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The presence of the Protestant community is one of the new
factors shaping up the Latin American panoraﬁa of today. Whereas
at the beginning of the century there were no more than 50,000
Protestants, today there are close to ten million believers in
a population of two hundred million. Even though thie represents
only 5% of the population, and the percentage varies from country
to country, the growth in some of the countries has been nothing
short of phenomenal. This is the case of the Protestant commu-
nities in Brazil, Chile, and Puerto Rico. Even if the growth
continues at a slower pace, it is expected that by the end of
the century there will bs close to sixty million Protestants
in that part of the worlid. The numbers by themselves are im-
preesive but tell us nothing of the composition of this Protest-—
ant community and the challenges that it faces today.

Some Protestant communities in Letin America owe their
existence to migrationa from the Old World. By and large, how-
ever, these groups have not tried to spread the Gospel among
the population. The brunt of the missionary effort has been

carried of by the so-called historical denominations: Congrega-



tional, Baptist, Lutheran, Disciples of Christ, Anglican, etc.
In the last generstion or so a significent role has been played
by the wrongly so-called "non-historical" dencwinations: the
Pentecostals, the Assemblies of God and other groupse These
latter groups have been very aggreseive in evangelism and very
succesaful in reaching the lower classes. They have tended
also to be more indigenous in practice, if not in theology-

The main emphasis of these missionary groups has been on
personal evangelism. The message has centered on Jesus Christ
as the only way to salvation and there has been e marked stress
on personal piety and purity. According to this spproach, those
who come to Christ were to renounce the world and come together
in the gathered community. The historical denominations have
also made outstanding contributions in the fieidsof education
and health, bringing the influence of Protestant Christianity
into the sphere of government and into public education and wel-
fare. Many are the decorations that missionaries have received
from the governmente of various Latin American countries for
their contribution to the education and health of the people.

This very brief survey of the past will help us to see things
in perspective. The leaest we can say is that the Protestant
community in Latin A merica is numerically strong, evangelistic-
ally oriented, and in many areas ably led by nationals of the
verious countries. But this is not the whole story of Protestant
Christia nity in Latin A merica. There are serious problems and
challenges facing the churches. Let me briefly analyze tﬁﬁgz of

them.



I. The revolutionary situation in Latin America.

It is a commonplace to say that latin America ie in a state
of turmoil today as never before. A revolution in itself is
nothing new. There have been meny and in some countries dozens
of revolutions since the days of independence. But the revolu~
tions of today are different. In the old days a revelution mere-
ly meant a change of hends at the helm of government. The social,
economic, and cultural institutions, as such, remained untouched.
Today this has entirely changed. The revolutionary forces ram-
pant in all of Latin America aim at changing the power structures
of the nations, taking away the political power from the rich land
owner, from the foreign corporation, from the church (even if
this is the Catholic church). They also aim to distribute the
wealth of the nation, giving the lower classes a chance for a
better life and better opportunities in education. In different
countries the revolution is in different stages. Mexico was
the first Letin American country to experience revolution in
the manner outlined above. In Cuba the revolution has taken a
communist orientation. In Puerts Rico it has taken place and
is still being carried on within the framework of the political
institutions of the United States. The most recent example is
Chile. It deserves close attention because the political move-
ment that hae gained power in Chile derives its social and econ-
omic prineiples from the social doctrines of the Catholic church.
It is patterned after similar movements in Europe and calls it-

self the Christian Democratic Party. Ite leaders are largely

Roman Catholics but the party itself is non-confessional.
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Its leader, Eduardo Frei, explains Christian democracy as eJéL:
"Phe-oontral tenstdf Christien Democracy looks to—the—erisis—of

a world—exhausted, to the death of paternaliesm, and to the birth
of a civilization of work and solidarity}with man as its center,
rather than the pursuit of monetary gain that pervaded the bur-
geois socisty. And its inspiration is that this new era in his-
tory and the new social condition will be based on Christian
valuee and concepts of Christianity." OChristian democracy for
Frei means a breakingoof the established order. "The achieve-

ment of power no longer meane for us," says Frei, "as it does

for the people of the United States, simply alight variations in
political structures, but rather a chenge in the entire social
structure, requiring new orientations for family , education,
state and men.® Prei is critical of the United States but is

not anti-American. He sees communism not just as a political
movement but as & system that explaine to man in echerent and
understandable terms his own existence. FPor this resson it ap-
peals to the intellectuals and the better-off proletarian sectors,
rather than to the rural uneducated maess. The answer given to
this challenge is usually weak. He adde:

"The anti~-communisms of fear, of preservation of 'order,'
and of forces, manifested in military coups, are doomed to fail-
uwe and are constantly in rout. They have nothing to say to
youth or the people. This explains the frustration resulting
from regimea created to impose 'order.' Again, to ground all
policy on the concept of 'free enterprise' is almost absurd.

This does not satisfy anyone's soul or intelligence. PFurther-

wore, to continue speaking of freedom and democracy to people



deprived of land, housing, schools or opportunities is practi-
cally useless. They are words wasted. What is important is teo
point the way to a true democracy and a true freedom." (Quoted

from George C. Lodge, "Paternalism Must Die," Boston Globe,

Jan. 2, 1966.)

The above survey of the revolutionary movements in latin
America makes crystal clear the situation which the Protestant
churches face. C(an churches nurtured in an otherworldly view of
life and puritanical ethics, and a concept of the church as the
gathered community, be able to spesk meaningfully to the challenge
posed by the need to change the social structure? 1Is Christian
democracy the only alternative? There are many Catholics and of
course even more Protestante who doubt the ultimate political
efficacy of a system of government patterned on so-called Chris-
tian principles. 1Is it better to work on the basis of a plural-
istic society? The churches are faced with a real dilemna.
Fortunately there is some creative thinking being done both at
the Evangelical Seminary at Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico, and at the
Union Seminary in Buenos Aires. An attempt is being made st
these institutions to relate Christian faith to the revolutionary
atmosphere dominating the letin American scens. However, up to
the present moment the effort is in its initial stages and it

will be a few yea rs before it reaches down to grass-roots levels.

ITI. The Renewal of the Roman Catholic¢ Church.

Until just three years ago