a very interesting subject of dis-
cussion for the students of the social and ecclesiastical context of those
times in America.

In his paper on evangelical views of history and eschatology which
he read at the Consultation on the Relationship Between Evangelism and
Social Responsibility (Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1982), Dr. Peter Kuzmic
concurs with Timothy Weber, who “came to the conclusion that Pre-
millennalism, and especially its dispensational variety, had a negative ef-
fect upon social attitudes.”6 In other words, premillennialism is closely
tied in with “the Great Reversal.” Other authors have arrived at the same
conclusion.

It cannot be denied that premillennialism has been used and abused
in contemporary evangelicalism around the world. No wonder that this
eschatological view has been described by some of its critics as pes-
simistic, fatalistic, and excessively futuristic. At the same time, they have
to adniit the strong evangelistic emphasis and the worldwide missionary
vision of the premillennialist movement. But they add, of course, that the
spread of premillennialism “explains why evangelical Christianity in so
many third-world countries suffers from the same and similar di-
chotomies and distortions as in the West.”7

Without attempting a justification of some of the ways in which so
many teachers and preachers have used premillennarist eschatology, it is
necessary to say that from the standpoint of social responsibility and the
effort to eradicate the causes of social evils, other eschatological views
have also lacked social concern. No scholar would say that all the de-
fenders of slavery in North America were premillenarian. The church
that took sides with the oppressors in Latin America for more than four
hundred years is not premillenarian but amillenarian. This church is re-
sponsible to a large extent for the system ofsocial injustice established in
the Latin American countries almost five centuries ago. We who be-
longed to Roman Catholicism four decades ago were not made aware of
the social injustice prevailing in our subcontinent since colonial times.
We perceived that the church was the kingdom. However, the kingdom
we saw was the kingdom of the wealthy families and the clergy, not the
Kingdom of God, much less the kingdom of the masses living in sub-
human conditions.

We admit without any hesitation that premillennialism had to do
with “the Great Reversal” in American evangelicalism and that we in the
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Third World have inherited the use and abuse of that system of biblical
interpretation. It is our duty to be aware of our problems and to put in or-
der our own house, making the necessary refinements in our eschatolog-
ical view. Many of the criticisms made of popular dispensational pre-
millennialism are well taken, although some critics are still generalizing
too much. They do not give enough emphasis to the fact that many of us
reject the excesses of old-time premillenarian writers and preachers. In
the revolutionary situation of Latin America, we are trying to do a theol-
ogy that is biblical in its foundations and relevant to our own people.

Students of American evangelicalism see other causes, besides pre-
millennialism, for “the Great Reversal.” For instance, pietism has been
mentioned as one of the factors contributing to the tendency of many
American evangelicals to be indifferent to social issues and to retreat
from social action, especially during the first three decades of the twenti-
eth century. George M. Marsden sees that although outstanding evangel-
ical leaders like A. J. Gordon, A. C. Dixon, James M. Gray, and others
had been interested in social issues and advocated social work among the
poor, the time came when there was “a shift in Evangelical pietism to-
ward a more ‘private’ view of Christianity.”8 Marsden recognizes that
the basic causes of “the Great Reversal” seem to be “broader than simply
the rise of the new dispensationalist or holiness views,” although these
two movements “were contributing causes of the ‘reversal.”9

Many of the American missionaries who came to Latin America
from about 1900 to about 1940 were prcmillenarian in eschatology, piet-
istic in their view of Christianity, and separatistic in their basic attitude
toward other ecclesiastical bodies and toward society in general. One of
the main characteristics of “faith missions” in our countries, generally
speaking, was their reluctance to assume theirsocial responsibility. They
were a product, to a large extent, of “the Great Reversal” in American
evangelicalism.

The cultural and social situation in our Latin American countries
strengthened the separatistic attitude of those American missionary pi-
oneers. As foreigners and as members of an evangelical minority in
countries dominated by Roman Catholicism, they had to be extra careful
in regard to social problems. They had no other choice, if they wanted to
stay in their mission field and continue their work. In Guatemala, as in
other foreign countries, it was illegal for foreigners, priests, and pastors
to participate in politics. But political noninvolvement became the watch-
word even for laymen in the evangelical church. They were imitating
their missionary teachers. In Latin America, politics has been a danger-
ous game, and usually a dirty game. Therefore, evangelical leaders could
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not see how a Christian could be a politician and at the same time keep a
good testimony for the Lord. Ecclesiastical excommunication was ap-
plied in some churches to those who dared to go into politics. But non-
involvement has meant for most evangelicals in Central America a com-
plete isolation from politics and an almost total indifference to social
issues. Very few understand that noninvolvement is, in the final analysis,
a political option. It is the policy of silent approval for the status quo.

Pentecostalism is a product, orby-product, of the American holiness
movement that grew and acquired several characteristics in different
churches during the last part of the nineteenth century. According to L.
Grant McClung, Jr., a Pentecostal writer, “the event that preceded Azusa
Street by five years and actually precipitated the revival in Los Angeles
began at the outset of the century in a student atmosphere . . . in a Bible
School, in Topeka, Kansas.” 10 Pentecostalism is strongly pietistic.

It has been said that more than seventy percent of Latin American
evangelicals are Pentecostal. This figure means that Pentecostals have
been the most visible evangelical force in our subcontinent; but they are
widely knownfor their tendency to retreat from the “world.”Latin Amer-
ican Pentecostalism has been considered to be “The Haven ofthe Mass-
es.”11 It is said that Pentecostals find in their new faith a sort of com-
pensation for their social alienation; they become indifferent to social
issues and staunch opponents of political involvement. By nature, Pen-
tecostalism is strongly individualistic (in regard to social issues) and in-
tensively emotional. But as in any religious movement, there are excep-
tions to the general attitude of its members. There are signs of change
among the younger leadership ofLatin American Pentecostalism.

Marsden concludes: “The factor crucial to understanding the ‘Great
Reversal,’ and especially in explaining its timing and exact shape, is the
fundamentalist reaction to the liberal Social Gospel after 1900.” 12 This is
the main theological and historical explanation that some of us evangel-
icals in Latin America had already given for our lack ofsocial concern. It
is interesting to notice that the era of consolidation of the evangelical
missionary enterprise in Latin America coincides to some extent with the
period in which liberalism and fundamentalism were fighting their bat-
tles in the United States. In those days the social gospel, considered a
fruit of liberal theology, was a symbol of humanistic, anthropocentric
Protestantism.

No wonder that pioneer American evangelical missionaries in Cen-
tral America were afraid of falling into the trap of liberalism if they got
involved in social work. They wanted to be loyal, and rightly so, to their
spiritual vocation. They did not want to betray the gospel message and
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preach instead the improvement of the individual by means of the im-
provement of society. Their hope was not in human progress, but in the
Lord’s return. They preferred not to invest time, money, and human re-
sources in establishing big institutions. The experience of some historical
Protestant denominations, which dedicated their main efforts in the mis-
sion field to institutional work with little success in the area of church
growth, was a negative lesson to the pioneers working under faith mis-
sions.

Those devoted and beloved pioneers seemed to endorse the saying
of some missionaries in other latitudes: “We are in the mission field to
evangelize, not to educate.” More than thirty years ago, a dear American
missionary lady was giving herself full-time as principal and teacher in a
Christian grade school in a semirural Guatemalan town. One day, with
tears in her eyes she said that some ofher American colleagues were ask-
ing her when she was really going to get into business as a missionary. In
reality she was doing a magnificent job for the Lord and his church in
Central America. Many children were saved through the ministry ofthe
school, and several of them came into positions of leadership in the
church or in the society.

Early in my ministry a group of Guatemalan brothers and sisters and
I became quite interested in establishing a Christian grade school for hu-
manitarian purposes. It was at that time that I became acquainted on a
practical level with the debate on evangelization versus social re-
sponsibility. I could justify, of course, our project by saying that the
school could also be used to win children to Christ. But a dear American
missionary asked me, “Do you really believe that all the children at-
tending your school will be saved?” I answered, “Do you really believe
that all the people listening to your evangelistic sermons are saved?” The
school was finally established in 1952. It is still in existence, and many
children have been saved by the Lord.

A misunderstanding of the Protestant emphasis on the New Testa-
ment leaching that we are not saved “by works” has also been a cause of
our social alienation in Latin American. The (loctrine of justification by
faith alone produced a profound change in my religious convictions. The
Roman Catholic church had encouraged me to work hard for my own sal-
vation; I had to accumulate merits in preparation for the Day of Judg-
ment. Then, in the evangelical church I came to understand, through the
New Testament message, that I was supposed to do nothing but receive
the gift of God to be saved. Good works receded from the picture. The
emphasis was now on faith, not on works. I had to believe. It was not a
matter of doing.
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I did not perceive, as I should have, that we are not saved by works,
hut for good works. I did not know the old Protestant saying that “we are
justified by faith alone, but the faith that justifies does not stay alone”—it
produces works. Good works became optional in my life, so to speak.
The people from whom I received the gospel were not concerned about
social action. So, I understood that good works meant especially to avoid
some practices—like smoking, drinking alcoholic beverages, going to
movies—and to be faithful in attending church, giving money to the
Lord’s work, and telling people about the gospel. I was not helped to see
the social implications of the gospel. Unconsciously I was separating my
Christian life from my life as a member of my family and as a citizen of
my country.

Outside the church there was nothing else but “the world,” where I
had to go once in a while to rescue some souls for Christ. My re-
sponsibility to society was to preach the gospel of spiritual and eternal
salvation, hoping that those who would respond in faith to that message
would become a blessing to society by telling others about the Lord Jesus
Christ. I was told that the greater the number of converts to the gospel,
the greater the changes that would take place in our Latin American
countries. It is evident that the evangelical church has been in many re-
spects an instrument in the hands of God for the benefit of society. But
church growth by itself has not necessarily meant in Latin America a rad-
ical change in the attitude ofevangelicalism toward social issues and so-
cial transformation.

Fortunately, this situation is changing around the world. As we have
already said early in this chapter, there are evangelical leaders who are
still asking whether the mission ofthe church should include the doing of
good works on behalf of needy people inside and outside the local con-
gregation. But the big issue in Latin America today is whether or not we
should get involved as church in transforming the basic structures of so-
ciety. It seems that most leaders in the worldwide evangelical community
are not concerned any more about the question of the validity of social
assistance as a dimension of the missionary task. The greatest challenge
today has to do with social responsibility as political action to produce
radical social changes.



The Awakening of Our Evangelical Social Conscience 407

TOWARD AN EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY
AND PRAXIS OF SOCIAL CONCERN

The awakening of the evangelical social conscience has been ac-
celerated by the changes experienced by the world after the second major
war of this century (1939-1945). Examples of those changes are the rise
of the United States and the Soviet Union as the two major powers in the
world; the threat of a nuclear war; the birth of new nations in territories
that used to be European colonies; the demographic explosion; the ec-
ological problem; the awakening of the masses in the underdeveloped
countries to the subhuman conditions in which they live, and their cry for
social justice; the amazing achievements of science and technology; the
growth in interaction between people from different cultures and coun-
tries as a result of the modern means of communication; the massive mi-
gration of peoples to the gigantic urban centers; the ever-present danger
of losing our individual freedom in a society that is becoming led and
controlled more and more by the new class, the technocrats; the spread of
socialism in the world.

On the ecclesiastical scene, the awakening of the evangelical social
conscience is being accelerated by the new approach of Catholicism to
the economic and social problems in the poor nations; by the social mes-
sage and action of the World Council of Churches; and in a very special
way by a new generation of evangelical leaders who in different parts of
the world are deeply involved in the task of doing theology on the basis
of the Scriptures and in response to the challenges of contemporary so-
ciety.

The following pages make reference to evangelical declarations on
social responsibility, covering the period 1960 through 1987. The dee-
larations were made at the interdenominational and international level.

Congress on World Missions
Chicago, December 1960

The Congress on World Missions (Chicago, December 1960) was
sponsored by the Interdenominational Foreign Mission Association. Al-
though the main purpose ofthe organizers was to promote evangelization
in the traditional way, some of the speakers expressed their concern
about the revolutionary spirit that was already permeating the minds of
many people around the world and for the responsibility of the church to
respond to social needs.
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Speaking on the student world and the unfinished task, Eric S. Fife,

Missionary Secretary of Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship, declared:

We have to understand that there have been sweeping
changes that have taken place in the world mind since
the last World War, and these students are up against it
all the time and are living in an intellectually stimulating
environment. They are looking for mission boards which
they feel are facing the challenge ofthis day and genera-
tion. They are looking for a freedom from prejudice, ra-
cial and denominational. They are looking for an open-
mindedness to the Lord and His work.13

G. Christian Weiss, missions director in those years of the Back to
the Bible Broadcast, was particularly interested in underscoring “the ob-
ligation of Christians” to train at a higher academic level national leaders
who would be able “to give direction to the course of their govern-
ments.” He explained:

As I recently traveled from country to country through
Africa I came to one conclusion: Unless there are some
well-trained Christian men who can take their place in
these governments in general areasof leadership, there is
little spiritual hope for these infant nations as they one
by one attain independence..., the man who has gradu-
ated only from an elementary school or from a Bible in-
stitute is not likely to find his place in the parliament of
his country, or in a lawyer’s office, or in a hospital, or in
any other place of professional leadership.... In these
new nations it is the college or university graduate who
will become the leader and the man of influence. They
are the men who will give direction and goal to their na-
tions; the ones who will in fact form and enforce the pol-
icies which will control the very work in which we are
engaged. There is no realistic hope forthese new nations
apart from Christian national leadership.’4

Even I dared to say in a plenary message at that Congress on World
Missions:

Jesus was teaching and preaching, and He was healing.
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He performed miracles to endorse His message and to
give a sign to Israel. But I believe that His aim was not
only theological. He had ahumanitarian purpose as well.
He wanted to do more thanjust convince the people. The
purpose of His heart was also to help and to supply even
their physical needs.... He had compassion on the multi-
tude. . .; the spirit of the compassionate Christ is one of
the main characteristics of genuine Christianity. We
know that this spirit has been a real blessing to missions
around the world. On the other hand, it is necessary to
keep the balance in the emphasis which is given to the
challenge of the people’s needs. There is the possibility
of giving the impression that the message of salvation is
only for the sick and the poor people of the world. The
other extreme is to be so afraid of the social gospel that
the opportunity for medical missionary work and all hu-
manitarian enterprises are neglected.15

It is worth noting that my speech did not go beyond social as-
sistance as a demonstration of Christian social responsibility. In those
days we were not discussing yet whether political action was a duty of
the Christian.

Congress on the Church’s Worldwide Mission
Wheaton, Illinois, April 1966

Sponsored by the Evangelical Foreign Missions Association and the
Interdenominational Foreign Mission Association, the Congress on the
Church’s Worldwide Mission was held on the campus of Wheaton Col-
lege in April 1966. A significant step forward was taken in relation to ev-
angelical social responsibility. According to the Wheaton Declaration,

Whereas evangelicals in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth
Centuries led in social concern, in the Twentieth Century
many have lost the biblical perspective and limited them-
selves only to preaching a gospel of individual salvation
without sufficient involvement in their social and corn-
munity responsibilities.

When theological liberalism and humanism invaded his-
toric Protestant churches and proclaimed a “social gos-
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pel," the conviction grew among evangelicals that an an-
tithesis existed between social involvement and gospel
witness.

Today, however, evangelicals are increasingly convinced
that they must involve themselves in the great social
problems men are facing. They are concerned for the
needs of the whole man, because of their Lord’s ex-
ample, His constraining love, their identity with the hu-
man race, and the challenge oftheir evangelical heritage.

Evangelicals look to the Scriptures for guidance as to
what they should do and how far they should go in ex-
pressing this social concern, without minimizing the pri-
ority of preaching the gospel of individual salvation.

Among the conclusions on social concern, we read:

That, we reaffirm unreservedly the primacy ofpreaching
the gospel to every creature, and we will demonstrate
anew God’s concern for social justice and human wel-
fare.

That, evangelical social action will include, wherever
possible, a verbal witness to Jesus Christ.

That, evangelical social action must avoid wasteful and
unnecessary competition.

That, we urge all evangelicals to stand openly and firmly
for racial equality, human freedom, and all forms of so-
cial justice throughout the world.16

The Wheaton Declaration is not limited to social assistance in these
conclusions; evangelical action is recommended against social evils such
as racial discrimination and against all forms of social injustice. Some
observers say that this emphasis on social action was related to the pres-
ence of a good number of participants from the Two-Thirds World.17 In
contrast to the missionary congress held in Chicago five years before, a
large number of Latin American leaders were present at Wheaton. Al-
though most of them seemed to be more interested in other subjects (like
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ecumenism) than in social responsibility, they did not oppose the final
declaration on social concern. On the contrary, it was welcomed by many
of us as a necessary statement for the social context in which we had to
carry on our mission. After Wheaton 1966, when an evangelical speaks
on behalf of social concern, either as social assistance or as social action
to deal with the evils of society, he or she is not out of step with the
worldwide evangelical community.

World Congress on Evangelism
Berlin, 1966

The World Congress on Evangelism was sponsored by Christianity
Today magazine in celebration of its tenth anniversary, from October 25
to November 4, 1966, in Berlin. The motto of the congress was: “One
Race, One Gospel, One Task.” There were twelve hundred participants
from one hundred countries.18 According to the Australian evangelical
educator Athol Gill,

the issue ofevangelism and social concern was raised in
group discussions during the Berlin Congress, but it was
not adequately debated.... To he sure, the Congress state-
ment did include a lengthy section condemning racism,
but it did so in purely personal terms, and in describing
the “one task” ofthe church it spoke only of evangelism.
Of the scores of papers delivered at that Congress only
one dealt with evangelism and social concern, and it was
devoted almost entirely to racism as a barrier to evangel-
ism.19

It is true that Paul S. Rees, the author of the paper “Evangelism and
Social Concern,” gave more emphasis and space to racism than to other
social problems; but he added:

Race is not the only area of social concern to which we
Christians should be sensitive. Another is that ofwar and
peace. Another is that of power—the moral management
of power and of the structures of power in society....
Speaking of power, it is a terrifying thought that, in a
presumably free society, abject poverty, family disorder
and disintegration, job insecurity and joblessness, can
erect psychological barriers to the reception of the Gos-
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pel that are as real as the suppression of free speech.20

There were other papers dealing with some social problems, but the
authors were not actually discussing the relationship between evangelism
and social concern.

In his opening message of the congress, Carl F. H. Henry stated:

For good reason we repudiate the inversion of the New
Testament by current emphases on the revolutionizing of
social structures rather than on the regeneration of in-
dividuals.... Lack of vital faith in the supernatural Crea-
tor and Redeemer sooner or later means the terrible loss
of human dignity, of social justice, and of personal sal-
vation. Outside a rediscovery of the Gospel of grace
there now remains no long-range prospect for the sur-
vival of modern civilization, but only a guarantee of its
utter collapse.21

Answering the question, “Why the Berlin Congress?” Billy Graham,
honorary chairman of the congress, discussed at length the meaning, the
motive, the message, the strategy, and the method of evangelism. On this
last point he declared, “Our goal is nothing less than the penetration of
the entire world.” He admitted that the world “desperately needs moral
reform.” But he added: “If we want moral reform, the quickest and surest
way is by evangelism. The transforming Gospel of Jesus Christ is the
only possible wayto reverse the moral trends ofthe present hour.”

Do we want social reform? The preaching of the Cross
and the resurrection have been primarily responsible for
promoting humanitarian sentiment and social concern
for the last 400 years. Prison reform, the abolition of
slavery, the crusade for human dignity, the struggle
against exploitation—all are the outcome of great re-
ligious revivals and the conversion of individuals. The
preaching of the Cross could do more to bring about so-
cial change than any other method.22

C. René Padilla is right when he affirms that “the question ofthe re-
lationship of evangelism to social responsibility—a recurring theme in
the discussion groups during the conference—was not given proper at-
tention at the plenary sessions.”23 And the plenary sessions communicate
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in a very special way the spirit of the event. We came back from Berlin
highly motivated to penetrate our countries with the gospel, but the issue
of evangelism and social concern did not make a deep impression in our
minds. It was years later that I really paid attention to the “Closing State-
ment of the World Congress on Evangelism,” an important document
quoted also by Padilla and Sugden, in which emphasis is given to racism
in the light of the motto of the congress (“One Race, One Gospel, One
Task”). But reference is also made to whatever is displeasing to God in
our relations with one another. The Statement is against “every human
barrier and prejudice.”24

If Berlin 1966 did not mean a step forward on the way of evangel-
ical social responsibility, it was not a setback either in the process ac-
celerated by Wheaton 1966. But a great deal of theologizing remained to
be done in regard to social concern.

Latin American Congress on Evangelism
Bogota, Colombia, November 1969

As a sequel to the Berlin Congress, the Billy Graham Evangelistic
Association sponsored several regional congresses on evangelization.
The Latin American Congress on Evangelism (Bogota, Colombia, No-
vember 1969) was one of those events.

Even before Wheaton 1966 the members of Church and Society in
Latin America (ISAL) had been quite active in reflecting on the complex
social problems of our own countries and on the social responsibility of
the church. The evangelicals had published very little on social concern,
and we had not had the opportunity at the continental level as Latin
Americans in a congress like the one held in Bogota to think on our so-
cial responsibility. It was on that historic occasion that the prominent ev-
angelical leader Samuel Escobar, from Peru, made a great impact on Lat-
in American evangelicalism with his paper on the social responsibility of
the church.25

By 1969 the message of the Wheaton Declaration (1966) had not
yet reached most of the evangelical leaders in Latin America. It seems
that many of the leaders who participated in the Wheaton Congress had
not yet assimilated the statements of that declaration on social concern.
Escobar’s message sounded entirely new to the vast majority of people
attending the Bogota Congress. The effect of the address was shaking
and profound. Escobar made a critique of our foreign strategies and
methods in evangelization and pleaded for a real incarnation of the gos-
pel in our Latin American social context. He gave us to understand that
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there is no dichotomy between evangelism and social responsibility. He
insisted that we evangelicals should get involved in the social order,
communicating the gospel by word and deed to all the people, especially
to the poor.

According to the Evangelical Declaration of Bogota,

the process of evangelization takes place in a concrete
social situation. Social structures exercise a powerful in-
fluence on the Church, and on those who receive the
Gospel. If this reality is not taken into consideration the
Gospel is distorted, and the Christian life impoverished.
Consequently, the time has come for us Evangelicals to
assume our social responsibility, on the biblical founda-
tion of our faith, and following the example of the Lord
Jesus Christ to the last consequences. That example has
to be incarnate in our Latin American reality—a reality
of underdevelopment, social injustice, hunger, violence,
and despair. Men cannot build by themselves the King-
dom of God on earth, but Evangelical social action will
contribute to create a better world, as an anticipation of
the one for which Christians pray daily.26

One of the indirect results of the Bogota Congress was the creation
of the Latin American Theological Fraternity (Fraternidad Teológica
Latinoarnericana) by a group of evangelical leaders who were concerned
about the lack of evangelical reflection at the national and international
level on the Latin American social context and the response that we cv-
angelicals should give to the challenges of the hour. At noon on one of
the days of the Bogota Congress, we met in a hotel to consider the pos-
sibility oforganizing a theological fraternity.

A year later (November 1970), LATF came into existence in Co-
chabamba, Bolivia. Its purpose was to stimulate an evangelical reflection
that would be based on the Word of God and give serious consideration
to the questions asked by the Latin American people. This reflection
would accept the normative character of the Scriptures as God’s written
revelation. It would strive to listen, under the ministry of the Holy Spirit,
to the biblical message in interaction with the concrete Latin American
reality. 27

To attain this goal, LATF has sponsored consultations at the local,
national, and regional levels for the study of the Word of God within the
Latin American context. It has encouraged its members to continue doing
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theology and to publish the fruit of their reflection. LATF has published
hooks; a bulletin, both in Spanish and English; and several papers or
monographs. Several of its members have published books and articles
on their own initiative.28 Since 1970 LATF has been a catalyst for the de-
velopment of a contextualized evangelical thought in the areas of biblical
and systematic theology, theological education, pastoral ministries, mis-
siology, ethics, andevangelization.

International Congress on World Evangelization
Lausanne, Switzerland, 1974

“Some 4,000 Christians representing 151 countries gathered in Lau-
sanne, Switzerland, to participate in the International Congress on World
Evangelization. Theirprimary objective was to implement strategies and
programs which would aid Christians of every nation to complete the
task of the Great Commission.”29 But this task, according to the Inter-
national Congress on World Evangelism (Lausanne, 1974), is not only
evangelism. Social action is included in the mission of the church. In re-
gard to this subject there is a great contrast between the emphasis of Ber-
lin 1966 and that ofLausanne 1974.

In his message explaining why the Lausaiine Congress had been
convened, Billy Graham said: “We expect to reaffirm that our witness
must be by both word and deed. You cannot separate the two.” But he
warned that we are always in danger of falling into at least three or four
errors concerning social action:

The first is to deny that we have any social responsibility
as Christians.... The second error is to let social concern
become our all consuming mission. . . . A third error is
to identify the Gospel with any one particular political
program or culture. This has been my own danger.... Per-
haps there is a fourthdanger for us and this the danger of
trying to make all Christians act alike, regardless of
where God may have placed them. Some, by the nature
of your societies, are able to have a fair degree of in-
fluence. Others of you come from countries in which this
is very difficult.30

Graham told his audience that social responsibility “is not our prior-
ity mission.” “After all, humanists may heal, feed, and help, but this so-
cial presence isn’t Gospel proclamation.... Evangelism and the salvation



416 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

ofsouls is the vital mission of the Church.”3’
The Lausanne Congress produced one of the most significant ev-

angelical documents of the twentieth century—the Lausanne Covenant.
Athol Gill writes that “the Lausanne Covenant marked a turning point in
evangelical thinking, a turning point which may well have significant
consequences for all Christians.”32

For the sake of brevity we will quote just some sentences of this
covenant on the issue of evangelism and social concern:

Here too we express penitence both for our neglect and
for having sometimes regarded evangelism and social
concern as mutually exclusive. Although reconciliation
with man is not reconciliation with God, nor is social ac-
tion evangelism, nor is political liberation salvation, nev-
ertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-political
involvement are both part ofour Christian duty. For both
are necessary expressions of our doctrines of God and
man, our love for our neighbor and our obedience to Je-
sus Christ.33

It is evident that the Lausanne Covenant goes beyond Wheaton
1966 in its declaration on social responsibility. The question of priorities
was not debated at Lausanne, although the paragraph titled “The Church
and Evangelism” declares: “In the church’s mission ofsacrificial service
evangelism is primary.” Nevertheless, many people insisted on asking
which one comes first: evangelism or social responsibility. John Stott,
commenting on that paragraph, says that the mission of the church “in-
cludes both evangelistic and social action, so that normally the church
will not have to choose between them. But if a choice has to be made,
then evangelism isprimary.” 34

On his part, René Padilla refuses “to drive a wedge between a pri-
mary task, namely the proclamation of the Gospel, and a secondary (at
best) or even optional (at worst) task of the church.” 35

The debate has not come to an end among evangelicals. Padilla ad-
mits that the Covenant “does, however, fail to answermany an important
question regarding the connection between evangelism and social con-
cern.” 36 But a transitional step had been taken in clarifying the mission
ofthe church. It is possible to say that after Lausanne 1974 most evangel-
ical leaders have come to a point ofno return in regard to social concern.
But the process of reflection on this issue had to move forward at Grand
Rapids 1982 and Wheaton 1984.
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Another question is related to the statement that socio-political in-
volvement is a part of our Christian duty. People have asked the “how”
of such an involvement. How far are the individual Christian and the
church supposed to go in their political involvement? The Covenant does
not answer this question in detail, although the paragraph entitled “The
Church and Evangelism” declares that the church “is the community of
God’s people rather than an institution, and must not be identified with
any particular culture, social or political system, or human ideology.”37

As in the case of the relationship of evangelism to social responsibility,
the consultation in Grand Rapids in 1982 would give more thinking on
the matter of the socio-political involvement of evangelicals in their par-
ticular social contexts.

Before bringing to an end these comments on the 1974 Lausanne
Congress and its Covenant, it is necessary to mention the decisive in-
fluence exercised by Third World theologians at that historic event. The
Latin American Theological Fraternity was represented by some of its
distinguished members, (for example, C. René Padilla, Samuel Escobar,
Orlando E. Costas, and Pablo Perez). Escobar was a member of the
Drafting Committee of the Covenant. The document reflects ideas that
had already been a subject ofdiscussion in LATF.

Second Latin American Congress on Evangelization
HuampanI, Peru, November 1979

To consider anew the social situation in Latin America, to evaluate
what had happened in the area of evangelization and pastoral ministries
since Bogota 1969, and to reflect on strategies for the years ahead, the
Latin American Theological Fraternity convened the Second Latin Amer-
ican Congress on Evangelization, which was held in Huampani, Peru, in
November 1979.

The Letter of the Congress to the Church in Latin America affirms
that HuampanI 1979 is in harmony with the Evangelical Declaration of
Bogota (1969) and the Lausanne Covenant (1974). The signatories de-
clare:

We have heard the Word of God, who speaks to us and
who also hears the cry ofthose who suffer. We have lift-
ed up our eyes to our own continent and have seen the
drama and the tragedy that our people are living through
in this moment of spiritual unrest, religious confusion,
moral corruption, and social and political convulsion.
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We have heard the cry ofthose who hunger and thirst af-
ter righteousness, of those whose most basic needs are
not being met, of the marginalized ethnic groups, of
broken families, of women denied exercise of their nat-
ural rights, of youth dedicated to vice or forced into vi-
olence, of children who suffer from hunger, abandon-
ment, ignorance and exploitation. On the other hand, we
see that many Latin Americans are dedicating their lives
to the idolatry of materialism, subordinating spiritual
values to those values imposed by the consumer society,
according to which the human being has value, not for
what he himself is, but for the abundance of what he pos-
sesses. There also are those who, in a legitimate desire to
vindicate the right to life and liberty, or in order to main-
tain the status quo, are following ideblogies that present
only a partial analysis of the Latin American scene and
lead to different forms oftotalitarianism and to the viola-
tion ofhuman rights....

We confess that as the People of God we have not al-
ways obeyed the demands of the Gospel that we preach,
as is shown in our lack of unity and our indifference in
the face of the material and spiritual needs ofour neigh-
bour.38

After the congresses of Wheaton 1966, Bogota 1969, and Lausanne
1974, the relationship of evangelism to social concern was not really a
big issue in Huampaní. It seems that it was taken for granted, at least by
the majority of leaders participating in the congress, that evangelism and
social responsibility are supposed to go together in the mission of the
church.

The Hoddesdon Consultatons
Hoddesdon, England, March 1980

Under the auspices of the Unit on Ethics and Society of the World
Evangelical Fellowship (WEF), the Consultation on the Theology of De-
velopment was held at Hoddesdon, England, on March 10-14, 1980. The
Statement of Intent issued by that consultation expresses the concern of
the participants about the social evils of contemporary society. It re-
affirms the evangelical commitment “to live out the full Christian Gospel
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and to apply it to the needy situations in which we find ourselves.” More-
over, the participants resolve “to encourage, by all the peaceful and con-
structive means available to us, the poor and oppressed who are seeking
to establish a position of dignity and self-worth.” For the signatories of
the statement “the Bible teaches that the mission of the church includes
the proclamation of the gospel and the demonstration of its relevance by
working for community development and social change.” 39

We notice among other elements in this document an emphasis on
the poor, on development (social assistance), and on social change (polit-
ical action). Evangelical thought is moving toward a more active in-
volvement in social transformation.

Another consultation held at Hoddesdon in March 1980, prior to the
General Assembly of the World Evangelical Fellowship, dealt with the
subject entitled “Simple Life Style.” This consultation was jointly spon-
sored by the Theology and Education Group of the Lausanne Committee
for World Evangelization and the aforementioned Unit on Ethics and So-
ciety of the Theological Commission of WEF.40

The eighty-five evangelical leaders from twenty-seven countries ex-
pressed their conviction that there is an intimate connection between the
personal and social dimensions of the gospel. In their statement they see
the urgent need to develop a simple lifestyle in order to contribute more
generously to both relief and evangelism. Involuntary poverty is con-
demned as “an offense against the goodness of God.” The church “must
stand with God and the poor against injustice, suffer with them, and call
on rulers to fulfill their God-appointed role.” It is also declared that “all
Christians must participate in the active struggle to create a just and re-
sponsible society.” 41

In his commentary on this document (“An Evangelical Commitment
to Simple Life-Style”), Alan Nichols, an Australian participant in the
consultation, explains that

the Lausanne Committee’s involvement in the Consulta-
tion on Simple Life-Style arose from the sentences in the
Covenant which have already been quoted more than
once. They relate the need to develop a simple life-style
to three Christian duties—the quest for justice, the work
of relief, and evangelism. Consequently, the second stat-
ed goal of the Consultation was “to reflect on the biblical
basis and the contemporary need for a simple life-style
for evangelism, relief, andjustice.42
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In other words, the Consultation was in keeping with the spirit and
affirmations of Lausanne 1974. As in the case of other subjects related to
Christian social concern, the simple life-style proposal has been debated
in the worldwide evangelical community. But apart from any ideological
inclination it is a fact that while billions of dollars are wasted in the de-
veloped countries, hundreds of millions of people live in desperate pov-
erty and billions of human beings need to hear the gospel.

Consultation on World Evangelization
Pattaya, Thailand, June 1980

Although the Consultation on World Evangelization (Pattaya, Thai-
land, June 1980) was sponsored by the Lausanne Committee on World
Evangelization, the nature of this event was quite different from that of
Lausanne 1974. Both consultations had to do with “world evangel-
izat ion,” hut the emphasis on the “how” of the evangelistic task was ob-
vious in Pattaya. There seemed to be a deep concern with determining
strategies for-reaching different groups or peoples with the gospel, rather
than dealing with the theology of mission, much less with the issue of
evangelism and social responsibility.

The organizers of Pattaya 1980 may have thought that social con-
cern had already been discussed at Lausanne 1974. Although the debate
on such an issue was not closed, Pattaya 1980 would be a complement to
Lausanne 1974 in the area of strategies for world evangelization.

Nevertheless, there was a strong reaction on the part of a large
group of participants in Pattaya to the lack of emphasis on social con-
cern. A statement was written and presented to the leaders of the con-
sultation,43 but it was not included for discussion at a plenary session.
Some observers believe that this document was influential on the final
draft of The Thailand Statement, which in two of its paragraphs makes
reference to evangelism and social action:

We are also the servants of Jesus Christ who is himself
both “the servant” and “the Lord.” He calls us, therefore,
not only to obey him as Lord in every area of our lives,
but also to serve as he served. We confess that we have
not sufficiently followed his example of love in iden-
tifying with the poor and hungry, the deprived and the
oppressed. Yet all God’s people “should share his con-
cern for justice and reconciliation throughout human so-
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ciety and for the liberation of men from every kind of

oppression” (Lausanne Covenant, para. 5).

Although evangelism and social action are not identical,
we gladly reaffirm our commitment to both, and we en-
dorse the Lausanne Covenant in its entirety. It remains
the basis ofour common activity, and nothing it contains
is beyond our concern, so long as it is clearly related to
world evangelization .44

It was dramatized in Pattaya that there were still discrepancies
among evangelicals in regard to the emphasis that should be given to so-
cial action in the fulfillment of the missionary task. There were Latin
American leaders among those who signed the “Statement of Concerns
on the Future of the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization In-
ternational, June 1980,” which asks the LCWE “to reaffirm its commit-
ment to all aspects of the Lausanne Covenant and in particular provide
new leadership to help evangelicals to implement its call to social re-
sponsibility as well as evangelism.” 45

Quite apart from that controversy, it is necessary to admit that Pat-
taya 1980 produced valuable materials for reaching peoples of the world
with the gospel of Christ.

Consultation on the Relationship
Between Evangelism and Social Responsibility
Grand Rapids, Michigan, June 1982

We have already seen that there were questions among evangelicals
around the world about some of the statements of the Lausanne Cov-
enant, particularly the ones dealing with the relationship between evan-
gelism and social responsibility and with socio-political involvement as
part ofour Christian duty.

The Consultation on the Relationship Between Evangelism and So-
cial Responsibility (Grand Rapids, Michigan, June 1982) was convened
by the Theology and Education Group of the Lausanne Committee for
World Evangelization and the unit on Ethics and Society of the World
Evangelical Fellowship in an attempt to settle those questions that had
become divisive among evangelicals. In the opinion of David M. Ho-
ward, General Director of WEF, “CRESR was the most ambitious con-
sultation on that topic yet attempted in the evangelical world.”46

Padilla says that the Grand Rapids Report on Evangelism and Social
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Responsibility represents “A milestone in the evangelical understanding
of the Christian mission in the modern world.”47 By all means, this is a
document that every evangelical leader must read.

After dealing with some ofthe causes of the divorce of evangelism
and social responsibility and discussing how in general they relate to one
another, the Report concludes: “Thus, evangelism and social re-
sponsibility, while distinct from one another, are integrally related in our
proclamation of and obedience to the Gospel. The partnership is, in re-
ality, a marriage.”48

With respect to the question of primacy, the Lausanne Covenant
says that “in the church’s mission of sacrificial service evangelism is pri-
mary” (Para. 6). The Grand Rapids Report explains that it is true that
evangelism has a certain priority; it is not necessarily a temporal priority
hut a logical one. “Christian social responsibility presupposes socially re-
sponsible Christians and it can only be by evangelism and discipling that
they have become such.” Moreover, Christians are doing in evangelism
what nobody else can do. The Report agrees with the Thailand Statement
(1980) in that “of all the tragic needs of human beings none is greater
than their alienation from their Creator and the terrible reality of eternal
death for those who refuse to repent and believe.” However, the Report
says that “this fact must not make us indifferent to the degradations of
human poverty and oppression. The choice, we believe, is largely con-
ceptual” (Sec. 4).

The Report is also in agreement with the Lausanne Covenant’s af-
firmation that “evangelism and socio-political involvement are both part
of our Christian duty.” It offers some guidelines for that involvement.
The main question is: “Does social action belong to the mission of the
church as church, or is it the prerogative of individual believers who
make up the church, and of groups?”

The Report answers that there is no doubt about individuals and
groups. But, “Should the church get involved in politics, or keep out?”
There was a great deal of discussion of this question in Grand Rapids
among the fifty evangelical leaders participating in the consultation. A
distinction is made in the Report between the situation of the local
church in a free society and that of the church under repression. In a free
society the church has to pray, to demonstrate its love in action, and to
teach the whole purpose of God, addressing itself to social issues. There
are controversial issues that have to be handled carefully. “But when the
church concludes that biblical faith or righteousness requires it to take a
public stand on some issue, then it must obey God’s Word and trust him
with the consequences” (Sec. 7).
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In the case of the church under repression, Christians must be true
to their Lord and beartheir testimony by deeds of love. When the church
has to act, especially in some kind of protest, the members of the Body of
Christ “must stand together. . . knowing their legal rights and defending
them (like the apostle Paul), and witnessing together to Christ.”

The principle is clear. We are to obey the state (whose
authority comes from God) right up to the point where
obedience to it would involve us in disobedience to him.
In that extreme circumstance alone, it is our Christian
(luty to disobey the state in order to obey God.... There
are occasions of moral principle in which the church
must take its stand, whatever the cost. For the church is
the community of the Suffering Servant who is also the
Lord, and it is called to serve and suffer with him. It is
not popularity which is the authentic mark of the church,
but prophetic suffering, and even martyrdom. [Sec. 7]

Of course, to be in basic agreement with the Report does not mean
to forget that the church as church is not supposed to enter into the strug-
gle for political power. To do this the church should have to take sides in
the political arena, hoping to gain earthly influence and authority by
means of the marriage of the throne and the altar. It has been said that
when we do not study history to learn from the mistakes of the past, we
repeat them. There is today a “Constantinianism” of the right and a
“Constantinianism” of the left. The church as church is not supposed to
he naive, allowing itself to be manipulated by a particular ideology,
whether of the political left or of the political right. One of the greatest
dangers for the church in Latin America today is that of attempting to po-
liticize the gospel on behalf of a political system or party. We may suffer
opposition or even persecutionnot because of our faithfulness to the gos-
pel, but by serving consciously or unconsciously a political cause.

Consultation at Jarabacoa
Jarabacoa, Dominican Republic, May 1983

Convened by the Latin American Theological Fraternity, a group of
evangelical Christians that included theologians and politicians of Latin
America met in Jarabacoa, Dominican Republic, in May 1983 to reflect
on the topic of theology and the practice of power. In other words, they
dealt with evangelical social responsibility in a very specific way—the
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exercise of political power.
Papers read included “Christian Faith and Political Power,” “Power

Structures in Latin America,” “Ideological Trends in Latin America,”
and “Models of Political Action.” These papers and the Declaration of
Jarabacoa have been published in book form in Spanish.49

The Declaration points out biblical-theological principles and con-
crete areas for a responsible political action on the part of evangelical
Christians. In regard to politics, it is stated:

Politics is an inescapable reality, since it is an inherent
factor in the living together of any people in any society,
which makes possible the full self-realization of the per-
son as a communal being. Politics is an effective in-
strument for the development of truth, liberty, justice,
peace, solidarity, and democracy among men. Since by
its character it is a means and not an end, politics has to
do with the situation, organization, competence and the
rights proper to human beings in reaching goals which
contribute to general welfare.50

In its final section the document gives “Practical Suggestions for
Political Action for Christians.” According to these suggestions, the ev-
angelical community should act at the local-congregation level by pray-
ing, teaching, and serving; through associations and ecclesiastical de-
nominations, movements, and specialized groups; and as individual
believers in thesocial context.

The effort to articulate biblical ethics for political action in Latin
America is a valuable contribution to the fulfillment of the church’s mis-
sion in the area of social responsibility. It is also appreciated that a group
of Latin American evangelical leaders have dealt with important subjects
like human rights, economics, private property, labor relations, educa-
tion, public health, communications, and international relations.

Once again, as in the case of the Lausanne Covenant (1974) and the
Grand Rapids Report (1982), 1 would like to have seen in the Declaration
of Jarahacoa a direct word of warning against the ideologization of the
gospel on behalf of a particular socio-political system. We cannit over-
look the fact that even dictators, both ofthe right and of the left, claim to
be champions of democracy and human rights. But they do not practice
what they preach. However, the straightforward affirmations of the ev-
angelical leaders who met in Jarabacoa are welcomed as an expression of
biblical ideals and principles for our Christian social action.
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Conference on the Nature and Mission of the Church

Wheaton, Illinois, June—July 1983

The Conference on the Nature and Mission ofthe Church was con-
vened by the World Evangelical Fellowship. More than three hundred
fifty participants from sixty countries met at the Billy Graham Center,
Wheaton, Illinois, June 20—July 1, 1983. The Conference met in three
simultaneous consultations. One of them dealt with “The Church in Re-
sponse to Human Need.”

In the document that emerged from that consultation,51 it is ac-
knowledged that “only by spreading the Gospel can the most basic need
of human beings be met: to have fellowship with God.” But the main
purpose is not to emphasize evangelism as a separate theme, because it is
seen “as an integral part of the total Christian response to human need.”
Beside, the writers of the document felt no need to repeat what the Lau-
sanne Covenant and the Grand Rapids Report had already expressed.

The document emphasizes social transformation. The writers and
signatories do not want to be naively optimistic or pessimistic about so-
cial change. They do not believe that there is such a thing as nonpolitical
involvement, for they say that “our very non-involvement lends tacit sup-
port to the existing order.” Consequently, “there is no escape: either we
challenge the evil structures ofsociety or we support them.”

Transformation is the key word of the document. This word was
chosen to replace development because, among other reasons, trans-
formation can be applied even to the highly-developed nations, which are
also in need ofradical changes in their societies.

Transformation is defined as “the change from a condition of human
existence contrary to God’s purposes to one in which people are able to
enjoy fullness of life in harmony with God.” It is added that this trans-
formation “can only take place through the obedience of individuals and
communities to the Gospel, whose power makes men and women ‘new
creatures in Christ.”

The biblical doctrines of creation, the Fall, and redemption are cited
in support of the thesis of transformation, whose goal is best described
“by the biblical vision of the Kingdom of God.”

Great emphasis is placed on the stewardship of creation. “The earth
is God’s gift to all generations.” The stewardship of creation has to do
with everybody, inside or outside the church; it has to do both with the
individual and with society in general; and it has to do both with private
enterprises and with the state:
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When either individuals or States claim an absolute right
ofownership. that is rebellion against God. The nieaning
of stewardship is that the poor have equal rights to God’s
resources (Dt. 15:8-9). The meaning of transformation is
that, as stewards of God’s bountiful gifts, we do justice,
striving together through prayer, example, representation
and protest to have resources redistributed and the con-
sequences of greed limited (Acts 4:32-5:11). [Para. 17j

The misuse of huge amounts of resources in the present arms race,
while millions starve to death, is denounced. There is also a strong de-
nunciation of those churches, mission societies, and Christian relief and
development agencies that by their silence give tacit support to de-
humanizing social structures.

The document affirms that poverty is not a necessary evil, but often
the result of exploitation and oppression. “Evil is not only in the human
heart but also in the social structures.” Consequently, Christians must
evangelize, respond to immediate human needs. “and press for social
transformation.” They are called to identify themselves with the poor,
following the example of Jesus and remembering that justice and mercy
belong together with the gospel ministry. Ways have to be sought “to
bring about change in favor of the oppressed.”

The local church has to be a vehicle for social transformation. “Our
churches must also address issues of evil and social injustice in the local
community and the wider society.” Aid agencies are called to help the lo-
cal churches in the fulfillment of their mission. These agencies are also
exhorted “to ensure biblical integrity and genuine partnership with
churches and other agencies.”

The church is also called “to infuse the world with hope, for both
this age and the next,” because the kingdom of God is both present and
future. “As ihe community of the end-time anticipating the End, we pre-
pare for the ultimate by getting involved in the penultimate.”

Toward the end of the document there is an extremely needed af-
firmation: “We thus move forward, without relegating salvation merely
to an eternal future or making it synonymous with a political or social
dispensation to be achieved in the here and now.”

In the opinion of C. René Padilla, “Wheaton ‘83 completed the pro-
cess of shaping an evangelical social conscience, a process in which peo-
ple from the Two-Thirds World played a decisive role. It made it evident
to evangelicals that evangelism cannot be divorced from meaningful in-
volvernent with people with all theirneeds.”52 But even at Wheaton 1983
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there were some negative reactions to the document.
For instance, although the document explains at the beginning that

evangelism is an integral part of the church’s mission, some participants
were concerned about what they considered to be an overemphasis on so-
cial transformation that could be detrimental to the doctrine of personal
regeneration. Actually, apart from the Lausanne Covenant and the Grand
Rapids Report, the document from Wheaton 1983 may seem to be out of
biblical balance. But the third paragraph of the document states that its
main purpose is not to emphasize evangelism and that it is not necessary
to repeat what other documents have already expressed.

Perhaps more clarification was needed in the document to avoid the
impression that a partial view ofthe church’s mission is being presented
instead ofthe full-orbed approach that the writers endorse.

It is also possible that the use of some “revolutionary” expressions
like “identification with the poor,” “a change in favor of the oppressed,”
“evil social structures,” and “oppression and exploitation” in addition to
the ideas on private property have been a cause of alarm to some ev-
angelical leaders, although the context in which these expressions and
ideas appear in the document is quite different from that of some con-
temporary theological works.

At any rate, the issue of evangelism and social responsibility con-
tinues to be controversial in the worldwide evangelical community.
There are in Latin America, for example, evangelical leaders who have
not yet incorporated social concern into their concept of mission. Others
are still limiting social responsibility to social assistance, or service. Po-
litical involvement of evangelicals as individuals or as members of spe-
cial groups is for them out of the picture.

However, a significant change is taking place among many Latin
American leaders in their attitude toward social concern. The experience
of having in Guatemala during the years 1982-1983 as president of the
nation an evangelical general who was not ashamed of the gospel before
the TV cameras, and who had at the same time a bad image in the inter-
national press, made many of us aware ofhow little we knew of the the-
ology ofsocial concern and how little experience we had to deal with the
new situation. Then in 1985 an evangelical politician participated as a
candidate in the presidential election. As never before we saw our great
need to reflect, at all levels of the evangelical community, on the whole
mission of the church. We were not really prepared, as a community, to
avail ourselves of the opportunities for an effective Christian testimony
to the nation in the area ofsocial concern.

It is unfortunate that evangelical documents like the ones quoted in
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this chapter have not had a wide circulation among evangelicals in Latin
America. Many of the leaders at the local congregation level have not
read them yet. But the changing situation in which we live and the mes-
sage of renewal that once in a while comes to us are producing the awak-
ening of ourevangelical social conscience.

Consultaton on Evangelical Social Responsibility
Panama City, September 1983

The Panama Consultation on Evangelical Social Responsibility
(September 1983) was sponsored by the Theological Commission of the
Latin American Theological Confraternity (Confraternidad Evangélica
Latinoamericana, CONELA), an association ofevangelical churches, de-
nominations, and aid agencies in our subcontinent. Twenty evangelical
leaders from different Latin American countries were invited to meet in
Panama City to reflect on social concern in the light ofthe Scriptures and
in response to our Latin American reality.

It is encouraging to see that the first consultation convened by one
of the commissions of CONELA had to do with evangelical social re-
sponsibility. It is also encouraging to note that CONELA reflects on so-
cial concern under the direct influence of declarations made on this sub-
ject in congresses and consultations like Wheaton 1966, Bogota 1969,
Lausanne 1974, Grand Rapids 1982, and Wheaton 1983. The report53

that came out of Panama 1983 follows the basic emphasis of documents
that the worldwide evangelical community has produced during the last
two decades on the full-orbed mission of the church,

The Panama Report is first of all an attempt to define evangelical
social responsibility on the basis of the Scriptures. It is on the foundation
of biblical authority that the report deals with the sovereignty of God in
creation, history, and redemption; the origin, fall, and salvation of the hu-
man being; the dignity of men and women; the fundamental role of the
family in society; the purpose of the state from the divine standpoint; the
civic duties of the Christian, and his or her right to civil disobedience
when the state attempts to violate his or her Christian conscience “either
on social or religious issues.”

According to the report, the church as church is not supposed to get
involved in the struggle for political power; but it has to affirm and de-
fend the rights of all human beings. As individuals and citizens of their
own countries, Christians have to be free to participate in the political
process, following the dictates oftheirown Christian consciences and ex-
ercising the talents and gifts that God has given them according to their
own vocations in life.
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The churches have to be willing to sufferfor the Lord’s sake as a re-
sult of their message and good works; but they must not be naive, pro-
voking a suffering that may not be necessary for the cause of Christ on
earth.

It is declared that the hope of the Lord’s return is an incentive to
continue working for him, both in the spiritual and social dimensions of
the gospel ministry.

In the last section of the report some suggestions are given for im-
plementing the principles already enunciated. For instance, it is sug-
gested that multidisciplinary consultations be held at the local, regional,
and international levels to continue reflecting on subjects like wealth and
poverty, the prophetic ministry of the church, the participation of Chris-
tians in the political process, and other similar themes.

The Panama Report is a short document that emphasizes the teach-
ing of the Scriptures; assimilates the main emphasis of the Lausanne
Covenant and the Grand Rapids Report on evangelism and social con-
cern; avoids the inflammatory language of some contemporary libera-
tionist works; and is open to further reflection on evangelical social re-
sponsibility.

As an immediate result of Panama 1983, the Guatemalan par-
ticipants went back to their country with the purpose of communicating
to other leaders what they had experienced in the consultation. A few
weeks later they organized an Interdenominational Committee on Ev-
angelical Social Concern. This committee sponsored several consulta-
tions for pastors at the interdenominational level.

Consultation on Transformation
HuampanI, Peru, December 1987

The Consultation on Transformation (Huampani, Peru, December
1987) was sponsored by the Latin American Theological Fraternity for
the main purpose of reflecting on an “integral transformation” with repre-
sentatives of Christian aid agencies working in Latin America. Ninety
leaders from seventeen Latin American countries, including more than
thirty aid agencies, participated in the consultation. We have seen that
the Wheaton 1983 document dedicated several paragraphs to the role that
aid agencies can play in social transformation. But the Huampani Dec-
laration itself says very little more than Wheaton 1983 on that subject.
We have to wait for the publication of the papers read at Huampani to
know more about the reflection of the participants on the ministry of the
aid agencies in our countries.
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The Declaration54 starts by acknowledging the work others have
(lone to put into practice the missiological principles enunciated in con-
ferences like Bogota 1969 and Lima, Peru (CLADE II, 1979). At the
same time, it is affirmed that the Holy Spirit has been working in the ac-
complishment of the complete mission of the church “to take us now a
step further” in that task here in Latin America.

The inspiration and authority of the Scriptures are affirmed, in-
dicating at the same time that God’s written revelation has to be under-
stood under the illumination of the Holy Spirit and taking as a point of
hermeneutical departure a commitment to the complete mission of the
church within the Latin American context.

The writers give the declaration a Trinitarian foundation by saying
that God the Father listens to the cry of the people for justice in the midst
of social injustice; that God the Son is the model of solidarity with those
who suffer and the model of service to the poor; and that God the Holy
Spirit produces in men and women a transformation that also affects so-
cial reality.

The church is the community through which God wants to manifest
his kingdom in history. Consequently, it is necessary for the church to
proclaim the Good News, to be present in society, and to do those good
works that demonstrate the divine justice which is inherent in the gospel.
As in the Wheaton 1983 Document, transformation is the key word in
the Declaration of Huampani 1987.

Reference is made to the need for evaluating in a critical way the
methods employed by the aid agencies in their work. There is a strong
denunciation of paternalism and other attitudes that are not in keeping
with our Latin American reality. It is affirmed that the poor must par-
ticipate in their own transformation. A respect for the cultural identity of
our people is demanded.

The second part of the declaration indicates that it is urgent to re-
flect on theological models that would be relevant to the Latin American
situation and to respond with concrete programs to our social realities—
for example, the alienation of specific human groups, including women,
children, ethnic peoples, and political dissidents; the external debt of the
Latin American countries; the economic policies that increase poverty
for the masses and wealth for the privileged classes of society; the viola-
tion ofhuman rights; terrorism; and the arms race on our continent.

The people of God are exhorted to support, especially in prayer,
those Christians who are working in justice and peace in their own coun-
tries. Specific mention is made of those Christian pastors and lay people
who are victims of repression and terrorism in Peru and the Christians
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who are active on behalf of peace and democracy in Nicaragua, El Sal-
vador, Chile, and Haiti.

The declaration wants to be relevant in a very specific way to the
Latin American people in their sufferings and in their longings for free-
dom. We identify with the writers in their concern about the sad situation
in which we live and in their desire to project the influence of the king-
dom of God to all the segments of oursociety fora genuine and complete
transformation. At the same time, we do not want to forget that if we are
torchhearers for social justice, peace, and freedom in the name of Christ,
we are not supposed to be partial in our evaluation of what is going on in
the world. It is imperative to realize that on both sides of the ideological
dividing line there are Christians, and other kinds of people, who cry for
justice, peace, and democracy. Partiality in their prophetic denunciation
is one of the major problems with some contemporary theologies, both in
Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. But our main purpose in this
chapter has been to describe the awakening process of our evangelical
social conscience. An in-depth evaluation ofevery one of the documents
on evangelical social responsibility produced in a twenty-one-year period
would take much more time and space. In this historical overview only
those declarations or reports that are more closely related to our evangel-
ical social awakening in Latin America have been included.55

CONCLUSION

From the Chicago Congress on Missions (1960) to the Consultation
on Integral Transformation in Huampaní, Peru (1987), or from the inter-
pretation ofsocial responsibility as merely social assistance and develop-
ment to the emphasis on social transformation, the road has been long,
difficult, and somehow disturbing to some evangelical leaders around the
world; hut it has also been rewarding to many of us Third World ev-
angelicals.

In Latin America we have been challenged to think by ourselves, to
listen to other points ofview, to interact theologically with otherevangel-
ical leaders, to evaluate and re-evaluate our own theology of mission,
and most of all, to go back to the Scriptures to know what the Lord is
telling us and what he is leading us to say in response to the problems of
society.

Because of the spirit of freedom that characterizes our evangelical
faith, we cannot expect uniformity of thought among evangelicals on
every missiological issue. After more than twenty years of wrestling with
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the relationship between evangelism and social responsibility, dis-
crepancies still exist among us. However, there is a growing consensus
on some basic points related to the full-orbed mission of the church. This
consensus has been made possible especially after the consultations at
Wheaton (1966), Bogota (1969), Lausanne (1974), and Grand Rapids
(1982). A new direction was given by these consultations to our thinking
on the mission ofthe church.

For instance, it is now commonplace to affirm in international gath-
erings ofevangelical leaders that there is no dichotomy between evangel-
ism and social responsibility; that both proclamation and social action
must go together in the gospel ministry. There is a strong conviction
about the social implications of the gospel; that salvation is for the in-
dividual and for the benefit of society; that the Christian message is for
life beyond the grave and life this side of the grave.

On the other hand, the emphasis on the complete mission of the
church seems to be gaining ground slowly in our conservative evangel-
ical churches. The awakening process is taking time even among pastors
and other leaders; the time may be longer for the people in the pews un-
less a radical social change takes place in the immediate future. The so-
called old-line or historical denominations do not seem to have much
problem in this respect. To them it has been quite natural to think of so-
cial responsibility as part of their mission, at least in the sense of social
assistance and development. Although the middle-class mentality has
been strong in those churches, it has been mainly from them that the in-
tellectual leaders of“the Protestant left” have emerged.

That there is not a demise of evangelism among us conservative ev-
angelicals in Latin America is impressively demonstrated by seminars,
consultations, and congresses dedicated to designing strategies for evan-
gelism, church growth, and missions. The practitioners are the ones lead-
ing the way in Latin American evangelicalism.

Even in those major consultations dealing especially with social
concern, evangelism has not been set aside. The final declarations or re-
ports have adhered to the principle that both evangelism and social re-
sponsibility belong together in the mission of the church. But if evangel-
icals lose the biblical balance in their theology and praxis, then we would
have to speak of “the battle for Latin American evangelism.”

At Lausanne 1974 Billy Graham said that healing the sick, feeding
the hungry, helping the needy, working for political freedom, and chang-
ing political and social structures are good, where possible, “but this is
not strictly evangelism.” Humanists can do all of that. Only the church
has the duty and privilege of proclaiming the Lord Jesus Christ “by its
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presence and by trusting the Holy Spirit to use the Scriptures to persuade
men to become his disciples and responsible members of his church.”56

Of course, to be a disciple of Christ and a responsible member of his
church also includes showing social concern.
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William David Taylor

PART A:
Latin American Socio-Political-Economic Realities

A GRASS-ROOTS REALITY BAPTISM

There is nothing like a Latin bus trip to give you a feeling for the
grass roots, to expand yourperspective on national reality. A recent long
bus ride became for me a continental microcosm, allowing me to discern
the current scene, and also to see Latin America in ongoing flux and
change. I had recently flown into the modem airport of Guatemala City
and, attempting to economize on travel costs, had taken a bus to El Sal-
vador. From the modern, people-jammed, polluted capital city into the
less-populated beauty of mountains and lush valleys in full rainy-season
splendor. From a fast-paced, world-class city to the slower pace of
small-town and rural realities that are familiar to most Latins. The trip
was a socio-economic reality check—most Latins live close to poverty.

439
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Admittedly, my bus was not what I called a “chicken hauler,” it was rel-
atively luxurious. But it still gave another perspective on the ka-
leidoscopic Latin Americas of our continent. As the driver wove through
the four-lane highway (bereft of any painted lanes), dodging vehicles of
all sizes and makes, animals and chuck-holes, I surveyed my fellow-
travelers as well as the world outside my window. To my surprise, a fa-
ther and son bowed in prayer as the bus departed the stations. “Could
they be believers?” I thought; then, “How do I find out?” Well, I simply
asked them if they were praying. They were, and we launched into the
varied stories ofour relationsh with Christ. Through the window I caught
a glimpse of a bumper sticker, “A Jesus por Maria” (To Jesus through
Mary).

The bus wove its way through eastern Guatemala and then to the
border crossing into El Salvador. (Borders still represent major Latin re-
ality for me, recalling memories of scores of similar trips in years past.)
Foreigners needed passports and visas, yet most of the other people
swarming around that porous border didn’t seem to! Children, Latin
America’s most precious product, were all over the place. Everybody
was working: bustling and hustling, changing currencies, charging ad-
mission for a clean toilet, selling everything from chewing gum to audio
cassettes to fruit and other food, to literature, to small appliances. We
were far from the global economy and information age. But, then again,
were we really? Satellite dishes announced their apparent capacity to
beam in signals from space; the ubiquitous military had modem anna-
ments and communications equipment; the luxury Mercedes Benz bus
was a late model. Latin America was on the move here with their major
product, people, always evident: children, youth, and adults of all ages,
sizes, colors and nationalities. We drove on into El Salvador, a dynaniic,
small, post-civil war nation in transition. I would be speaking at a mis-
sions conference in a growing urban church that was breaking new
groundin terms of what itmeans to be “the church” in Latin America.,

Spiritual concerns evidenced themselves on that bus trip, with two
samples engraved on my memory. One, the conversation with my fellow
passenger and his young son. Fairly recent converts to Christ, they at-
tended a dynamic charismatic church in San Salvador. They represented
youth and adults coming to Christ from traditional Latin Christianity.
Secondly, the surprising number of small evangelical churches dotting
the roadside. I tried to count them but finally gave up. They were simply
everywhere, from Episcopal to Pentecostal to non-charismatic to in-
dependent.

Latin America: that vast spectrum of peoples, races, geographics,
socio-economic status. Latin America: not realizing for the most part
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what the Berlin Wall and its fall represented to them. Latin America:
selling sugar cane, Coke and Pepsi. Latin America: a world of worlds.
Latin America: social, political, economic, always spiritual.

Continental Socio-Political-Economic Changes

The Overarching Panorama

Since publication of the first edition of this book, significant chang-
es have rippled, and sometimes ripped, through the continent.1 Some of
them are hopeful, while others chronicle the ongoing painful crises of
this continent. We could write at length about contemporary (and dated)
events in all of the nineteen nations included in this work. Let me scan
ten of them:

Cuba: her uncertain future, painful present and the latest flood of
refugees; Fidel the unreconstructed Marxist forced to grapple with the
loss of his economic/political godfather, Russia, and the need to intro-
duce some form of market liberalization; the USA with thousands ofCu-
ban refugees unhappily consigned to camps in Panama until the USA re-
turned them to Cuba.

Nicaragua: with the stunning elections of February 1990, which
tossed out the Sandinistas and brought in a Mother of the nations, Mrs.
Chamorro with a gilded last name; an impoverished nation with no dem-
ocratic tradition.

Peru: under the Peruvian-Japanese president and authoritarian lead-
er, Alberto Fujirnori, who was elected with strong evangelical support
but he then rejected them; who in spite of widespread condemnation of
his “fujimoraso” self-coup, has been widely supported by the people; un-
der whose rule the Shining Path Maoist terrorists have been profoundly
wounded and its prime leaders jailed; where the drug issue is now being
addressed wtih tough laws and crop-substitution; but where the president
openly feuds with his estranged wife.

Ecuador: in late January 1995, needlessly slicing open an historical
scar as it initiated border hostilities with Peru, with killing and wounding
on both sides and the inflaming of nationalistic spirits; Ecuador at-
tempting to regain territory (potentially rich in minerals and oil) which it
claims was unjustly lost in the 1941 war between these Andean neigh-
bors—all will lose, particularly Ecuador, again.

El Salvador: with a surprising peace treaty that dissolved the long-
term civil war between Marxist guerrilla forces and a rightist govern-
ment, with a peace dividend opening the door to an economic boom cou-
pled with an explosion ofcommon criminality.
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Colombia: introducing macroeconomics that appear to bring initial
benefits on a national scale; but a nation profoundly affected by a drug
industry formerly headquartered in Medellín but now led by more so-
phisticated drug imperialists from Cali, the drug lords having found new
markets in Europe and even Russia with rumors of drug money funding
presidential campaigns; Colombian guerrillas jumping into the drug trade
to finance their wars and extend their power.

Panama: where strongman Noriega was ousted in another American
military invasion of a small Latin American nation; the same caudillo
captured and transported to an American prison and court system which
eventually convicted him of drug charges; and the Panama holding elec-
tions to determine how it would sink back into “business as usual” pol-
itics.

Brazil: the mega-giant, with a former president, Fernando Collor de
Mello, impeached for corruption charges in 1992, tried by the Supreme
Court and found innocent in late 1994, but barred from politics until the
year 2001; a nation led as of January 1995 by a gifted economist and for-
mer finance minister (who early in his career was known as a left-leaning
sociologist). Fernando Henrique Cardoso, who swept the opposition in
the 1994 elections and has tamed the wild tiger of inflation (1,158% in
1993!).

Guatemala: with a decades-long guerrilla war possibly about to be
terminated, led now by an interim president elected in the wake of the
moral and political failure of so-called evangelical Serrano Elias; a small
nation, yet the largest in Central America, reeling from political and cc-
onomic crises, living the peace of corruption with military leaders in-
volved in the drug trade, and with a noble Indian majority working to
sustain ethnic dignity and to stay alive economically.

Argentina: a giant, led by a president of Lebanese extract, Carlos
Saul Menem, who calls himself a fatalist with regard to personal faith; a
“backwoods governor turned economic messiah,” creating financial sta-
bility and a kind of free-enterprise “success story” under the name ofPer-
onisni, dramatically reducing the power of the unions, privatizing state-
owned entities; a survivor of scandalous charges, once locking his former
wife (a Muslim) out of the presidential palace in a very public spat; but
as one political wag declared, “With low inflation, Menem could wed 10
women and dance till dawn, and nobody would care.”2

Let us choose one nation, however, to serve as an extended test case
to evaluate the attempts at ongoing transformation in Latin America:
Mexico. Even as I write at my desk today, the daily newspapers as well
as European and American magazines chronicle the Mexican political
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and economic crises: the crash of the nascent stock market and national
currency; the growing doubts about Mexican capacities to face and re-
solve their internal crises; a massive US $50 billion bailout cobbled to-
gether by the USA ($20 billion from the USA, the rest from the IMF, the
European-oriented Bank for International Settlements, and four South
American nations); it would come in loan form, but Mexico must guar-
antee oil revenues pledges of US $7 billion per year in return.3 The facile
analyst reviews only economics and current politics, while disregarding
history and the profound tectonic social changes rumbling through Mex-
ico—home to 92 million people (including at least 4.6 million evangel-
icals), most of whom are still on the underside ofhistory. Consistent with
the historical thesis of this book, the Mexican case study reminds us that
contemporary Latin American must be understood in the context of over
five centuries of the Latin American experiment.

From now on Mexicans approach their new year with a sense of
trepidation. On January 1, 1994, the Zapatista National Liberation Army
rocked the nation with a major revolt against hte central government.
Based in the southern state of Chiapas with a social structure somewhat
closer to feudalism than democracy, a band of rebels opened their attack,
claiming the legendary name of one of Mexico’s revered revolutionaries,
and led by a former university professor.4 Graiimt the rebels an historic
fist! With high skill they won international defenders on the Internet sys-
tem—with the help of peace activists and other rebel support groups. The
crisis shook national confidence and provoked erratic reactions from lo-
cal, state and central Mexican officials. Rebellion has always festered
like a dormant volcano that periodically blew off steam. But this time the
volcano erupted, ireevocably forcing a different governmental response
from the old benevolent paternalism and quiet violence once used to sup-
press the rebels. Early in 1995 matters had seemed to simmer down, par-
ticularly when the government appointed the progressive and con-
troversial Catholic Bishop of Chicapas, Samuel Ruíz, as its official
mediator. Then, in February 1995, the president sent the military into
Chiapas to clean up the rebels, but rapidly reversed his orders. On top of
these crises, Mexico in 1994 also suffered the assassination ofthe lead-
ing presidential candidate and other top political leaders, crimes possibly
orchestrated by competing politicians in the ruling party.

Almost exactly one year later, Mexicans awoke to the news of their
economic crisis with a collapsing peso, an imploding economy, and a
shaken new president Ernesto Zedillo who had inherited much of the
mess from his predecessor, Carlos Salinas de Gortari. Salinas had avoid-
ed a planned devaluation of the peso, partly because it would jeopardize
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his chances—now failed—to become the first czar of the new World
Trade Organization. Mexican writer and former diplomat Carlos Fuentes
feels that Salinas “was worried that an economic crisis in his turf would
bury his candidacy.”5 As the Spanish proverb states, Zedillo, Salinas’s
successor, became “the duck for the soup.” Optimistic reports of a new
emerging and stable Latin America crashed along with Mexico’s ec-
onomic crisis. NAFTA supporters were shaken and NAFFA opponents
were gleeful. And Salinas fled to the USA to avoid prosecutionhimself.

This national case study reflects issues that must be understood in a
broader context. It is one thing to tout economic reforms; and they are
fine and acceptable. But when they are too rapidly grafted onto five cen-
turies ofa particular political and social culture, a crisis such as Mexico’s
is not surprising. What’s more, much of the quick foreign investment that
poured into Mexico was not geared to developing critical national infra-
structure but rather to making rapid profits. Dubbed the “Tequila effect,”
it casts shadows on the economic and political reliability of the other
emerging Latin economic giants, such as Brazil and Argentina, as well as
all investment expectations for the Two-Thirds world. At the January
1995 World Economic Forum in plush Davos, Switzerland, Argentine
president Menem argued that his nation was not Mexico.6 But the Mex-
ico case illustrates that an exodus from a culture ofpoverty and structural
injustice (30% unemployed labor force) is not achieved simply and
quickly. The battle must be engaged at a much deeper level. It is cultural,
it is historic, it is bound in centuries of a particular set ofbehavior and
values. Economic metamorphosis simply must go beyond the financial
categories (fiscal restraints, reforms and market liberalization) and be ac-
companied by systemic transitions in the legal, political, social and ed-
ucational realms. Modernity and economic reforms implemented by the
younger national leaders, many of them graduates of prestigious North
American universities, are not enough. Treaties like NAFTA peer into
the future, for they prelude broader economic and trade reforms that will
radically alter the continental, political and human landscape.

Again, Mexico is only one national example. Parallel stories can be
developed for each ofthe Latin American nations, particularly as they at-
tempt to transition into the broader economic worlds (regional and glo-
bal) as well as into the information age ofthe present and future. The ten-
sions inherent in structural change must be understood in the context of
500 years of history. Nevertheless, change is in the wind, and it is here to
stay. Latin America is not what it was even ten years ago. Crisis and
hope in Latin America.
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Some Major Trends in Latin America

In the last eight years, and particularly since the fall of the Berlin
wall, the major foreign policy, political and economic professional jour-
nals have written primarily about the former Soviet empire and Central
Europe, as well as the Pacific Rim world. After the Sandinista debacle in
Nicaragua, with Panama’s Noriega languishing in a USA jail, and the
glories of NAFTA in the bag, Latin America receded from public inter-
est—until the recent Mexican economic crisis. However, some pro-
vocative essays have come out with application to Latin America. This
continent is but one major region of our world community; it is under-
going its own transformation as it grapples with its history and the future.
It probably does not yet qualify for what Kenichi Ohmae calls the “re-
gion state” of natural economic zones, whether within a nation or a
grouping of them.7 Latin America could possibly become a region state
under certain circumstances, but not with nasty hostilities like Ecuador
and Peru in 1995. Ohmae has also written about the economic “border-
less world”; but, frankly, Latin America is not there yet. Nevertheless,
the sub-regions within Latin America are definitely moving towards se-
rious and structural economic covenants. NAFTA (which may include
Chile and others) is but one example. Central America, the Southern
Cone and the Andean nations are working on their own trade agreements.

What are some of the major trends of the ‘90s that can be observed
in Latin America? I mention only a few of many.

First, the rise of democratization, coupled with the ongoing search
for a political modelfor Latin America. One clear item of good news is
that seventeen (all but Cuba and Peru) of the nineteen nations forming
the core ofour Latin continent now have some kind of a democratic re-
gime. All Latin Arnericanists have noted this phenomenon, for every
country in some measure has been impacted by political forces that gen-
erate different models of democracy. Some of the forces come from far
beyond the continent, such as the imploding of European/Soviet Marx-
ism; the economic factors that push towards a globalized economy and
the technology-driven information age; or they reflect fundamental
changes taking place within the continent. Example: if the Mexican dom-
inant political party, the PR!, wants to survive, it must rewrite the rules
of national governance. The Latin American military has withdrawn in
failure and frustration. With only two exceptions, the strongmen are out.
And even that unrepentant Marxist, Fidel Castro, is forced to modify
some ofthis ideology, though he tinkers with economics and not his sys-
tem norhis personal status.
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What are the political model options? One is the “Asian Tiger”
route, exemplified by Singapore, Malaysia and Korea; another is the clas-
sical North American/European form; yet another is the caudilllsta
strong man; finally, the traditional politics of same old business done in
the same old way. Whither Latin America? Will any one of these models
guarantee a healthy transition into the new world order, level the political
playing field, control corruption and transform public state structures? Of
course not; it may be too much to ask. But the fact is that for the first
time we observe a healthy political heterogeneity of systems on the con-
tinent. French sociologist Alain Touraine argues that Latin America
stands halfway between two worlds, two continents and, in a sense, two
worldviews. He ponders whether Latin America will move towards the
Western democratic model or will approximate the Asian authoritarian
one.

It is particularly difficult to answer that question, be-
cause the political model which dominated during much
of the time in Latin America was neither the European
nor the Asiatic one, rather that of the national-popular
State, which redistributed the resources, in great measure
external, and at the same time possessed a nationalist
and integrative character.8

Undoubtedly the collapse of Soviet Marxism has profoundly im-
pacted Latin American intellectuals and leftists. They simply did not
foresee that fall. But then, who could have? And now what were those
warriors to do with their lives, their dreams, theirpolitical and economic
systems and infrastructures, their international benefactors and naive
press, theirsubordinates? The Mexican writer, Jorge G. Castañeda, offers
a serious self-evaluation and critique in Utopia Unarmed: The Latin
American Left After the Cold War, where he recognizes the mistakes of
the left, exposes internal disagreements and suggests a future role of the
left in building democracy.9 Some unreconstructed Marxists continue to
defend the tired ideology. Some of the radical movements fragmented, or
their leaders simply dropped out dismayed. Yet others moved into the re-
vised political games, so today you find former Marxist militants com-
peting in the political process. Examples include El Salvador, Colombia,
possibly Guatemala if a treaty is signed between the government and
guerrilla forces. However, the leftenters this game at high personal risk.

Secondly, a growing wave of opposition to traditional political par-
ties and leades. This trend is closely related to the first one, but it applies
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directly to the vested interests ofestablishment party hacks, whether Ar-
gentine, Brazilian, Guatemalan, or Mexican. Emerging on the scene is
the powerful presence of the new economic wizards (some of them now
presidents) through national or state election or by administrative ap-
pointment. This is a reality in nations such as Mexico, El Salvador, Bra-
zil and Argentina. In the past national leaders would have their symbolic
crew of appointed technocrats, whose actual power and influence were
limited by political realities and personal preferences. What’s more,
when a Latin politician made it to the top, governmental benefits and
perks were presumed to flow first to family and close friends rather than
qualified appointees. On the positive side, the rise of this new cadre of
political leader brings an improved quality and capacity for financial
planning to the nation. They want to manage countries on a corporate
model—a massive challenge! On the negative side, if the poor are seen
only as ciphers orpercentages on statistical reports, and if the technocrats
heartlessly forget their own roots in the less-advantaged past, these new
political leaders will also forget the masses of poorpeople who must ben-
efit as well from new policies and trade reform. Another evidence of the
discreding of traditional politicians is that some of them have been
charged and convicted of corruption and other crimes, an amazing feat in
light ofthe vagaries and weaknesses of the LatinArnerican legal system.
No former Latin head of state sleeps fully at peace today, as former Par-
aguayan dictator Alfredo Stroessner has discovered while in exile in Bra-
zil.10

Thirdly, and interrelated with politics, is the structural move to
some kind of market economy. The propaganda, slogans, buzz words are
unceasing; internal and international trade reform, regional treaties, ec-
onomic pacts with the USA, NAFTA, currency metamorphoses and new
names for old currencies, privatization, macroeconomics, and so much
more. For many observers the December 1994 “Summit of the Amer-
icas” held in Miami was cosmetic, merely a chance for thirty-four new
and old politicians to pose and posture together, some hoping that better
public relations and pictures with more popular colleagues would im-
prove their image and skills and longevity.tm1 On the other hand, the sum-
mit leaders represented their changing Latin America.

Moises Naim writes of the continent’s “post-adjustment blues” as
the tension rises between Latin governments and the market-oriented re
forms. The state simply is not equipped to deal effectively with the cc-
onomic transformations taking place. Historically the Latin state has de-
fended varieties of mercantilism; but it now backs the new rules. What
will the future bring as state expectations engage with conflicting private
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and public forces? “Not one of the democratic governments that
launched market-oriented reforms ran on a platform of free trade, price
liberalization, and privatization. The drastic reforms of elected govern-
ments almost uniformly surprised Latin American voters.”2

Is there a downside to the lavish and even poetic language of ec-
onomic reform? Of course there is! There is the problem of new political
and economic dependencies—on the International Monetary Funds and
the World Bank or others like it. Even as I write, the debate rages in
Mexico, for one major bone of contention over the proposed US $50 bil-
lion loan guarantee for Mexico has to do with national identity, sov-
ereignty and pride. “Our petroleum deposits belong to us and no other!”
Beyond the implications ofthe IMF, what will happen to the majority of
Latins who live on the underside ofhistory? So what if the World Bank
predicts that Latin economics would grow by 3.4 percent annually over
the next ten years if that growth does not significantly improve the life of
the majority of its people. Argentine news warms the hearts of free mar-
ket economists. But as one commentator writes on Menem’s reforms,
“The biggest risk, however, is that his program to build the free market
and stimulate the economy will somehow fail to reach the 30% of Ar-
gentines who lives below the poverty line, the very people forwhom Per-
onism always had the greatest appeal.”3 The same story applies to every
single Latin nation, for everywhere you find beautiful, modern buildings,
high tech transformations, new ways of doing business. But what about
those millions living at subsistence level? Former Chilean President Pa-
tricio Aylwin warned, “Should such conditions persist, I have profound
doubts about how stable a democracy and the open-market economic
model can really he.”4 At the same time Chile boasts that one million
people had already moved out of poverty in the first three years of Ayl-
win’s term, under a highly rated antipoverty program.

A fourth trend looks at the significant and growing role of micro-
economics and the non-formal economy. Read the important work by Pe-
ruvian entrepreneur Hernando de Soto, The Other Path: The Invisible
Revolution in the Third World.15 Dc Soto documents the daunting and
time-consuming task faced by the “little people” in order for them to ac-
quire legal approval for their own business as the first step to making
their way out of pvoerty. On the other hand, if the same man or woman
simply sets up shop—that is, dreams up the idea, gets a family loan, buys
the equipment, hires a couple of relatives and starts working—the same
shop is off and running in a matter ofdays! but it is not legal, and its pre-
carious existence could easily be snuffed out by the beaurocrats. This is
the reality of the informal economy that churns out goods and pays peo-



Revisiting Latin America: ANineties Update 449

ple for honest work, with or without legal documentation. While De
Soto’s database comes from Peru, the reality is continent-wide.

The private sector is now getting into the business of micro-
economics and extending small loans to the “little people” making a liv-
ing. For many years Christian organizations have understood how small
self-help projects leverage into something much greater. I continue to
praise God for organizations such as World Relief, World Vision and
Opportunity International, to mention but three, who invest financial re-
sources into wholistic ministries and come as servants ofthe people.’6

Fifth, the military havefor the most part retreated to their barracks.
About twenty years ago Latin American regimes were dominated by the
military, who cast their black military-boot shadow over the continent.
But civilian authority has now reclaimed governmental control. How-
ever, this does not mean that the military has disappeared. Its work on
the one hand is more professional, distanced from the political quagmire.
On the other hand it is more subtle, and in some cases corrupt. The mil-
itary is also restless, as in Venezuela where it recently attempted two
coups—to the surprise of few Venezuelans and the surprise ofmany non-
Venezuelans. The generals of Guatemala first backed Jorge Serrano
Elias’s self-proclaimed coup of May 1993, but rapidly changed their
minds when they met the united front of national and international op-
position. Serrano Ellas (who had identified himself as an evangelical)
soon fled to Panama as his “fujimoraso” collapsed. The soldiers’ forays
into public governance are now generally discredited, but they remain
self-defined true patriots, consonant with their traditional institutional
values. In some countries military involvement in the drug industry is
documented: Bolivia, Colombia, Guatemala. But their greatest fear is to
be tried and punished by the civil judiciary of corruption. The Argentine
example where civilian authorities tried and convicted military officers
brings nightmares to all corrupt Latin military forces. Their budgets have
been slashed in some countries; but when the mother country calls for
them in the hour ofcrisis, they will rise again and rule ifneeded.

The rise of the continental Indianist Movement has been notable.
Many new publications—major articles and books—are revealing the
astonishing new discoveries of pre-Columbian societies. Archaeologists
have exulted in fabulous recent discoveries, from Mexico to Guatemala
and down to the Andean region. The “lost empires” had been found;
tombs would solve the mysteryofthe collapse of the Maya empire.’7

But the Indianist Movement introduces a new dimension into the
Latin equation. It has galvanized and unified the Latin America’s in-
digenous population with a plethora of informal and formal cultural and
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political associations. Continental summits of Indian people have helped
to celebrate a valuable heritage. The movement has contributed to le-
gitimate pride in ethnicity, culture, language, customs, history, religion.
They have discovered the power of political numbers. It is difficult to af-
firm just how many Indians there are. While in some countries the per-
centage of indigenous population is very small (Argentiiia 3% of 33.9
million and Brazil 1% of 155.3 million), in others they represent a sig-
nificant percentage of the national total: Bolivia (66% of 8.2 million);
Ecuador (21% of 10.6 million); Guatemala (50% of 10.3 million); Mex-
ico (11% of 92 million); Peru (40% of 22.9 million); Chile (9% of 14
million).’8

To the surprise of all, the joy of some, and the consternation of oth-
ers, the Guatemalan, Quiche Indian woman, Rigoberta Menchü Tum, re-
ceived the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize.19 This astonishing international de-
cision catapulted Rigoberta MenchU into the spotlight, and she became a
foremost spokeswoman for human rights. Representing the Indian, the
poor and oppressed, those on the underside of history, her story is dra-
matic and provacative—she lost her parents in the nasty Guatemalan civ-
il war, fled to Mexico, and then while in exile emerged into political
leadership. She is seen as a public symbol for all the Indian peoples of
Latin America. To top it off, the United Nations declared the year 1993
as “International Year of Indigenous Peoples,” though the Indianist lead-
ers wanted a decade!

The Indianist Movement must also be observed in the context of the
500th anniversay of Coloumbus’s first journey to the “New World.”
While historians, publishers, map-makers, sailors, citizens of all com-
munities with the name “Columbus” celebrated, other voices utilized the
occasion to focus on the contemporary plight of Latin indigenous peo-
ples. And make no mistake, most of them continue at the bottom ofthe
social pyramid. Escobar quotes Emilio Castro on these celebrations:
“From a European perspective a Te Deum could be called for; from the
perspective of the original inhabitants of those countries, it will be the
occasion for a Requiem.” 20

All Latin Christians rejoice in the legitimatization of healthy pride
and self-identity of race, culture, language. For too long prejudice and
discrimination against the Indian peoples has been tolerated. However,
there are aspects ofthe Indianist Movement that must be critiqued, not so
much the political issues related to the exercise of power. Rather I allude
to the spiritual dimensions of this movement. The summits and celebra-
lions many times begin by invoking the traditional Indian spirits. The re-
ligious revival focuses on the rediscovery and practice of pre-Christian
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religions, with universalist emphases, worshipping nature gods and other
spirits. This is not a sign of hope but rather of spiritual identity in crisis.
What’s more, Latin Christians face the challenge of these indigenous
people groups considered unevangelized. Patrick Johnstone lists ninety-
six groups, with the largest number in Brazil (31), Peru (20) and Co-
lombia (13).

Finally, we must mention the drug industry. “Economic logic and
textbook business methods have brought victory in the drug war to the il-
legal entrepreneurs of Colombia, and those of the city of Cali in par-
ticular. The implications are depressing for Colombia, for the inner cities
of rich countries, and for prohibitionists everywhere.” With these strong
words The Economist (December 24, 1994—January 6, 1995) summarized
their report on Colombia’s drug business. No country in the world denies
that drugs are an internal problem. Fonner American President Bush de-
clared a national “war on drugs” and to date the USA has invested (spent,
used, wasted) more than US $50 billion in the effort to deal with the
problem. The drug (cocaine, heroin, marijuana) industry is a classic case
ofcapitalist supply and demand. As long as people want it, need it, crave
their results, and are willing to pay the price, drugs will be grown, har-
vested, processed, shipped and sold.

MedellIn, to the chagrin of MedellIn’s noble citizens, used to be
synonymous with drugs. Of the various groups involved, it was the Es-
cobar family that captured the world’s imagination until its leader, Pablo
Escobar, was killed by anti-drug security forces. He was a ruthless, vi-
olent man who also cunningly played his political cards by building
homes for the poor, providing jobs for many, owning soccer teams and
politicians, thus projecting the image of a benevolent “Robin Hood.” His
death dealt the final blow to the Medellin gang but not to drugs in Co-
lombia. Cali is now the headquarters of a sophisticated, business-savy
conglomerate of drug lords. They have suborned or openly bought polit-
ical and military leaders to protect their “business.” It is not really a car-
tel, argues The Economist. Rather, it is more of an “exporters associa-
tion,” a “co-operative,” or a commodities-style “cocaine exchange.” But
clearly the Colombian case augurs only evil for that country. We could
also write of Peru and Bolivia as major producers, of Panama as a fi-
nancial laundry center, or of Guatemala and Mexico as transshipment
players. But drugs would not be big business without consumers, wheth-
er Latin, North America, Asian, European or Russian. “...new markets
for cocaine have opened up across the world, especially in Europe.
America’s State Department notes that all major European capitals have
reported a growing influx of cocaine. Last year Russian police seized
more than a ton of Colombian cocaine in St. Petersburg.”2’
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Can the government of Colombia, or Peru, or Bolivia do anything
substantial to change matters? The Peruvian case merits comment. While
a fungus affected the most densely planted areas in 1992 and thus re-
duced yields, the fact is that under the autocratic Fujimori progress is be-
ing made against Peruvian drug production. Terrorism has receded with
singular victories over the anarchist Sendero Luminoso movement. Hy-
perinflation has also been brought under control. “In the last month, Peru
has made its largest cocaine and opium seizures ever, dismantled one of
the largest drug trafficking groups, and indicted an army general for pro-
tecting cocaine shipments.”22 While some 200,000 Peruvians cultivate
the coca leaves, low prices and crop substitutions have put a major dent
in this destructive industry.

This is a story of crisis and very little hope. Will the drug-
consuming and producing nations realize the complexity—polilical, so-
cial, economic, cultural and spiritual-of this problem? Ultimately,
Christians acknowledge the reality of people (children, youth and adults)
bound down by their sinful nature and without a transforming knowledge
of the Savior.

Significant fault lines of crisis needing hope

Latins are all too familiar with the language of earthquakes. That
analogy becomes relevant as we close this brief review of these current
socio-political-economic realities in the Latin continent during these re-
cent years.What are some of the fault lines that point to the deeper ele-
ments of crisis? Whatever positive elements we observe taking place in
Latin America, there are certain realities that still persist, painfully so.
The rise of secularizing materialism is not necessarily good for ultimate
values rooted in the Living God and his Word. Modernity has its faith-
killing, dehumanizing dimensions. Latin cities face an explosion of vi-
olence, where street children are hunted and killed like wild rats—Brazil
and Colombia are documented examples.23 Wealth is not trickling (much
less flowing) down rapidly enough to make substantive difference for the
masses of the poor. The development of underdevelopment continues;
the percentage of poor increases out of proportion to the percentage of
the wealthy; family breakdown is endemic particularly in urban centers;
and the fragmentation has accelerated with the move from rural to urban
centers. During the last twenty-five years Latin urban population in-
creased 2 16%, and there are twenty-seven Latin cities of over one mil-
lion inhabitants. The values of made-in-USA entertainment industry are
fundamentally destructive. The decade of the ‘80s was a lost one cc-
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onomically for the poor and even for the middle class, with per capita
gross domestic product declining 1.2 percent during that decade. The
North-South Center of the University ofMiami states it eloquently:

The number of people living in extreme poverty in-
creased dramatically—in some nations encompassing
over 75 percent of the population. At the same time, the
middle class, which had grown rapidly since the 1950’s,
found its position threatened in the 1980’s by a shrinking
job market, rampant inflation, and government austerity
programs. Secondary and university education, long seen
as a virtual guarantor of middle-class status, no longer
provided such secure opportunities, producing rising
frustrations and a heightened flow of intellectual capital
out of the region.24

That same report lists evidence of a series of relatively late political
crises that evidence different fault lines: “The turmoil of recent years has
largely laid to rest the simplistic view that creating and maintaining de-
mocracy could be achieved simply through holding relatively honest
elections, installing civilian governments and preventing military
coups.”25 The fact of the matter is that if economic reforms are not ac-
companied by broader reform in the executive and legislative branches as
well as the judiciary, military, and education sectors, and endemic cor-
ruption addressed, then economic Band-Aids of modernity will simply
cover over the historic and entrenched self-defeating political culture.
History and tradition cannot be ignored in any discussion of “progress
into the modem era” of a global economy and information age. The same
reports calls this “the burden ofhistory.”

Crisis and hope in Latin America. I see both in tension. Only the
biblical Christian has the potential to understand the times in this Latin
continent, who knows what to do as a modem son and daughter of the
King, and is able to boldly lay hold of the Eternal Kingdom. Concluding
this section 1 ask myself, “Am I encouraged or discouraged by the Latin
scenario?” Fundamentally, I believe in the sovereignty ofthe God of his-
tory; this story is his Story. On the human and concrete turf of today’s
Latin reality, I acknowledge a degree of optimism that goes beyond my
pessimism ofjust eight years ago. It is a matter of hope in the midst of
the ongoing crises of the continent.

And where do Latin evangelicals fit in this scenario? The continent
is their world, their context, their battleground, their identity, their de-
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velopment, their spiritual growth and their future impact on the social
structures oftheir continent. When tectonic political and economic forces
explode through a country like Mexico, our 4.6 million Mexican brothers
and sisters in Christ are directly affected. Theirjobs and future are on the
line, their children’s education is uncertain, their political, religious and
human rights are threatened. And theirs is the task to focus clearly on the
overall, divine big picture—with a keen eye on the eternals but with feet
rooted in the world which God loves personally and desires to transform
completely.

PART B

Surveying the Latin American Spiritual Landscape

The Broad Scenario

Perhaps five vignettes can offer fresh insight into the surprising
changes taking place in Latin spirituality.26 The first one I witnessed with
my son-in-law in a small Guatemalan Indian town on the edge of glori-
ous Lake Atitlán. Cliff and I stood towards the back of the church quietly
observing the service in action. The music was lively, all ages were rep-
resented, the people were involved, the speaker spoke with conviction
from both the Bible and the liturgy, and when the meeting concluded
church members chatted warmly until departing. It was a contemporary,
small-town, Catholic service in a rapidly changing Latin America.

About three weeks later I was the invited speaker at a Salvadoran
church for their world missions conference. The church had recently
gone through a series ofmajor transitions—a neighborhood move, a new
name, a new shared leadership team, clear-cut vision statement, a mod-
ern auditorium-style facility. The music was vibrant and charismatic in
feel, a broad basis of leadership was in training, the members were en-
thusiastically involved, most of the young people were recent converts,
and many entire families had come to Christ through the witness of
peers. This church had broken into a relatively under-reached people
group, the upper middle class ofEl Salvador. It was a new community, a
new model of church, with a broad basis of fellowship with otherbeliev-
ers, while holding membership in a non-charismatic denomination.
Something powerful and new was taking place there; history was being
made.

A third facet of Latin spirituality comes from Brazil where in late
1994 Catholics and evangelicals united in an unusual way to condemn a
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Brazilian television soap opera with open occultic themes:

The Journey, a prime-time, six-night-a-week soap on
Brazil’s largest network, TV Globo, won record ratings
during its five months on the air.” The report goes on to
state that “...the occult has a strong pull in this country of
160 million people. Catholicism has long coexisted or
competed with African spirit religions, witchcraft and
European spiritualism, and now with fast-growing fun-
damentalist Protestant groups...A 1992 study by the Re-
ligion Studies Institute said non-Catholic churches [Ev-
angelical] were opening at a rate of one a day in Rio de
Janeiro.”27

Brazil considers itself over 92 percent Christian, although about 60
percent are involved in occult activity. Yet with almost 29 million peo-
ple—attending over 149,000 churches and belonging to over 270 de-
nominations—who call themselves evangelicals, these believers out-
number practicing Catholics. The percentage who attend mass currently
hovers around 5%, in a nation of 152 million people, and with no Cath-
olic growthforecast.28

We visit Argentina. “What do you believe in?’ This question was
put by Argentina’s weekly current affairs magazine. The survey found
that we believe overwhelmingly in God, followed closely by economic
stability and ‘nothing and nobody.’ But our God seems remote; we prefer
monetarism and privatization to economic chaos; and nothing and no-
body merits our confidence.” So writes Silvia Chavez, General Secretary
of the AsociaciOn Universitaria Argentina (IFES partner).29 Yet in this
same nation known for its agnosticism, the Spirit of God is breaking
through in marvelous ways. Nation-wide, the strong growth rate of ev-
angelical churches continues, though probably not at the high pace of a
few years ago. Churches across the spectrum are growing, as long as they
reach out with conviction and warmth.

Finally, a double report from Cuba, that island nation of eleven mil-
lion people living under a Marxist regime since Castro’s victory in 1959.
The collapse of Cuba’s Russian support system plunged the country into
catastrophic crises. Some 41 percent of the population call themselves
Catholic, yet only 2 percent attend mass. Evangelicals claim only 2.7 per-
cent ofthe population. But something is happening on the island, and its
impact is felt in both Catholic and evangelical communities. “Cuba’s
New Cardinal Leads a Bolder Church,” proclaims The New York Times.
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Jaime Cardinal Ortega y Alamino represents a key aspect of Christian-
ity’s new role in Cuba. Catholics report that attendance atmasses has in-
creased as much as 50 percent in recent years. On the evangelical side all
report remarkable growth, whether in the rural areas or the cities. Con-
gregations are growing, starting branch works, even acquiring building
permits from a more flexible government. Bible schools are over-
whelmed with the response to even limited theological training. Cubans
are now sending young leaders to acquire formal theological studies in
other Latin American countries, as well as missionaries to other nations,
and many ofthem come with a unique credential, they speak Russian.

Every Latin Christian interviewed provides a personal window into
the transforming spiritual landscape of the continent. Now let us travel
rapidly and widely across the spectrum in the attempt to offer a concise
update on broader spiritual realitiesin Latin America.

Recent Literature on Evangelical Christianity in Latin America

A most surprising thing has happened since the first edition of this
book: the number of very significant publications dealing in particular
with the rise amid strength of the evangelical/Protestant movement in Lat-
in America. Secular academicians are rethinking their posture in light of
evangelical growth, Roman Catholic scholars are revisiting their own
presuppositions, and evangelical writers have contributed other special
insights and reports.30 David Martin and David Stoll have probably done
more than any others to challenge preconceptions. Both write from a so-
ciological perspective, with focus on the social dimensions and impact of
this religious phenomenon under study. Not all they write will encourage
evangelicals, and Stoll periodically raises hackles; but their perspective
demands respect from all.

Martin approaches Latin America from the perspective of a British
sociologist of religion with strong academic credentials. With a vivid lit-
erary image, “tongues of fire,” he casts his study in a context of a his-
torical genealogical struggle between two rival civilizations, “...the four
hundred year clash between the Hispanic imperium and the Anglo-Saxon
imperium. On the one side are all the successor states of the Iberian Pe-
ninsula; on the other side areEngland and its mightiest successor state—
the USA.” 31

Martin traces an ethos found in British Methodism’s battle to create
free religious space within the Church of England’s spiritual monopoly.
To him a similar momentous encounter of world views in Latin America
is taking place between Protestantism and Catholicism, with the former
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opening up the space at the expense of the latter. The term “movement”

is crucial to him.

The new society now emerging in Latin America has to
do with movement, and evangelicals constitute a move-
ment. Evangelical Christianity is a dramatic migration of
the spirit matching and accompanying a dramatic migra-
tion of bodies. In undertaking this migration, people be-
come ‘independent’ not at all by building up modest se-
curities but by the reverse: by the loss of all the ties that
bind, whether these be familial, communal or ecclesial.
Pentecostalism in particular renews these ties in an at-
mosphere ofhope and anticipation rather than of despair.
It provides a new cell taking over from scarred and brok-
en tissue. Above all it renews the innermost cell of the
family, and protects the woman from the ravages ofmale
desertion and violence. A new faith is able to implant
new disciplines, re-order priorities, counter corruption
and destructive machismo, and reverse the indifferent
and injurious hierarchies of the outside world. Within the
enclosed haven of faith a fraternity can be instituted un-
der firm leadership, which provides for release, for mu-
tuality and warmth, and for the practice ofnew roles.32

A final eloquent word from Martin underscores the long-term im-
plications ofmomentous spiritual changes rippling across Latin America.
“As the sacred canopy in Latin America is rent and the all-encompassing
system cracks, evangelical Christianity pours in and by its own auton-
omous native power creates free social space.”33

American David Stoll comes with a different history and per-
spective. Known previously for his polemic criticism of Wycliffe Bible
Translators,34 when he began research on the book that asks the question,
Is Latin America Turning Protestant?, he openly acknowledged a neg-
ative presupposition. He had earlier supposed that the cause ofsuch Prot-
estant growth came from the influx of funds, personnel and othermateri-
al resources from the USA, particularly the fundamentalist missionary
industry. Stoll is honest to confess the fallacy of his a priori judgment
and now concludes that Latin Protestants explode in growth because they
are an autochthonous movement, coming primarily from the poor. He
argues that to criticize evangelicals of simplistic acceptance of a “made
in the USA right-wing Gospel sect” is a reductionism that denies their
personal integrity.
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Both Martin and Stoll unexpectedly critique liberation theologies,
saying that they never enjoyed broad support from those expected to ben-
efit from its theory and praxis. Martin notes that liberationists primarily
came from radical intellectual circles and not from “below” from the
people. Stoll concurs:

The central exercise in liberation theology, conscious-
ness-raising, raises a tangle of issues. To begin with,
there is the risk offailing to speak to the actual needs of
the poor, as opposed to idealized versions ofthose needs.
Liberation theology endeavors to come out oftheday-to-
day experience of the poor; when successful, maybe it
does. But it also originated in the crisis of the Catholic
church and its attempts to recover a popular base. De-
spite the struggle to build a grass-roots church, the
prophets of the movement tend to be religious pro-
fessionals with professional interests, a fact dramatized
by their disputes with offended laities and anxious hier-
archies.35

Stoll has cooperated with Virginia Varrard-Burnett to edit a more
recent series ofessays under the theme Rethinking Protestantism in Latin
America. Just the introduction and conclusion to the book are worth the
price. Stoll addresses the crisis of identity and mission within Latin Ca-
tholicism as it confronts the exploding evangelical communities, and
then casts a context within thebroader sociological changes wracking the
continent.

In societies whose economies are being globalized,
whose traditional social structures have heaved apart,
where people must fend for themselves in hostile new
environments, how can a single, centralized religious
hierarchy satisfy a newly individuated population whose
members need to chart their own courses? For those
same individuals, afflicted by new forms of persona! in-
security, how can sprawling, territorially based Catholic
parishes satisfy the desire for closer-knit congregational
experiences? How can a religious system organized
around sacraments satisfy the hunger for personal trans-
formation? In each of these respects, the decentralized
structures of Latin American Protestants, their multiple



Revisiting Latin America: ANineties Update 459

leaders competing for followers through charisma, and
their emphasis on conversion proved to be distinct ad-
vantages.36

Evangelicals Samuel Escobar and Gui!lermo Cook have interacted
at length with the broad gamut of social and spiritual life in Latin Amer-
ica. Escobar’s essays have appeared in a variety of journals and inter-
views, and his perspective is highly valued in sociological and religious
circles. He combines an unusual insight into sociological and religious
phenomenology and dynamics, while remaining faithful to Scripture as
well as his Latin evangelical roots.37 Cook has recently edited New Face
of the Church in Latin America: Between Tradition and Change, a very
profitable series of essays ranging across the ecclesiastical, theological
and thematic spectrum of the continent. For him, the new face of the
Church in Latin America is largely a Protestant story.” At the same time
he acknowledges that there is no single face to the Latin Church.38

A Status Report of Latin Evangelicalism Today

How many evangelicals are there today, particularly in comparison
with our first edition? “Belgian missionary specialist Franz Damen, an
advisor to the Catholic Bishops of Bolivia, reports that ‘...every hour in
Latin America an average of400 Catholics move to membership in Prot-
estant sects which today represent an eighth, that is 12% of the popula-
tion of the continent, but in countries like Puerto Rico and Guatemala,
they constitute nothing less than 25 or even 30% of the population.”39

Surprisingly, Damen’s figures are close to ours.
But what do current numbers report? One measure comes from

comparing data in the 1993 edition of Patrick Johnstone’s Operation
World with those from his 1986 edition.40 (See chart on page 460.) But
readers beware! it is impossible to resolve differences in terminology, re-
ports or statistics. These results represent composite data, giving more
conservative totals than others. For example, COMIBAM leaders in 1992
reported a total of 65 million evangelicals, while ours give 52 million.
The terms “Protestant” and “evangelical” refer to the same general pop-
ulation, and the 1993 general population figures come from the Popula-
tion Reference Bureau.

A few comments are necessary regarding the two far-right columns.
Our previous edition only listed missionaries “to” Latin America. Now
we report one of the dramatic changes within the continent, the emer-
gence of Latin America as a significant missionary-sending base and
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Country
National

l’opulation
(millions)

Protestant
Population

(thousands)

Percent
Growth

Pr t % of
population Missionaries

1993 1986 1993 1986-93 1993 To From

Argentina 33.5 1680 2500 49% 7.5% 911 144

Bolivia 8.0 471 681 45% 8.5% 1011 47
Brazil 152.0 24120 28815 19% 18.9% 3381 2755

Chile 13.5 2710 3662 35% 27.1% 565 102
Colombia 34.9 900 1193 33% 3.4% 946 148
Costa Rica 3.3 200 323 63% 9.8% 452 107

Cuba 11.0 244 291 19% 2.7% 2 2

Dorn. Rep. 7.6 397 439 10% 5.8% 174 51
Ecuador 10.3 301 376 25% 3.7% 1116 48

El Salvador 5.2 766 1083 41% 20.8% 102 130

Guatemala 10.0 1720 2212 29% 22.1% 699 123

Honduras 5.6 435 566 30% 10.1% 384 58

Mexico 90.0 3200 4628 47% 5.1% 1891 376

Nicaragua 4.1 298 670 125% 16.3% 108 34

Panama 2.5 252 403 60% 16.1% 228 26

Paraguay 4.2 236 233 71% 5.5% 522 15

Peru 22.9 692 1563 126% 6.8% 1039 190

Puerto Rico 3.6 911 966 6% 26.8% 141 65

Uruguay 3.2 76 111 46% 3.5% 218 63

Venezuela 20.7 450 1054 134% 5.1% 637 131

TOTALS 446.1 40059 51769 30% 11.6% 14527 4615

force. Johnstone’s numbers seem high to many Latin leaders, partly be-
cause of his broader “domestic national missionary” category working
within the nation. For example, Brazilian mission researchers have iden-
tified 1,783 cross-cultural missionaries, 972 less (35%) than Johnstone’s
figures. COMIBAM missions leaders tend to feel more comfortable with
an across-the-board reduction since they apply the missionary category
to refer to cross-cultural workers serving either within their country or
outside its national borders. This would suggest close to 3,000 cross-
cultural Latin missionaries in current service.

EVANGELICALS IN LATIN AMERICAN SINCE 1900

Regardless of precise numbers, the facts are incontrovertible. Latin
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evangelicals are a major force in Latin America today, and their growth
appears unstoppable. But why is Latin America turning Protestant? This
is the central question posed by so many students of the continent.41 The
answerdepends on the presuppositions, whether Marxist, agnostic, Cath-
olic, spiritist, liberal Protestant or evangelical. Some growth explanations
come from sociology (migration from rural to megacities and its cor-
responding displacement which seeks new identity and community), the
political left (nhoney-inspired conversions, fanaticism, religion as opiate),

Year Communicants
Total

Corn mummy

Percent of
Population

1900 ? 50,000 (Arias)

1916 126,000 378,000

1925 252,000 (?) 756,000 (?)

1936 2,400,000 7,200,000

1967 4,915,400 14,746,200 6.0
1973 6,666,666 20,000,000 7.5

1987 11,635,666 37,432,000 8.8

1993 16,177,812 51,769,000 11.6

2000 26,666,666 80,000,000

(P. Johnstone, est.)

15.0

or Catholicism (USA-funded sects, or recognized absence of Catholic
pastoral presence). The reasons suggested here reflect evangelical values.
Berg and Pretiz offer twelve reasons, with each one playing its own role
in the conversion process.

1. A background of Christian knowledge already ac-
quired in the Roman Catholic tradition.

2. A world view that still accepts the supernatural and
is not over-rationalized.

3. Disenchantment with the Roman Catholic Church
and search for alternatives.

4. Expression of religious liberty in a religious space
not used in pluralism.

5. Poverty and insecurity about the future lead to
search for ultimate answers.

6. Evangelical use of mass media to communicate the
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message.
7. Evangelical church structure providing layparticipa-

tion at all levels.
8. Mobilization ofall believers in obedience to Christ.
9. Faith in God’s power to perform miracles and the

gifts ofthe Spirit.
10. Contextualization of the gospel and church com-

munity.
11. The critical mass where numbers grow like com-

pound interest.
12. A straightforwardmessage, “Solo Cristo Salva.”42

Here are some other causes for evangelical growth: the structural so-
cial changes which have profoundly affected the struggle to live which in
turn have opened up space for alternative spiritual choices and thus lead
to significant new Christian communites; the movement from Cathol-
icism to evangelicalism through the Catholic charismatic groups; the
popular recognition that the evangelical gospel affinns many Latin cul-
tural values through spontaneous and practical contextualization; the fact
that women are drawn to the gospel because they are granted dignity as
women and encouraged to take public roles in church life; the dynamic
ofLatin music and participatory worship, whether Quechua or Caribbean
salsa style. Ultimately, it is the sovereign Spirit of God working at all
levels of Latin society, drawing people to the living, resurrected and
powerful Christ.

Trends within Latin Evangelicalism Today

Not all that glitters is gold! As in the first edition of this book, we
raise crucial questions. What are some of the major trends moving
through the continent? Here are some. First, while the numerical growth
attracts widespread attention, there is another dimension. The growth is
unevenly spread across the continent. Mexico City has proven resistant,
Venezuela also, particularly Caracas. Uruguayan Christians live in a na-
tion with a strong agnostic and atheistic heritage where Christmas is
called “Family Week” and Holy Week is called “Tourism Week.” You
can identify through the statistical report the countries ormegacities with
a low percentage of evangelicals; there church growth is slow and tough.
Sonic students of Latin evangelical church growth predict a tapering off
of the growth rate in the next decade. Others suggest a darker reason for
rapid growth; the mass selling of a cheap gospel that offers easy solu-
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tions to tough questions, but has little lasting power.
Do all converts to evangelical churches remain in their new church-

es? No. Across the continent there is growing evidence of another spir-
itual movement as people return to the original church—mainly Cath-
olic—or even depart from all organized Christianity! One example that
has recently jolted evangelical leaders came from Central America: “In a
1989 survey of Costa Ricans, nearly as many said they used to be ev-
angelicals as currently identified themselves as such. Evangelicals have
long boasted of their ability to convert Catholics, but we have yet to hear
much about evangelicals who go back to being Catholics.”43 Why is this
the case? A number of reasons could be suggested: family pressures not
to depart fronh the “Mother Faith ofour culture, from the Blessed Mother
of Jesus, from the faith of our mother and grandmother”; shattered ex-
pectations when the facile gospel promises die from an aborted conver-
sion experience; inadequate discipleship of new believers that does not
prepare them for practical life or opposition. The fact is that relatively
few evangelical leaders want to face the implications of this disturbing
development.

Second, most of the growth—though not all of it—comes front
churches belonging to what Berg and Pretiz call the “Fifth Wave.” The
first four growth waves refer respectively to the historic immigrant
churches, the denominational missions, then the independent “faith”
agencies, and finally the new denominations led by Pentecostals but in-
cluding other global-expanding denominations. In these first four move-
ments the presence ofexpatriate missionaries was obvious. But not so in
the last one. This last wave is birthing independent evangelical churches
of every size, doctrine and ecclesiastical structures, and they are na-
tionally owned and directed. This is true indigeneity. Charismatic groups
predominate here, including almost all of the younger megachurches.
Whether just a store front or a new cathedral, these churches are on the
move. Some of the leaders have formal theological training, but most are
self-made pastors; many of them now are university graduates with a
mid-life call to the ministry. Worship plays an important role in just
about all Latin churches; and charismatic styles predominate. Significant-
ly’ many denominational churches or those with roots in the faith mis-
sions have adopted new worship patterns—with a Latin beat!—while
maintaining their doctrinal heritage.

New Latin Christian musicians such as Marcos Wilt have had con-
tinental-wide impact with albunhs selling over 100,000 copies. Fredy Gu-
larte’s missionary music is sung in most countries. A major new Spanish
hymnbook (with Latin-style songs, guitar chords and other worship aids)
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has been introduced continent-wide with surprising sales and the ap-
preciation of hundreds of congregations.44 The Aymara hymnal has sold
more than 200,000 copies in Bolivia alone! How far evangelicals have
come in Latin America can be seen in this item: “Sony recently launched
a Christian music line in Mexico—finding and recording Mexican ev-
angelical Christian artists and promoting them alongside its secular art-
ists.”45 Some might wonder whether this is good or bad news!

The megachurches bear further comment. Most of these are cen-
tered on one strong, charisnhatic leader and perhaps members of his ex-
tended family. He may be authoritarian or even gentle in style, but the ul-
timate issue of power and control is clear. This style is not generally
consultative, much less democratic; and there is little accountability. Ob-
viously this can lead to potentially grave problems when power is
abused. There is a debilitating spirit ofcompetition between strong lead-
ers in the same city or country. Few ofthese caudillos build relationships
with the broader Body of Christ. And since so many of them have no se-
rious biblical or theological training, there is a tendency towards dynam-
ic preaching with little biblical content. These churches feature pulsating
worship, multiple activities for all believers, and the building of ec-
clesiastical mini-empires. Some ofthem have bought into the “health and
wealth gospel” of the “word of faith” movement. The megachurches
have quickly moved into mass media, either providing instant recordings
of their Sunday sermons, buying radio and television time, or, in other
cases, acquiring ownership of radio and television stations!

Third, Latin evangelical leaders continue to lament the dearth of a
theological foundation for the churches. While evangelicals are called
“people of the Book,” the fact is that biblical literacy is anemic. It leads
to legalism, activism, superficial discipleship, reductionism, increased
loss of members, and a simplistic response to complicated issues; at the
same time it opens the window to manipulation, false teaching and subtle
occultism. While the number of believers and churches grows, not so the
number of training programs and centers that can equip lay and voca-
tional Christian leaders for effective ministry. Many formal and non-
formal theological institutions have diversified their educational delivery
systems, whether to stay alive or to meet the expanding needs. The Semi-
nario Teológico Centroamericano in Guatemala is one school where over
1000 students from eighteen nations are enrolled. It maintains a broad
spectrum of programs—day, night and weekend studies; residential and
non-residential; from women’s programs to lay training to master’s de-
grees. Other programs, such as Logoi, offer a broad-band curriculum to
provide direct non-formal training to many leaders who prefer this ap-
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proach or who do not have access to formal schools. Larger local church-
es are getting in the business ofstarting their own training programs for
internal leadership and for broader geographic expansion, which even-
tually converts the megachurch into a mini-denomination. Even though
Christian literature production increases, too many titles are still trans-
lated from English, pricing is high (booksellers must buy stock in US
dollars), and most bookstores have limited stock. Brazil undoubtedly has
the strongest selection of high quality Christian literature, nhuch of it at
affordable prices.

One good piece of news since the first edition is the appearance of
the AETAL (the Evangelical Association for Theological Education in
Latin America), a new continental Latin partner in the International
Council of Accrediting Agencies (ICAA) related to the World Evangel-
ical Fellowship. AETAL’s primary values emphasize theological educa-
tion renewal, the importance of mutual encouragement and increased in-
teraction among evangelical institutions, as well as the development of
accreditation standards that will enable member schools to network and
strengthen each other on a global basis.

It is necessary to register other concerns here. Up to now the term
“evangelical” has been used as a broad category different from both Lat-
in Catholics and Latin liberal Protestants. But will the term “evangelical”
in Latin America continue as the prime defining term in coming years?
Will the churches and leaders who claim it truly rest their authority on
Scripture, on justification by faith in the finished work of Christ? Will
their essential doctrines reflect the historic confessions of biblical Chris-
tians along with the call for personal holiness? Will they affirm the cen-
trality of both Great Commission and Great Commandment? Will they
be both Latin and biblical? These issues must be faced sooner rather than
later so that the vitality of today’s Latin evangelicalism not be diluted or
wasted.

Fourth, the last decade has witnessed a very significant evangelical
involvement in contextualization, including involvement in the socio-
political arena. Dr. Nüflez has ably dealt with issues related to con-
textualization, and both of us are encouraged to observe recent Latin de-
veloprnents in this area. Whether the topics are debated in the local
church or theological institution, through the networks or the theological
associations, by lay leaders or theological students orhighly trained the-
ologians and writers, the fact is that believers are coming to grips with
what it means to be a Christian in the context of Latin America. They
want to release the power of God’s Word and his Spirit in their con-
tinent! The results are evident at the local church level, in theological lit-
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erature, in creative theological training alternatives and institutional cur-
ricula in the formal schools.

One of the broadest-based evangelical events in recent years was the
1992, Third Latin American Congress on Evangelization, celebrated in
Quito, Ecuador, and sponsored by the Latin American Theological Fra-
ternity (FTL). This congress, including its origins, program, participants,
and outcomes, must be evaluated from the perspective of Latin con-
textualization of the gospel. Under the banner “The Whole Gospel for
All Peoples, from Latin America,” over 1,000 youth, women, men, ofall
races and ecclesiastical confessions, came from twenty-six nations. The
leadership of CONELA (the World Evangelical Fellowship regional part-
ner in Latin America) and CLAI (related more to the World Council of
Churches) met in a serious exchange of concerns during that congress.

A year earlier, a special group of Latins had been convened in Bue-
nos Aires for the 1991 “Second Consultation on Evangelicals in Political
Action in Latin America.” Much had happened since their 1983 confer-
ence. Also convened by the FTL, this gathering drew evangelicals al-
ready committed to and participating in the broader political process.
They included the Peruvian president of the Bank of Nations, the Vice-
Minister of Interior of El Salvador, a black Brazilian Pentecostal woman
member of the Workers Party, some politically sensitive pastors and the-
ologians. The discussions were spirited and valuable. Relationships were
established, and the network was strengthened for Christians in the polit-
ical process. We can make one very clear observation about evangelical
political action—no single ideological position is taken by all evangel-
icals. This surprises many North American observers of the political
scene, who assume Latin evangelicals are all right-wing conservatives or
defenders of USA policies. One secular observernotes that “[t]here is no
single Protestant political paradigm in Latin America, nor is there yet a
focused, articulated movement of evangelical political activism equiv-
alent to that of tlhe Christian right in the United States.”46

Why are evangelicals getting involved in political action?47 For one,
they are gradually rejecting the old dichotomous pietism that cast the
world as the ultinhate enenhy, and politics the dirty game for pagans. This
shrunken worldview has been replaced by one that integrates all of life
under the sovereignty of Christ. Secondly, a growing number of younger
believers sense God’s call upon their lives in political vocations, whether
by election or appointment. For them a tough decision has to do with the
choice of party. Why join a party with no chances of victory? Thirdly,
believers are saying, “For such a time as this we were born, and born
again!” That is, space has opened up in an increasingly pluralistic (polit-
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ical and religious) Latin America, and the gospel has the only true power
to transform individuals, families, communities and nations. Clearly all
of these factors have their pitfalls, but they reflect new commitments and
action.

What about Latin evangelicals with a controversial record in the po-
litical arena? Because of our work in Guatemala, both Núñez and I are
periodically asked about Efrain RIos Montt and Jorge Serrano Ellas. The
first edition of this book discussed some of the Rios Montt issues. As of
this writing the charismatic leader serves a year term as president of the
Guatemalan Congress. The national constitution a few years ago had
been purposefully rewritten to bar candidates for the presidency who had
participated in previous political coups, and the Constitutional Court had
thus effectively barred himu from the last presidential race. But the pop-
ular vote (including Catholics and evangelicals) elected him to Congress.
Then again, by the time this book is printed he could be back in civilian
life!

Serrano Elfas, a proclaimed evangelical, is a more difficult case to
deal with, and others have done so with thoroughness.48 When elected
president, he inherited the impossible task of governing in a context of
corruption, and he himself brought no clear political ideology nor re-
alistic program for the nation. As the nation slipped out of control he
gambled and lost, having opted for an auto-coup. The promised military
support evaporated and Serrano Elfas soon fled into exile. A lot ofgood
people, including Guatemalan evangelicals, were hurt by his autocracy,
his lack of personal accountability and the charges of personal corrup-
tion. Significantly, Guatemalan evangelicals were not tarred with Ser-
rano’s failures, although churches and leaders were left with many un-
answered questions. However, this Guatemalan case again illustrates the
inadequate evangelical preparation for high political service, as well as
an astonishing naiveté. One Guatemalan Christian said it well, “We have
lost our innocence.”

Fifth, Latin America has been transformedfront a mission-sending
field to a global mission-sending base. I have chosen here two voices to
represent this rapidly expanding international Latin movement. Both uti-
lize similar language, namely, “shouldn’t Latin America be considered
rather as a mission base, from which missionaries go as messengers of
Jesus Christ to plant Christianity in other continents?”49 This language
and the corresponding paradigm shift have also undergirded the vision of
COMIBAM, the Latin American interdenominational missionary move-
ment, currently under the leadership ofRudy GirOn. The two Latin repre-
sentatives (Escobar a Baptist and Girön a Guatemalan Pentecostal) may
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disagree on matters of strategy, emphases and even missiology, but they
both agree on the primacy of Scripture, on the centrality of the church,
on the unity of the Body of Christ, on the potential role of Latins in
world evangelization, on the need for effective pre-field training ofmis-
sionaries, and on a wholistic mission of the church. They represent a
healthy convergence of two major Latin currents: the theological and
missiological reflection engaging with the missiological/global task yet
to be done.

At least 3,000 Latin Anhericans have nhoved out in cross-cultural
missions, and the numbers are projected to rise rapidly in future years.
Latin missions are birthed not in the context of wealth but of poverty; not
in a world of privilege but limitation; not strong in high-tech equipment
but strong in zeal and the power of the Spirit; not owning passports with
the clout of Europe or the USA, but they will go anyway; not capable of
sustaining an expensive overseas missionary machinery but committed to
sending whatever force they can. This movenhent is predominately a
church-based one, not one primarily driven by para-church agencies.
Yes, Latins are short in effective cross-cultural training programs, but
that is being remedied even now. Yes, they may have borrowed some
constructs fronh “managerial missiology,” but churches around the world
have borrowed terms and concepts only to modify them to fit their own
understanding of Scripture and the global task. Yes, they have been right-
ly accused of sending missionaries ill-equipped and poorly supervised
and shepherded on the field (the faultof both churches and the few agen-
cies), but this hopefully is changing. Yes, they do have a high attrition
rate, but all missionary movenhents in their genesis suffered from the
same ills. Yes, Latin missions has been romanticized, but this will mod-
erate rapidly with the tough realities of mission service. One Salvadoran
Chrisitan musician in a North African nation was suddenly taken from
his home in late 1994, interrogated, charged, imprisoned, convicted. And
then early in 1995 he was expelled from that nation. This was not a ro-
mantic story but a real-life account ofthe price to be paid. But most Lat-
in missionaries are willing to suffer in North Africa or anywhere else,
just as their believing grandparents suffered decades ago when they con-
verted to Christ in Latin America.

How does the younger COMIBAM Latin missionary movement re-
late to tlhe older Western one, predominantly from Europe and the USA?
Significantly this contemporary Latin movement was not godfathered by
Anglo missionaries. In fact, relatively few Western missionaries attended
the major 1987 COMIBAM congress in Brazil. The energies, creativity
and personnel were and continue to be overwhelmingly Latin. And we
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rejoice in this, for it demonstrates their capacities. These ministries wel-
come partnerships with expatriate colleagues and agencies serving in
Latin America. But the foreigners must come in the spirit oftrue servant-
hood, open handed even as they offer their varied services. Neo-
paternalism will be quickly rejected. All partners, whether Anglo or
Asian (the “new missionaries” to Latin America) must also be willing to
work under Latins and on a broader basis ofdoctrinal fellowship.

Relationship Between Evangelicals and Roman Catholics

Núñez has updated the larger issues dealing with Latin American
Catholicism, so this section will specifically treat the diverse and sym-
biotic relationship between the two. Catholic leaders are worried, for “the
percentage of professing Catholics dropped eleven points during the
1980s, from 89 percent to 78 percent at present.” 50 There is a profound
crisis of vocation in Latin Catholicism, and the shortage of priests and
nuns for priority ministries is notable. Andrés Tapia writes:

The Pope is concerned. In the aftermath of his second
visit to Brazil, his eleventh to Latin America, it is clear
that he doesn’t pull people in as he used to. In Brazil—
supposedly the most Catholic nation in the world—the
usual throngs just did not materialize: for one scheduled
event, 500,000 people were expected, but only 100,000
showed up. In contrast, on the morning ofthe Pope’s ar-
rival, 200,000 evangelicals packed a soccer stadium for a
rally sponsored by a local church, underscoring the fact
that over a half-million Brazilians are leaving the Cath-
olic church for evangelical churches each year.51

Attitudes towards evangelicals by Latin Catholics are diverse. On
the one hand you will find the traditionalist, such as Pope John Paul II
himself. When meeting with the bishops in the 1992 Santo Domingo
CELAM he spoke of the “sects. ..which are destroying the true church.”
A growing number of bishops recently appointed by the Pope have taken
a very conservative, hierarchical line. In one interview, Guatemalan
Archbishop Penados affirmed that evangelical “sects” were radicals with
whom there could be no dialogue, they were enemies oftradition who re-
ject Mary (who for Catholics is critical to faith, “the exenhplary figure of
following the Lord and of total commitment to others”), they buy their
converts and give away both Bibles and money, they are supported by
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USA funds, they are part and parcel of cults like Mormonism, they are
gospel reductionists and provoke religious confusion with their thou-
sands of sects.52

Other Catholic leaders reflect a different spirit, which is more self-
critical of their church as they evaluate what it means to be the Roman
Church in a transformed Latin spiritual landscape. The late Ignacio El-
lacurfa, a Spanish priest who served in El Salvador (one of six Jesuits as-
sassinated in that country) represented this segment of the church. He ev-
idenced greater objectivity when writing on contemporary tensions, and
felt free to critique traditional church leadership, as well as Catholic lib-
eration theologies and their practical implications.53 Franz Damen, whom
we have previously cited, is another who has directly questioned the pop-
ular Catholic “conspiracy theory” about popular Latin Protestantism (Es-
cohar has also dealt with this new “Black Legend”54). Damen is willing
to take on top hierarchical leaders on this issue as a result of his field re-
search on Latin evangelical growth. We have mentioned Edward L.
Cleary, another irenic Catholic scholar who writes with singular objectiv-
ity even about spiritual competition between Catholics and evangelicals.

Christians from Europe or the USA tend to judge Catholicism
through their own grid, and thus have difficulty understanding the nature
of Latin American Roman Catholicism. Evangelical Lutherans and Cath-
olics in Germany openly cooperate in the distribution of Scripture; both
are opposed by liberal Lutherans! British Catholics have existed in a con-
text of Anglican historic dominance, but they have competed on a fairly
level ground. In the USA Catholicism has hadto adapt to a particular his-
torical context of theological pluralism. But in Latin America the Roman
Church has never wrestled with religious pluralism; rather, it has enjoyed
temporal and spiritual hegemony for 500 years. It is not easy for the Lat-
in Catholic hierarchy to open spiritual space on a voluntary basis, but un-
til they open this arena, the tensions will remain.

During 1994, well-known North American figures Charles Colson
and Fr. John Neuhaus convened a common-cause consultation in light of
the avalanche of anti-Christian propaganda and destructive attacks on
common virtue and Judaeo-Christian values in the United States. They
published a document, “Evangelicals and Catholics Together,” also
called “The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium,” and appended
the list of prominent evangelicals and Catholics who had signed it or lat-
er endorsed it.55 The declaration provoked a bracing debate in the USA
amongst evangelicals. However, a number of observers—whether Latin,
from the USA or other nations—felt that the declaration was too culture-
specific; that it went beyond “co-belligerent” cooperation and moved
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into theology and mission; what’s more, it did not clarify that it spokeex-
clusively for the USA context and was not to be generalized in the rest of
the world.

Latin American Catholicism is unique and therefore distinct from its
North American branch. It must be understood within its particular his-
tory, its context, its own religious language and values. But neither is it
the monolithic force of yesteryear, for the Roman Church struggles with
its own internal (livisions, and its leadership is attempting to understand
and respond to the major crises in their church. Meanwhile, evangelicals
must demonstrate a gracious spirit to all who differ with them on founda-
tional biblical understanding. They must guard their attitudes and public
judgments against Catholics. At the same time, Latin evangelicals must
not he denied “hispanidad” identity simply because they are not Cath-
olics. Nor do they want to be called “sects” (few understand how these
categories are used in the sociology of religion). But they will remain
firm on the meaning and process of salvation, for it defines what itmeans
to be “Christian.” And they will not restrain their enthusiastic proclama-
tion of the whole gospel to all who will hear the message. This is part of
their spiritual genetic code. The people of the Book simply cannot be si-
lent in spite of the crises of cultural Christians, modernity, secularization
and the explosion of the occult. To them Christ is the answer.

Whither Latin American Evangelicals As We Approach the Third
Millennium?

It is not certain what evangelicals will do with some of their internal
challenges. I briefly and with broad strokes sketch a future here in a di-
alectic tension. These eight points bearwatching over the next decades.

First, the battle between profound renewal and maturity over norn-
inalism and cultural evangelicalisni. Numerical growth is encouraging,
even though statistics are imprecise. But we must ask again the lhard
questions, “What is church?” and “What is growth?” “What about the
problem of ‘former evangelicals’?” Internal weaknesses and open here-
sies—from other regions as well as Latin species—will seep into the
churches and sap their vitality. The churches must facehead-on the crisis
of the Latin family and articulate better answers in light of modernity’s
impact. The Spirit of God must be invited to renew decaying evangelical
churches.

Second, the struggle between evangelical mutual acceptance and in-
terdependency versus isolationisni and critical divisionisni. There is a
sad division virus loose in the Body of Christ, and it manifests itself lo-
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cally and nationally. At times it is open, other times more subtle. It pits
Pentecostal against Pentecostal, charismatic against charismatic, Pen-
tecostal against charismatic, non-Pentecostal against charismatic, non-
Pentecostal against non-Pentecostal, traditional denomination against
Fifth Wave church. The Spanish spirit of the independent “yo!” is alive
and deadly. Late in 1994, the WEF-related Confratemity of Evangelicals
of Latin America (CONELA) held its fourth general assembly in Costa
Rica. This movement has great promise for biblical unity. But it awaits
visionary, godly and gifted leadership which understands the potential in-
fluence of national and regional fellowships, and which will set a course
with bold programs geared to the life of the churches. Meanwhile, a few
national movements as well as sub-regional ones will increasingly and
effectively address their needs.

Third, the tension between relevancy and biblical contextualization
versus the super-spiritualization of the faith. There is a hermeneutical
struggle going on in every Christian community. Christians must be en-
couraged and equipped to face the insidious enemies filtering in through
the spirit of modernity, secularization and materialism. Latin theological
leaders, pastors and those preparing for ministry must be equipped for
the challenge of ongoing contextualization. Expatriate missionaries and
organizations have a genuine contribution to make in this regard. The
church must be equipped to confront the black powers of the occult
which are openly active in every Latin nation.

Fourth, effective equipping of leadership for ministry versus in-
formal volunteerisnz. The models of leadership development are legion,
and function at all levels. But most formal educational delivery systems
are still costly to create, fund, staff, and produce graduates. They do have
their strategic place and we affirm it. A very small number of schools of-
fer degrees beyond the masters, but most Latins must yet travel “North”
for doctoral study. But then, others ask, “Do we need Latins with doc-
toral degrees?” There are two major entry points to ministry, with one
route coming through formal theological study and the other emerging
“on the march.” How they relate to and influence eachother in the future
will profoundly influence the Latin churche.s

Fifth, involvement in the crises of society and political governance
versus spiritualized isolationism. The genie of evangelical political ac-
tion is out of the bottle and will probably never be stuffed back in. But
what forms will it take in the future? Will evangelical parties be es-
tablished that have no hope of winning national victory? Too many ev-
angelicals in politics are naive, have been manipulated or have lost their
vibrant faith while in power. This latter case comes from nonexistent ac-
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countability as well as weak pastoral ministry to public servants. Who
will offer stable guidance to these political activists?

Sixth, polarized polemics between Catholics and evangelicals ver-
sus mutual respect. The former know they are losing influence and space
to the latter, and it makes them uneasy. Some evangelicals still suffer
from the ghetto mncntality of a persecuted minority. Evangelicals are still
being persecuted for their faith from different opponents. The Chamula
Indians of Southern Mexico (religious persecution)55 and the Quechua
believers in Peru (political persecution) are just two examples. The Cath-
olic attitude of “hispanidad” which identifies Latins intrinsically as Cath-
olics simply must be laid to rest.

Seventh, the tension between mono-cultural evangelization and
cross-cultural mission, whether national or international, continental or
inter-continental. The number of evangelical churches with cross-
cultural vision is still low. This must change as they are challenged bib-
lically and then mobilized to broader mission. In Latin America, church-
based missions will continue to carry the day, but church leaders must
break old molds and attitudes. Missiological literature must be developed
by Latin writers and theologians, as well as by the practitioners. The im-
perative Latin missions infrastructure must be developed for the move-
ment to be truly viable. This challenge focuses on three areas: the pre-
candidate phase of screening, primarily by the local church; the pre-field
training plhase; and the field ministry phase which requires supervision,
shepherding and strategizing.

Eighth, the spirit of interdependent partnership versus control and
neo-paternalism by expatriate organizations. This is a word to inter-
national organizations with vested interests in Latin America, whether
they be funding bodies, denominations, parachurch organizations or mis-
sion agencies. Control nhust pass to the grass roots, and decisions mnust be
made by those directly affected by the decisions. In the providence of
God a few more Latin leaders have been appointed to governing boards
of Western agencies with ministry in Latin America. On the continent we
see more and more expatriate missionaries serving under Latin lead-
ership. But much remains to be done. Expatriate missionaries fronh all
nations continue to be welcomed . . . if they come with the true spirit of
servanthood. They may have to pay a high price, a painful reality under-
stood by the families of the five New Tribes missionaries (two of them
now martyrs) and one from Wycliffe who were kidnapped in Panama
and Colombia in the last two years. We will pray until we rejoice in the
release of the others.
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A Final Word

Crisis and lhope are woven into this entire section. Am I hopeful
now? Yes. Am I naive about Latin America’s history and Christianity? I
trust not. The future of Christianity in Latin America lies in its commit-
ment to biblical truth unleashed in relevance and power. ¡Maranatha!
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Catholicism and

Liberation Theology Today

Emilio Antonio Núñez C.

Some important events that have taken place both inside and outside
the Roman Catholic Church deserve a few comments in this addendum
to our book.

The Fall ofthe Berlin Wall and Liberation Theology

When the first edition of this book was published (1989), the com-
munist system in Eastern Europe was crumbling. On November 9, 1989,
the government of the German Democratic Republic decided to open the
border to the West, and later on the Berlin Wall, the well-known symbol
of the cold war, fell down. The collapse of Soviet power is of transcen-
dental importance for all nations on earth. There is no peace on earth yet;
but the confrontation between the Soviet Union and the United States of
America for world supremacy seems to have come to an end. In the area
of theological reflection, the undeniable failure of Soviet socialism has
raised some interesting questions.

For instance, some people ask: Did Liberation Theology collapse
with the Berlin Wall? This question seems reasonable in view of the ac-
cusation that Liberation Theology is Marxist. In fact, this accusation is
made in the Instruction on Some Aspects of Liberation Theology, pub-
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lished by the Holy See, under the direction of Cardinal Ratzinger in
1984.

The use of the “Marxist analysis of society” in Liberation Theology
is strongly criticized by the Instruction. For their part, liberation theo-
logians argue that the use of the “Marxist. analysis” does not mean that
Liberation Theology accepts the whole system of Marxist thought. Juan
Luis Segundo, a prominent liberation theologian from Uruguay, affirms
that there is no unanimity among liberation theologians as to the extent in
which they use the “Marxist analysis of society.” He adds that there are
no two liberation theologians who agree in regard to the degree in which
the atheistic conviction is a central element of Marxism. Besides, he
says, there is no liberation theologian who can be accused of being athe-
istic. He is not convinced of the impossibility of separating the “Marxist
analysis of society” from Marxist philosophy.’

Some liberation theologians insist that in the academic world it is
usual to make reference to Marx without accepting, for instance, his in-
terpretation of human existence as a totality. This interpretation leaves
out the reality and the demands of the Christian faith. They say that even
John Paul II makes use, in his encyclical Laborem exercens, of Marxist
categories, such as alienation, exploitation, means of production, pro-
ductive relations, and praxis, although the pope is against Marxism.2

In a paper published in 1991, Enrique D. Dussel says that Liberation
Theology was not originated by the Marxist analysis of society. It was
born out of Latin American reality. It was originated by Christian praxis,
by the faith of the church. “It is on the road of liberating praxis that Lib-
eration Theology comes in touch with Marxism.” Dussel explains that
Liberation Theology uses “a certain type of marxism,” excluding other types
of this socialist system, either in an implicit or explicit way.3 “[T]he
marxism used by liberation theologians is the sociological and economic
marxism that in Latin America emphasized the concept of ‘dependence,’
the sociology of ‘dependence’ in its criticism to functionalism and de-
velopmentalism in Latin America.”4 Liberation Theology is far away, ac-
cording to Dussel, from Stalinist dogmatism, or from “philosophical
marxism.”5 He would also say that Liberation Theology has not col-
lapsed with the Berlin Wall. This would be also the opinion of the Chi-
lean Jesuit P. Richard who has said that “marxism is not the big problem
of Liberation Theology.”6

Speaking of “the instrumental use of marxism,” Leonardo Boff and
his brother Clodovis Boff admit that liberation theologians have assumed
“some methodological indications” that are valuable in understanding the
universe of the oppressed. For instance, the great importance of econom-
ic factors, the emphasis on class struggle, and the deceiving power of ide-
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ologies. At the same time, the Boff brothers affirm that liberation theo-
logians have assumed a critical attitude towards Marxism. Marx may be
accepted as a “fellow traveler,” not as “the leader” in the effort to liberate
thepoor. To liberation theologians “the materialism and atheism of Marx
has not been a temptation.”7

On the other hand, Pierre Bigó, a Jesuit priest, concludes that “the
marxist analysis of society is closely related, in a symbiotic way, to the
global theory. . . To respect the analysis is to swallow the theory. The at-
tempt to separate from the theory the analysis, would require a change so
radical in the analysis, that this one would be marxist only in an equiv-
ocal way.”8

It is evident that liberation theologians, such as Gustavo Gutiérrez
M., have admiration for Marx, and they see a Latin American socialistic
system as the answer to our economical, social and political problems.
He says that the new insights coming from Marx enabled humankind to
have initiatives which

ought to assure the change from the capitalistic mode of
production to the socialistic mode, that is to say, to one
oriented towards a society in which persons can begin to
live freely and humanly. They will have controlled na-
ture, created the conditions for a socialized production of
wealth, done away with private acquisition of excessive
wealth, and established socialism.9

Gutiérrez seems to quote with approval the declarations made by
radical leftist priests in Latin America. For instance, he citesthe Mexican
bishop Sergio Méndez Arceo, who asserted:

Only socialism can enable Latin America to achieve true
development. . . I believe that a socialist system is more
in accord with the Christian principles oftrue fellowship,
justice, and peace. . . I do not know what kind ofsocial-
ism, but this is the direction Latin America should go.
For myself, I believe it should be a democratic social-
ism.10

Ofcourse, Gutiérrez agrees with the Argentinian priests who propose “a
Latin American socialism that will promote the advent of the New Hu-
manity.”1’

Gutiérrez has made some changes in his way ofanalyzing our Latin
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American reality. For example, in the Introduction to the new edition of

his Theology ofLiberation (1988), he says:

It is clear, for example, that the theory of dependence,
which was so extensively used in the early years of our
encounter with the Latin American world, is now an in-
adequate tool, because it does not take sufficient account
of the internal dynamics of each country or of the vast
dimensions of the world of the poor. In addition, Latin
American social scientists are increasingly alert to fac-
tors of which they were not conscious earlier and which
show that the world economy has evolved.

He has also confessed that he and other liberation theologians were in
danger of initially adopting a “simplistic position,”2 in analyzing the sit-
uation of poverty.

For the new edition of his book, Gutiérrez has “rewritten” the sec-
tion that in the first edition was entitled “Christian Fellowship and Class
Struggle.” Gutiérrez says that this section, which included some of his
most radical statements, “gave rise to misunderstandings that I want to
clear up. I have rewritten the text in the light of new documents of the
magisterium and by taking other aspects of the subject into account." 13

The title of the new section is “Faith and Social Conflict.” Pierre BigO
points out that the orientation of Gutiérrez’s introductory words to the
new edition of Liberation Theology is different from the rest of the book,
except in the section on social conflict. “There is no evidence of the
marxist tendency in the ‘Introduction.’ Gustavo Gutiérrez is now de-
fending democracy . . . But he does not subject to criticism the marxist
system as a whole.” 14

On September 30, 1991, news came from Brazil that Leonardo Boff
had decided to give up Liberation Theology, because ofthe pressure ex-
ercised upon him by the Vatican, through the Congregation for the De-
fence of the Faith. It is said that Boffsent his letter of resignation to the
prelate of the Franciscan order, Hermann Schalueck. Boff has been a
member of this monastic order. A version of the letter was published by
the Spaniard newspaper El Pals, and then reproduced by the Journal do
Brasii.15

Up to now we do not have a declaration by Boff himself about this
report. But it is widely known that on June, 1992, he announced his de-
cision to leave the Catholic priesthood. Since 1972 he had been ques-
tioned by the Vatican because of his book Jesus Christ the Liberator.
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The publication of his work entitled Church: Charism and Power (1981)
aroused the anger of the hierarchy. He had to meet with the Sacred Con-
gregation in Rome in 1984 to answer questions about his writings. It
seems that the major concern of the hierarchy is that in that book Boff
challenges the validity of the ecclesiastical structures. It was decided to
consign him to “silence” for “an opportune period.” From then on he was
supposed to submit his writing to censorship before publication. Boffhas
declared that the Catholic Church is under a dictatorship that has been
trying to oppress him for the last twenty years. But he is leaving the
priesthood, not the church. He remains in the church as a layman, “to
continue his theological activity in freedom.”6 This freedom includes re-
bellion in his personal life against celibacy. The Brazilian magazine Re-
vista da Folha, November 1993, reveals that Boffhas had a romance with
his secretary, Marcia Miranda, since 1982. She is legally separated from
her husband; but she cannot get married again in the Catholic Church.

The last five years have been quite difficult for liberation theo-
logians. Boff had to leave the priesthood because of his radical views on
the institutional church. Ignacio Ellacurfa and five of his Jesuit col-
leagues were assassinated in El Salvador in November 1989, because of
their ideological and radical identification with the revolutionary army of
that country. At that time, Soviet socialism had started to crumble. Of
course, it is possible to say that in some respects LiberationTheology did
not collapse with the Berlin Wall.

Twenty-three years ago, Gustavo Gutiérrez M. said that his theol-
ogy was “a theology of the road.” It was not a final system of theological
thought; it was an unfinished process, open to change. Some of its chap-
ters would be written later on. And Gutiérrez has demonstrated his will-
ingness to make some adjustments in his way ofthinking.

On the other hand, it is undeniable that after the failure of the Soviet
system, the socialistic inclination of theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez
is questioned more than ever by those who are deeply concerned about
the political mediation proposed by Liberation Theology to solve our so-
cial problems. And if the political mediation cannot be separated from
the philosophical and metaphysical aspects of Marxism, then the founda-
tion of Liberation Theology is badly deteriorated. But liberation theo-
logians believe that sucha separation is possible, as we have seen above.

In a book published in 1991, Jon Sobrino, one of the outstanding lib-
eration theologians in Latin America, affirms:

In some circles Liberation Theology is explained as a
passing fad . . . Unfortunately, it is not a passing fad. .
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Liberation Theology is contextual, and the context de-
mands more liberation than ever. . . In our continent we
are still under oppression, and the statistics indicate that
this oppression in the form of unjust poverty is in-
creasing.17

The Preferential Option for the Poor

Definitely, Liberation Theology is not a passing fad; but an in-
escapable challenge to us evangelicals to consider our social reality and
to contextualize the gospel in Latin America. At the same time we have
to be alert to another attempt to impose a political ideology on the bib-
lical text. After the collapse of Soviet socialism, some people in the
northern part of our continent started to speak about “A New ‘Liberation
Theology’ for the World.” K. E. Grubbs, Jr., Editorial and Commentary
Director, Orange CountyRegister, presents two arguments:

First, that the fall of communism in Central and Eastern
Europe, Nicaragua and elsewhere around the world must
he attributed to faith and the promise of the free market.
Second, that these are precisely the things that lead to
‘moral prosperity’ and the true liberation for all men. 18

It is obvious that if we accept this “new liberation theology” we would
go back to the times when consciously or unconsciously we applied the
ideology of capitalism to the interpretation ofHoly Scriptures. From the
hermeneutical standpoint, we have problems with the socialistic ideology
of liberation theologians, and with the free market ideology of the her-
alds of“A New Liberation Theology. “The authority of God, revealed in
the Bible, is far above all human systems ofthought.

Liberation Theology is alive in Roman Catholicism, especially in
the version accepted by the hierarchy, with emphasis on the preferential
option for the poor. Roman Catholics have always given the poor a place
in their soteriological thinking. The beggars at the entrance of the im-
posing cathedral were quite convenient to gain heaven in exchange for
the alms given to them. It was a soteriology of human merits. But in
practice that was not really designed to liberate the poor from social in-
justice and oppression. Liberation theologians were able to see beyond
the symptoms of poverty to its causes, and proposed a change in our so-
cial structures to liberate the poor.

At a congress of Dominican fathers in Salamanca, Spain, April
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1989, Gustavo Guti&rez said that in his speeches previous to Vatican II,
Pope John XXIII discussed three important themes: (1) the openness of
the church toward the world; (2) ecumenism, namely the openness to-
ward other Christian confessions; and (3) the church of the poor. The
pope said: “In the presence of the underdeveloped countries, the Church
is and wants to be the Church for all, and especially the Church of the
poor.” 19 At the Third Conference of Latin American Bishops, held in
Puebla, Mexico, in 1979, Liberation Theology was not condemned; but
the Documents of Puebla speak of “total liberation,” and “the preferential
option for the poor.” The bishops who participated in the 1992 Fourth
Conference of Latin American Bishops, in Santo Domingo, Dominican
Republic, assumed “with renewed zeal the evangelical and preferential
option for the poor, in continuity with Medellín (1968) and Puebla
(l979).”20

In his encyclical Centesimus annus (on the centennial ofthe Rerurn
novarum, ofLeo XIII), John Paul II says:

The crisis of the marxist system (1989) does not elim-
inate the problems of social injustice and oppression .

To those seeking a new and authentic theory and praxis
of liberation, the Church offers not just its social doc-
trine and, in general, its teachings on the redeemed per-
son by Jesus Christ, but also the concrete commitment to
help in the struggle against margination and suffering.2’

In his social encyclicals, John Paul II has been emphatic in declaring that
the social doctrine of the church is not a “third option” between “liberal
capitalism” and “marxist collectivism.” The model of a free market so-
ciety has demonstrated the failure of Marxism in the effort to build a new
and better society, but coincides with Marxism in reducing humans total-
ly to the sphere ofeconomics, and to the satisfaction ofmaterial needs.

In his message to the Fourth Conference ofLatin American Bishops
in Santo Domingo, October 1992, the pope said:

In continuity with the Conferences of Medellin (1968)
and Puebla (1979), the Church reaffirms the preferential
option for the poor. This is an option based essentially
on the Word of God, not on human sciences or ideol-
ogies, which frequently reduce the poor to socio-
economic and abstract categories. It is a firm and ir-
revocable option . . . The authentic praxis of liberation
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has to be always inspired by the doctrine ofthe Church,
as this doctrine is exposed in the two Instructions of the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (Libertatis
nuntius, 1984; Libertatis conscientia, 1986), which has to
be taken into consideration when dealing with the sub-
ject of the theologies ofliberation.22

The New Evangelization

The basic document for the Conference of Latin American Bishops
in Puebla, 1979, was the exhortation Evangeiii Nuntiandi, written by Paul
VI to promote the evangelization of the world by the Catholic Church.
The Document ofPuebla affirms that Holy Scriptures are supposed to be
“the soul of evangelization.” But the Word of God is revealed both in the
Bible and in the living tradition ofthe church, particularly expressed in
the symbols or professions offaith and dogmas ofthe church. The Scrip-
tures must be read and interpreted under the living faith of the church.
The meaning of the Scriptures, ofthe symbols and dogmatic declarations
of the past does not come out only from the text itself, but from the faith
of the church.23

The Catholic bishops who met at Santo Domingo to participate in
their Fourth Conference (1992), took the opportunity to declare that the
Catholic Church has been evangelizing in Latin America forthe last 500
years. They explain in chapter 1 of their Conclusions that the new ev-
angelization does not mean that the first evangelization is invalidated, or
fruitless. It does not mean the proposal of a new gospel, different from
the first and only gospel of Christ. It does not mean to disregard the first
evangelization. It is the answer to the problems of our continent, in
which there is a divorce between faith and life, to the point of producing
painful situations of injustice, social inequality and violence. It is es-
pecially a call to conversion. It is to have the gospel in active dialogue
with modernity and post-modernity. It is the effort to inculturate the gos-
pel.24

According to the Latin American bishops, the goal of the new ev-
angelization is to form people and communities deeply grounded in their
faith, and to respond to the new situation in which the Latin American
people live as a result of the social and cultural changes of modernity.
Attention must be given to the problems of urbanization, poverty, mar-
gination, materialism, the culture of death, the invasion of the sects, and
religious proposals from different sources.25

The “new evangelization” has meant that we evangelicals suffer
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again unjust criticism and even subtle defamation from some Catholic
hierarchs. There is no doubt that the Catholic Church is alarmed by the
significant growth of the evangelical community in Latin America. Their
“new evangelization” is also an effort to neutralize that growth, and, if
possible, to recuperate lost ground in these countries. To this end, they
are also imitating some of our evangelistic strategies. For example, pub-
lic preaching, door-to-door visitation, singing of evangelical choruses,
and, most significant ofall, home Bible study. The Word of God is pow-
erful to convert the soul, and many Catholics have come to know the
Lord Jesus Christ as their only Savior as a result of having read and stud-
ied the Scriptures. But we know cases of Catholics who have also dis-
covered, in their Bible study, that some cardinal doctrines of Roman Ca-
tholicism are not in keeping with God’s written revelation.

On the other hand, “the new evangelization” means also a re-
inforcement of popular religiosity, which includes, of course, centuries-
old practices of the Catholic Church in Latin America. It is also evident
in the great emphasis given to Mary, mother of Jesus of Nazareth. The
cult of Mary is deeply rooted in the heart ofmany Latin Americans, and
in the heart of John Paul II,who takes every opportunity to express his
Marian devotion. To many people in Latin America, Marian devotion is
the greatest distinctive of Catholicism. The theologians of the Catholic
Church know this aspect of popular religiosity, and they try to reinforce
it both in their doctrine and in their liturgy. On a TV program in Gua-
temala City, behind the preacher there is an image of Mary, as a re-
minder that the broadcast is Catholic. The preacher uses the Bible a great
deal in his sermons, and some people may think that he is a Protestant
evangelist.

John Paul II usually does not finish his sermons, speeches, en-
cyclicals and other writings without honoring Mary. In reality, the motto
he chose for his pontificate is Totus Tuus, which literally means “all be-
longs to you”; and in the case of the pope, “I belong to you, Mary,” with
no reservation whatsoever. In Crossing the Threshold ofHope, his inter-
national best-selling 1994 book, he explains his Marian devotion as a to-
tal surrender to Mary, since the days of his youth. He says that genuine
devotion to Mary “is Christocentric; even more, it is deeply rooted in the
Trinitarian mystery of God, and in the mysteries of the Incarnation and
Redemption.”26 His sincerity, his profound spirituality, and his strong re-
ligious convictions deserve our respect; but in this book which reveals
his innermost being he does not appeal directly to the Scriptures to sup-
port his Marian devotion. His argument is theological and existential. He
depends on a theological deduction, and on the memories of his early
youth.
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Evidently, in the pontificate of John Paul II, the mother of Jesus is
“the star of the evangelization,” according to the desire expressed by
Paul VI in his encyclical Evangelii Nuntiandi (1975).

The Ecumenism ofJohn Paul II

On more than one occasion we may have asked ourselves whether
the strongly conservative John Paul Ills really following the steps ofhis
predecessors John XXIII and Paul VI in his attitude toward the ecu-
menical cause. The final answer to this question will be given, after his
death, by those historians who will evaluate his pontificate. For the time
being, he has not been really enthusiastic in promoting the ecumenical
cause in Latin America. At least, when he visited Central America eleven
years ago, ecumenism was not one of his favorite subjects. On the occa-
sion of his first visit to Mexico in 1979, news came about the dis-
appointment experienced by some Protestant leaders when they saw the
extreme form of Marianism displayed by the pontiff to please the multi-
tudes.

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that John Paul II is ecumenical, in
complete agreement with Vatican II. In regard to the relationship of the
church to non-Christian religions, the council declared: “The Catholic
Church rejects nothing which is true in these religions.”27 John Paul II
comments that instead of being concerned about the existence of so
many religions, we should rather marvel at the many elements that all of
them have in common. He says that all the religions have the semina Ver-
bi (seeds of the Logos) which the Holy Spirit uses to do his work outside
the church.28

At the same time the pope affirms that the Catholic Church is nec-
essary for salvation, because the Vatican Council II has declared that the
church, “constituted and organized in the world as a society, subsists in
the Catholic Church,” and because “it is through Christ’s Catholic
Church alone, which is the all embracing means of salvation, that the
fullness of the means of salvation can be obtained.”29 There is salvation
outside the Catholic Church, but it is an incomplete salvation. In the final
analysis, the ecumenical dream of Catholicism is that all human beings,
even the animist and the atheist, will be integrated to the one church that
subsists in the Roman Catholic Church—”the sacrament ofsalvation for
the whole world.”

It is true that in some respects the Catholic Church is the same; but
although (superficially at least) her distinctive and fundamental dogmas
remain unchanged, she has experienced several changes in response to
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internal and external pressures; and she has to go through more changes
in the years to come. We pray that the Catholic Church may change in
complete submission to God’s written revelation, under the ministry of
the Holy Spirit.
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Mission, Missions and

Missionaries in Latin America
William Taylor

So many of my thoughts on Latin America crystallized during that
long predawn ride from Maracay to the Caracas airport. I had spent a
packed week of ministry in the country, with the honor of staying with
some dear national friends; and now I was returning to my family. The
ride with Jorge and Roberto became a transforming moment as we came
to grips with issues raised in this book: the history and reality of Latin
America, both strengths and weaknesses; the Latin idiosyncracies; re-
ligious cunents surging through the continent; the role of a minority ev-
angelical church in an increasingly hostile secular and Catholic world;
the mission ofthe churches of Christ in the Latin American context; the
nature of evangelical contextualization and ministerial preparation;
crosscultural missions; and finally, the crucial role of the foreign mis-
sions and missionaries.

Jorge (the analytical teacher) and his colleague Roberto (the pastor),
together with their wives, represented the essence and promise of ev-
angelicals in Latin America. Both could have taken a secular vocation
and made more money, but both were intensely committed to Christ, to
his churches, to leadership training, to Christian literature, to theological
reflection based on the Word and from Latin America. They symbolized
hope; and I was proud to know them, to share with them, to learn from
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them, to interact seriously with them, to be their friend, and to laugh, cry
and pray together. It was a great ride to the airport, and as the dawn light
conquered the night, I intuitively sensed that Jorge and Roberto also rep-
resented Christ’s light overcoming Latin America’s spiritual darkness.

A REVIEW OF THE TERRITORY WE HAVE COVERED

As I look back over the previous chapters, 1 congratulate readers for
coming this far. We have traveled much and perhaps you are weary of
details and statistics, of the overwhelming number of topics apparently
important to Latin America. You now need to sift through the material,
to evaluate and reason, seeking discernment ofthe Lord, looking toward
some kinds of decisions you might need to make. But let us review the
territory once more.

Our first major section of the book dealt with a number of themes.
We attempted to survey the Latin American scenario; we delved into the
history in search of understanding; we were hit in the face with the acute
human crises of Latin America’s population; we viewed the spiritual di-
mensions, marking the Latin openness to messages of hope and power;
we risked a personal evaluation of the Latin American personality.

Then we moved to other issues, examples of evangelical contextual-
ization from Latin America. We examined the different Christs of the
continent; we spent a serious amount of time working through an under-
standing of Roman Catholicism in Latin America; we were exposed to
the challenge of doing theology based on the Word and from the Latin
context; and finally we evaluated the call for evangelical social re-
sponsibility and concluded with a study ofthe nature of the church’s mis-
sion.

And now what? What is my responsibility as well as yours as we
wrap up this book? Clearly we as authors want you the reader to con-
clude our time together with a solid understanding of what Latin america
really is today, as a result of evaluating her history and culture. We want
you to increase your sensitivity to the unique factors that make up this
kaleidoscopic mosaic, this rich tapestry of Latin America. We want to
promote in you a genuine love for the continent’s culture and its people,
a love that ultimately must come as part of the love of Christ.

But there is yet more. And I suggest that we conclude with some
brief final observations on two critical topics: the nature of the church’s
mission in Latin America, and then the role of the foreign mission and its
missionaries.
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THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH WITHIN
THE CONTEXT OF LATIN AMERICA

I trust you were careful to sense the heartbeat of my friend and co-
author as he developed his topics, particularly the mission of the church
in Latin America. This concern probes directly into the heart of many is-
sues that have provoked serious polemic for evangelicals in today’s
world.

The Issues

We are here speaking ofthe nature of the gospel and of the church
and its biblical and contemporary mission. We cannot afford to ignore
the cry of the people living on the underside of history. Nor can we ca-
pitulate to the demands of a purely political gospel of societal trans-
formation. As I interact with and read the writings ofkey Latin American
evangelicals, I see that they call for a biblical balance that takes into ac-
count the human socio-spiritual problems of people who do not live in a
context of Anglo-Saxon prosperity. These committed men—Padilla, Es-
cobar, Arana, Nüfiez, and others—are challenging us to reread Scripture
with the insight and discernment that the Holy Spirit can give when there
is also sensitivity to different histories and cultures.

The plea is to consider a complete and integrated gospel that deals
with the fundamental spiritual alienation ofhumanity from God, an alien-
ation that splinters all the relationships that humans sustain: those to
God, to oneself, and to others. No serious Latin evangelical wants to
dump the gospel and adopt mere humanistic reformation. But they do say
that the social implications of the gospel are clear in Scripture and must
be made clear today in the demands of the biblical gospel. Social re-
sponsibility must never become a substitute for the gospel, for there is no
true gospel without the person and work of Jesus Christ. But at the same
time, the gospel and social responsibility are intimately related. In some
cases the social responsibility prepares the way for the gospel as Chris-
tian compassion is incarnated; in other cases it accompanies the gospel
proclamation as a full partner; and in still other instances it is a product
of the gospel.

We also are dealing with the issue of contextualization, that prickly
and misunderstood task of churches around the world. Ifthe Scripture is
to have contemporary impact equal to that experiencedby its first readers
and hearers, then we must dedicate ourselves to the task of examining
how this can take place within Latin American realities. As Latin ev-
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angelicals commit themselves to contextualization, their task will call for
godly humility and trust. Humility is imperative for all because nation-
alistic pride can destroy the best Christian minds. Trust is imperative be-
cause the Holy Spirit must be their guide. In particular, Anglo-Saxons
must trust the Spirit to lead their Latin colleagues. The postulates, pro-
cess, and products may threaten some, but ultimately the matter calls for
trust and prayer.

In the providence of the Lord, he may call Latin churches and lead-
ers to take routes uncommon to the countries of the northern hemisphere.
Latin American evangelicals need to develop more bonds with their
brothers and sisters in Africa and Asia who have experienced similar his-
tories of colonization and underdevelopment. And we can praise God for
the vast number of gifted Christian men and women in the Two-Thirds
World who arc very capable of sharing the work of contextualization.
There will he different emphases than in the North. These will be based
on gifts, vocations, objectives, and the particularhistorical context being
lived out. Latin American church history must increasingly be written
and proclaimed by Latins themselves. They are capable and willing, and
members of the Body of Christ worldwide will be enriched as we listen
to one another.

A Full-Orbed Thrust

The power of the gospel in its fullness must be proclaimed in Latin
America. This means the utilization of all the vast resources of God’s
people on the continent. It means a clear understanding of the un-
adulterated essence ofthe life-saving gospel that brings eternal salvation.
We may have to re-examine and probably restructure some ofthe made-
to-order-market-tested-gospel-formulas. But the centrality of the life and
ministry of Christ, his death and resurrection, must be the core of the
proclamation and persuasion.

We must preach the powerful gospel, power that transforms lives,
families, vocations, communities, and even nations when fully un-
leashed. We will be called upon to understand and practice spiritual war-
fare, to understand powerful encounters with demonic forces that operate
openly in the occult and spiritist worlds as well as in socio-political are-
nas. We must call Latin Americans to repentance before the Lamb, and
we must call them to an understanding of the implications of a commit-
ment to Christ that goes beyond easy-believism and a shallow Christian
life. Believers must be confronted with their responsibilities before the
Lord not only to evangelize but also to live out the gospel and its full im-
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plications in the social dimension.
The church in Latin America has generally been self-propagating,

self-governing, and self-financing. Now the fourth “self’ must conic,
seif-theologizing. This includes doing theology in Latin America, pre-
paring people for ministry through all forms of theological education
(formal, nonformal, and even informal), modeling, mentoring, and writ-
ing. This task is not easy. Perhaps it will call for greater development of
international and intercultural theological communities and fellowships
where the richness of varied heritages and experiences are focused on
self-theologizing. We must pray in particular for the individuals and
groups dedicated to theological reflection based on the Word but who op-
erate within the Latin world.

A WORD TO FOREIGN MISSION AGENCIES
WORKING IN LATIN AMERICA

A very significant ceremony took place at COMIBAM in November
1987. The beginning ofthat historic congress was marked by a poignant
ceremony of celebration—a time of thanksgiving for the foreign mis-
sionaries who left Europe and North America to bring the gospel and es-
tablish churches and institutions in Latin America. Latin Americans
spoke in magnificent Spanish and Portuguese, thanking God for the leg-
acy. Then a veteran North American former missionary to Latin America
responded. God was praised, the thousands clapped with enthusiasm, and
prayer was raised in thanksgiving, coupled with the realization of the
enormous responsibility that lay upon Latin evangelicals. Speakers also
frankly underscored the shortcomings of the foreign missionary during
COMIBAM. I was one ofthose.

As I talk with Latin Christians, the vast majority are openly thankful
to the expatriate missionaries and agencies that work in Latin America.
In spite of the plethora of limitations and mistakes, there is appreciation.
I frankly asked my Venezuelan friends Robert and Jorge: “What is the
place of the foreign mission and missionary in Latin America today? Do
you still want us?” There was quietness in the car as we sped toward the
airport. Both of them pondered the question, an honest query that called
for an honest answer. Then Jorge spoke: “Yes, there is a place today,
hut—” The “but” is crucial, for as we interacted with the topic both men
spoke with heat and conviction of the benefits and then the unfortunate
errors of Anglo-Saxon agencies and missionaries.

Let me focus on the missionary agencies for now. Patrick Johnstone
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reports that there are about 11,544 foreign missionaries in Latin America
today.’ How many agencies only God knows, but the thirteenth edition
of the Mission Handbook: North American Protestant Ministries Over-
seas lists the major ones.2 My concern right now is not for the number of
agencies or for increasing their number and size. I am more concerned
about the leadership of the foreign agencies working in Latin America. I
assume that these leaders operate with high Christian motives and that
they are ultimately led by the love of Christ, albeit in some cases they are
misguided. What can be done to stimulate more culturally sensitive for-
eign mission agencies? Here are a few lines ofthought.

How many of these organizations have Latin representation on their
boards? Precious few, if my sources are correct. There are all kinds of
reasons given, but they do not hold water today. Too many agencies are
built upon the North American transnational corporation model. Anglo
boards make decisions based on executive leadership input. Discussions
are obviously in English, a fact that probably cannotbe obviated fornow.
But too many times decisions affecting the Latin American churches are
made without an iota of Latin input. Is this the right way to do God’s
business? And the same is true for those missions that work in Africa,
Asia, the South Pacific, and Europe. There must be national repre-
sentation. To excuse this lack with “Well, there just are not any qualified
Latins” or “It just costs too much money to have them travel to our meet-
ings” is simply not right.

Secondly, agencies are challenged to take decision-making pro-
cesses to their fields of service, where there is greater direct access to
godly Latin American leaders. Perhaps we need to rethink our entire au-
thority structure in light of the demands ofinternational partnership in or-
der for the agenda to be guided and informed by national thinking. Sure-
ly national input is needed for decisions that affect institutional budgets
and construction, the placing of missionaries and their orientation, and
the setting of goals and priorities. It requires a painful transition. Mis-
takes will be made once again during the transitional process, but the re-
sults will ultimately outweigh the problems.

Thirdly, foreign agencies with formal institutions must make sure
that local national boards are developed to assume full responsibility for
those ministries. There will in all probability be an ongoing financial and
staff partnership with the agency, but ultimate authority must reside in
the local board. Tragic mistakes have been made in the past in the entire
nationalization process; and the evangelical camp has lost more than one
institution in Latin America. But this should not deter the process of se-
rious nationalization, including the ultimate ownership of the properties.
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Fourth, a word to the newer ministries coming to Latin America in
recent years, whether youth organizations, specialized groups, or the in-
ternational television experts invading Latin America with a high-tech
gospel, capitalism, and expensive methodology. Beware of what is being
done with the vast amounts of personnel, time, funds, and equipment. Be
sensitive to the local churches and leadership, which will generally with-
hold their evaluation and opinions until asked. Some groups should stay
“home.”

Completely stop buying off with money and the promise of prestige
those gifted church leaders who are dedicated to local congregational
ministries. Obviously the Lord can lead them to change their ministries,
but this decision should be made without financial temptation. Some
years ago while I taught at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in Il-
linois, an international recruiter ofa large North American agency spoke
with me. He knew ofmy experience in Latin America and asked me for
the names of Latins who could fill seven key positions in their work. I
frankly told him that I did know of people, but that I was reluctant to
give the names, for the above-stated reasons. This prompted a most inter-
esting discussion on the place of money and ministry in Two-Thirds
World recruitment.

Fifth, all foreign-based ministries must re-examine the challenges of
partnership in mission in Latin America. Some agencies still sadly con-
tinue subsidizing pastor’s salaries, thereby further promoting the de-
pendence and paternalism. This practice should be terminated at the lo-
cal-church level. Ministry and economic partnerships are still needed at
the institutional and capital-investment end, guided by constant dialogue.
Scholarship programs that will provide further training in Latin America,
Africa, Asia, Europe, or North America are greatly needed for gifted
leaders. Theological institutions, literature ministries, development pro-
jects, and other strategic outreaches need foreign partners—personnel
and finances.

The vast under-reached cities of Latin America require enormous
creativity and investment in terms of evangelism and church planting.
Here is fertile ground for experimenting with new partnership models.
And as new agencies come to Latin America, there is also a challenge for
these agencies themselves to work in cooperation with eachother or with
established national churches. Why duplicate efforts or multiply more
church bodies than already exist? Here is an area calling for evangelical
unity and sharing ofboth tasks and glory.

Finally, now is the time for missions agencies to initiate and hasten
the serious process of organizational contextualization in Latin America.
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Let us do it before tensions rise to the explosion stage. It can be done

wisely, thus avoiding the charges of paternalism and neo-colonialism.

A WORI) TO THE EXPATRIATE MISSIONARIES

IN LATIN AMERICA

Some Initial Thoughts

Are you wanted in Latin America today? Yes, you are, but—and the
“hut” is of crucial importance, presenting a great challenge to the mis-
sionary. If you accept the challenge, the “but” will open doors of loving
relationships and effective communication. In recent years and in prep-
aration for this hook I have asked scores ofLatin American friends what
they think about foreign missionaries—most of whom come from North
America or Europe. I have asked my friends if they still need mis-
sionaries and, if so, what kind of missionary they want.

Significantly, the answers fall into clear patterns. They do want
them to come, hut they want them to live with the people, to learn from
the people, to love the people, to serve the people, to understand their
history, to appreciate their culture, to work alongside and perhaps under
them as time develops. They do not speak—as expatriate missionaries
tend to do—of “Working yourself out of a job.” It is more, “Stay with us
and work until the task is completed. Then move horizontally to another
job.”

My friends Roberto and Jorge affirmed that Venezuela did need
missionaries, “but” they must be sensitive to culture, live outside the An-
glo ghettos, curb their American lifestyle, renounce their paternalism,
work as servants in dialogue with national colleagues, strive to con-
textualize their ministries, and be willing to relocate to areas of major
need, such as under-reached Caracas.

The Fruit of Brainstorming Sessions

On different occasions I have asked Latin Americans to think
through the advice they would give new missionaries to their countries.
Here is their counsel, as well as the creativity of a number of former stu-
dents of mine at the Central American Theological Seminary in Gua-
ternala. I give them to you as they came, requiring you to evaluate each
one on its relative importance and merit.
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Suggestions for New Missionaries
and Their Adaptation to Latin America

1. Remove from your head your great American ideas of how things
should he done here.

2. Do not think you have come to work with uncivilized people.

3. Do not teach so much theory, but practice your teaching in your life.
Show us how it works in real life as you model the truth.

4. Read about Latin America and my country. Find out who ourbest
authors are.

5. Have more contact with the people, not only in the churches but in
your social life.

6. Live at an adequate level, neither too high above us nor too low be-
low us. Adapt your lifestyle to the people with whom you work.

7. Do not talk in English when there are people present who do not un-
derstand it. This is rude on your part, and we tend to suspect that you
are talking about us.

8. Do not impose yourAmerican customs on us or belittle ours. Do not
try to make us into little North Americans.

9. Do something to meet the social needs ofour people, whether it be
literacy, relief, ordevelopment projects.

10. Do not feel that you are superior to us. We cansense pride even in
small amounts. You came to serve in humility, and it is best that you
not compare cultures, trying to prove yours is better.

11. Show love to people as you do in your country, and then learn how
we do it here.

12. Learn our language well: our sayings and proverbs, our youth slang
if appropriate, our subjunctive, our regional and national accents.

13. Try to learn our language so well that you speak without a foreign
accent.
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14. Read about our continental and national heroes: Bolivar, Miranda,
Juárez, San Martin, and others.

15. Be willing to accept our suggestions. That may hurt, but we want to
help. You have to accept them with humility. Learn the meaning of
Proverbs27:6 and 17.

16. Watch the way you speak to us. We are very sensitive to the tone of
voice and the choice ofwords. We are touchy people.

17. Be more diplomatic in your relationships with us. Do not greet us as
you gringos greet eachother. You seem too cold and distant. Ask
about our families and our personal lives.

18. Learn to touch us appropriately. You people seem very cold in hu-
man relations. There is nothing like a greatabrazo.

19. See yourself as a co-equal with us, neither higher nor lower.

20. Develop serious and deep friends from amongus, people with whom
you can be transparent and vulnerable. This will take time and is
costly. But you can ask them about the intimate things, about ideas
and other topics. This step is risky, for the closer you get to us the
more unhappy you might make yourmissionary colleagues.

21. Love without talking about it. Just show it.

22. Show that you lovingly expect much from us without coming across

as a paternalistic chief.

23. Make disciples among us, leaving a human and reproducible legacy

when you leave.

24. Eat and like our food,not just Pizza Hut and McDonald’s. We also

like to know what you eat at home as a family.

25. Learn to dress like Latins, using our styles and fabrics.

26. Be more flexible in terms of time. Slow down! Why are you always
in a hurry, looking at your watch? There is more to life than time.
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27. Learn and appreciate ourmusic and instruments, both folk and clas-

sical.
28. Drop the terms pounds and miles, and then learn to give weights and

distances in kilos and kilometers.

29. Struggle honestly with our struggles: social, historical, cultural,
church, and Christian life. Do not just give us capitalistic answers,
and do not reduce societal problems to simplistic spiritual solutions.

30. Learn to read the Bible from our perspective and culture. You will
have to work at this, but it is worth it. Note how much of the Bible
was written to people who lived in violence, injustice, and political
uncertainty.

31. Remember that we think differently from the way you do, and our
problem-solving is different from yours. Learn how we do it.

32. Come and stay with us for a long time. Short terms are shortcuts
many times.

33. At the same time, be bold enough to examine whether or not you
should stay in Latin America as a missionary. Perhaps some ofyou
should return home, particularly if you cannot adjust here, or do not
know why you came, or are having serious family problems, or can-
not work with us.

Two Farewells ofMissionaries

I shall never forget two contrasting farewells given to two different
North American missionary families in Latin America. In one ofthe cas-
es I was driving through a certain Central American country and dropped
in to visit a pastor friend. The church rang with chatter and laughter.
“What’s going on?” I asked. The pastor replied frankly, “Well, we are
giving a farewell party to a missionary family that is returning to their
country. But to he honest, most of us don’t know when they came, what
they did, and why they are leaving. But we are giving a party.” What
stunningly sober words. A ministry of nothingness, leaving behind noth-
ing. Surely other facets could explain the case, and probably the mis-
sionary couple was about to return home in profound frustration and de-
feat. But unfortunately, cases such as this true one represent a current
reality in Latin America.
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The other case was radically different. At the farewell service one
veteran Latin Christian took the microphone and spoke warmly. “This
missionary family leaves us, for a time. But from them we have learned
many things: how to love the Lord and His church; how to love our
spouses and children, and I in particular have learned this from them,
even how to love our own culture, for their home is decorated with our
art and artifacts. We will miss them, but they have left a legacy of trans-
formed lives. They leave, but live with us still.”

Leave a Legacy

I learned this lesson from my own parents and their ministry in Lat-
in America: Leave a legacy. When my wife and I first drove to Costa
Rica for language study in 1968, 1 found my father’s footprints all over
the country. He had indelibly marked lives, from humble campesinos to
future presidential candidates. On one occasion I spoke with a Costa Ri-
can pastor, and as we shared experiences I asked him how he had come
to the Lord. It had been through my father, and now he was pastoring the
church where as a lad I had accepted Christ through my father’s min-
istry! As I traveled throughout Central America the same story came out
time after time—men and women in the ministry because a young mis-
sionary had led them to Christ or had encouraged them to serve the Lord
and his church. On one occasion I spoke at the chapel service at John
Brown University. To my amazement I met a young student from Costa
Rica whose grandparents had come to Christ through my parents’ min-
istry. The reverberations continue.

I grew up with a living model of a modern Barnabas, a man who in
biblical (lays quietly worked to bring people to Christ. He apparently did
not have the powerful personality of Paul, or his eloquence. But humanly
speaking, without Barnabas the church would be poor. This unassuming
man left behind a phenomenal legacy: the church at Antioch, the very
apostle Paul himself, and the gospel writer John Mark.

Barnabas becomes a model for today’s missionary to Latin Amer-
ica, and by extension this can he applied to mission agencies. Expatriate
missionaries as well as Latin leaders could well learn from Barnabas.
What is the legacy you wish to leave behind? Make sure you do your
work in the power of the Spirit; with a spirit of true humility; with a
gradual identification with and bonding to Latin America, recognizing
that this takes time; with a genuine love for people. Invest in the process
of reproducing disciples who at the same time are given the liberty to de-
velop according to their own personalities.
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I am impressed that Barnabas did not demonstrate paternalism. Nor
did he cling to his position of power in Antioch or on the first missionary
journey. He became a beautiful model for the foreign missionary by the
way he passed the leadership to his assistant, Paul. In Acts 13 we see
how from the references to “Barnabas and Saul” we shift to “Paul and
Barnabas.” What happened here? A friend has called this “The GreatRe-
nunciation”—that is, Barnabas renounced his position of leader and
transferred the torch into the hands of his brilliant and gifted assistant,
Paul. Barnabas thus becomes a paradigm for today’s missionary: go out
and work with a ministry, or start one; then develop other leaders to work
with you and learn from you; keep the future in focus, and then begin the
process of the total transfer of responsibility and authority; if necessary,
move on to anotherministry in God’s kingdom.

Where Are Missionaries Needed Today in Latin America?

The question of where missions are needed today in Latin America
is crucial to the role any expatriate missionary would play in that con-
tinent. At the conclusion to chapter 4, I mentioned a variety of areas
where the Latin American churches need partners. Let me look at these
areas again.

First, missionaries are needed to reach the unreached peoples of Lat-
in America. These include those Indian populations with little or no gos-
pel witness, some needing a Bible translation. Wycliffe Bible Translators
report in the tenth edition of their Ethnologue that Latin American coun-
tries have 191 languages with definite and potential needs for Bible
translation.3 But let us also include among the unreached groups the ec-
onomic and social elites; military offiers; Indian, labor, and peasant of-
ficials; media leaders; university professors; and national intellectuals.
And surely there are others.

A second group to consider is that of the under-reached populations.
Include here the megacities, with Caracas and Mexico City showing that
evangelicals have not taken seriously the challenge to establish vital
churches in all the neighborhoods of these cities. While some ministries
labor among university students (with the IFES-related groups the
strongest), the vast majority of strategic students are not being touched
by a powerful witness to Jesus Christ. Such a witness requires an under-
standing of apologetics from the Latin-American and not the Anglo-
Saxon perspective. This means coming to grips with the claims of social-
ism and Marxism, critiquing capitalism for its basic greed motive, and
pointing people to the One who alone brings purpose in life and life ever-
lasting.
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Yet another group, unreached or under-reached, are those living on
the absolute underside of history. They are the street kids, the prostitutes
and pimps, the dump dwellers. They are the most obviously hopeless;
and ministry to them cannot be at a distance. It requires unusual in-
carnational commitment that, frankly, few Christians possess.

A fourth area of ministry is that which clusters together relief and
developmental projects. The priority must be on tasks that provide long-
term incentives and personal participation. These can be specifically fo-
cused, such as basic sanitation or portable water projects, housing and re-
settlement programs. They can be geared to helping the little en-
trepreneur or small-project businessperson, such as Opportunity Inter-
national (formerly IIDI), does. World Vision and World Relief have re-
focused their programs less on relief and more on preventive and de-
velopmental projects, and this is a good sign. Such ministries must be
seen as just that, ministries. They may require graduate degrees in inter-
national development as well as profound cultural sensitivity.

Yet another need calls for partners in ministerial preparation, from
the most popular level Bible institute or correspondence course all the
way up to higher degrees in theological and missiological studies. As of
today, no evangelical seminary in Latin America offers a doctorate in
theology, but the plethora of programs operating are enough to daunt the
researcher in this area. The continent requires a major commitment to the
full utilization of all models of theological education, from extension
(born in Guatemala in 1963) to residence programs (one of the largest
and strongest is also in Guatemala), to anything else that works. Theo-
logical institutions must bravely accept Latin America’s challenges from
both the secular and spiritual courts. There is a desperate need for re-
newal and sharing ofexperiences and resources.

In the sixth place let me mention the specialized ministries that fo-
cus on leadership development, evangelism training and crusades, family
and counseling programs, or other particular needs of the churches.
Many times these missionaries serve as catalytic agents to bring about
change, demonstrating new ministry models, publishing key literature,
and stimulating the local churches to set new goals. One weakness of
some of these ministries is that they run the risk of operating in-
dependently of the national church. They have international and creative
leadership that purports to serve the churches, but not always is this the
case. Some of them also have been accusedof skimming offthe cream of
evangelical leadership for their own ministries. I see here a real need for
initial and ongoing dialogue for such ministries. At the same time we
thank God for these serviceteams, which have a strategic role to play.
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A significantly growing target for creative ministry is that com-
posed of immigrants from Asia. This includes the thousands of Chinese,
Koreans, and Japanese, most of whom profess one of the traditional
Oriental religions. Just in Central America there are some one hundred
thousand Chinese, and in Peru about sixty thousad. Recent years have
seen a large number of Middle East Arabs moving to Latin America,
most of them Muslims. It will take new approaches to reach these peo-
ples and establish vital churches that will minister to them adequately.

A final area I mention is the training of the new generation of Latin
American cross-cultural missionaries. This requires a great deal of initial
research and planning, avoiding the slavish copying of models that work
in North America. The tendency will be to think that all we need to do is
to add new courses or programs to existing theological institutions. This
is inadequate. What is needed today is to study programs operating in Af-
rica and Asia and then come up with new models for the Latin American
realities. Veteran missionaries have much to share, particularly if they
are sensitive and trained in linguistics, cultural studies, contextualization,
and other missiological studies. Writers are urgently needed to create
contextualized missions material.

Every expatriate missionary should keep in mind the legacy he or
she wishes to leave in Latin America after the years invested in ministry.
Ponder anew the life, ministry, and legacy of Barnabas.

What Kind ofPreparation Does a New Missionary Need?

Clearly the kind ofpreparation a new missionary needs depends on
the individual, personality and gifts,ministry goals, and the needs on the
various fields of service. Many others have written on the preparation of
missionaries, so I want to address a few items briefly. Missionaries tend
to come with a checkered academic background. Today’s Latin America
needs people with as much formal training as possible. Whether it is a
Bible college, a Christian liberal-arts school, a secular college, or a uni-
versity, all candidates need further training in a number of areas. I am
fully committed to the best pre-field preparation, particularly on the sem-
inary level—if possible, one that will also offer cross-cultural studies and
other missions courses.

Another area of study is specific to the Two-Thirds World, and in
particular courses on international studies or on Latin American history,
literature, culture, and contemporary issues. Perhaps the best place for
such courses would be a university setting where one is challenged to see
the world through secular eyes. I have never regretted for a moment all
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my university courses on Spanish-American literature. They became a
treasure to draw upon as I learned, spoke, and taught in the context of
Latin America. Illustrations emerged from that body of literature that af-
fected Latin American listeners much more than those that came from
the Anglo-Saxon worlds. Obviously, formal study of Spanish or Por-
tuguese will be most helpful.

The Latin American church needs more and more expatriate ser-
vants with practical experience both in sheer living that brings personal
maturity as well as in ministry. The former rush to “get to the field right
away” now must be tempered by experience in the Lord’s work. Commit
more ofyour initial ministry mistakes in your home country.

Finally, as you move toward actual service in this continent in cri-
sis, make sure you select your mission team wisely. This is much more
important than the geographic area in which you will work. In the course
of your service to the Lord you may change locations, but you may con-
tinue with the same organization, your team. Be sure the mission is bib-
lically solid and culturally sensitive to Latin America. Assure yourself
that the mission strategy is wise and that it is focused on the local church
and its broad ministries. It is important that contemporary mission agen-
cies have a broad continuum of ministries: from evangelism to disciple-
ship to church planting to leadership training.

A FINAL WORD TO OUR READERS

May God bless you as you ponder Latin America today, learning
her history, appreciating her cultural heritage, and loving her peoples.
Some of you have already invested part or all of a career in Latin Amer-
ica. You in particular can understand more of this book than the rest.
Others of your kind will follow. Still others of you will not invest a ca-
reer in Latin America, but you are keenly interested in understanding this
continent in crisis. Perhaps you have friends or family in Latin America,
and you desire to he a more informed friend supporter. To all of you, we
wish God’s blessing on you.

Yes, the old Quiche words for crisis come back; xak quieb cub/f
päkawi’ (“Something I’m in and either way I go it’s trouble, but that’s
just where we are”). What is the future of Latin America? Only God
knows fully. Political, economic, and military systems attempt to bring
peace, justice, liberty, and some kind of development and prosperity to a
continent rich in natural and human resources. But these systems have a
bankrupt core. The Christian yearns for the City ofGod, yet struggles to
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proclaim the gospel in all its fullness and power on earth, desiring to be
obedient to the biblical demands of citizenship. What are we left to do?
Praise and worship the Lamb, Lord of the universe and Savior of the
world. May the name of the true Christ come to be exalted and served in
Latin America.
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Royal Spanish Academy, 216
Russia, 36, 38, 441, 451, 455

Salamanca, 484
Samana Cay, 51
SAMS, 153
Sandinista, 5, 36, 9 1-93, 445
Santo Domingo, 66, 485
Scholasticism, 192-193
Secular, secularization, 181, 472
Seminario Biblico Latino-

americano, 159
Sendero Luminoso/Shining Path,

xii, 27, 441,452

Sertao, 21
Singapore, 104, 446
Slavery, 30, 77
Social stratification,

121-122, 259
Social mobility of evangel-

icals, 374-375
Social responsibility of ev-

angelicals, 7, 234, 260,
372-417, 466-467, 472

Socialism, 88, 90, 91, 352,
355-357

Sociology/Theology, xiii, xiv
Solentiname, 251-252, 289
“South,” 34, 102, 121
South American Missionary

Society, 153
South Korea, 104, 432
Spain, Spanish, 28-29, 61-62,

66, 219, 227-229, 303
Spanish-American War, 83
Spanish language, 216-217
Spiritism, 6, 31, 41, 166-168,

180, 326, 455, 472
Summer Institute of Lin-

guistics (SIL/WBT), 27,
165, 457, 473, 503

Syncretism, 338

Taiwan, 104
TEAM, 21
Tecnócratas, 195-196
Tenochtitlán, 59
Texas, 78
Theological education,

angelicals, 364-369,
465, 472, 504

Theological Education
(TEF), 335

Three-Selfs, 333
Third World (see Two-Thirds

Roman
85,

Catholic Church, 62-63,
135-137

class,

ev-

463-

Fund



528 CRISIS AND HOPE IN LATIN AMERICA

World), 101-102, 331, 341,
357, 358, 359, 366, 367, 376,
403, 432

Tiahuanacu, 57
Tikal, 55, 56
Time, concept of, 2 10-211
Titicaca Lake, 57
Topeka Revival, 156
Tordesillas, 28, 52
Transformation, 424, 430
Trent, Council of, 40, 324
Trinity Evangelical Divinity

School, 101, 497
Tupi, 53
Two Thirds World (see Third

World), 101-102, 331, 359,
366, 410, 426, 444, 465

UCELAM, 149
UNELAM, 172
UNICEF, 111
United Fruit Company, 89, 380
United Nations, 37, 101, 104, 436
USA, 2, 18, 33, 38, 66, 71, 74, 76,

83-84, 94-95, 125-129, 345,
349, 359, 360, 364, 368, 376,
401,466

University of Texas, 48, 373
University students of

America, 78, 183, 503
Urban-rural (see Cities), 117, 118,

181,452
Uruguay, 16, 462
Utilitarianism, 79
Vatican, 482-483
Venezuela, 18, 68, 69, 449, 462,

491

West Indies, 18, 29, 57
Wheaton College, 409, 410,

413, 425
Wheaton Congress on the

Church’s World Wide
Mission (1966), 409-411,

Willowbank Report, 333, 340
Word of God Community,

World Bank, 448
World Conference on Church

and Society (1966), 356
World Council of Churches

(WCC), 9, 290, 308, 334,
335, 338, 355, 356, 407

World economic reform, 444
World Evangelical Fellowship

(WEF), ix, 172, 419, 425,
465, 472
Missions Commission, viii
Theological Commission,
418, 421

World Relief, 449, 504
World Trade Organization,

233
Wycliffe

SIL,

Yucatan, 20, 27, 55
Zapatista National Liberation

Army, 443
Zipango, 18

413

304

444
World Vision, 449, 504
World War I, 84

Latin World War II, 156, 239, 383
Work, concept of, 215-216,

Bible
27, 165,
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Translators/
443, 459,

Welser Colony, 151
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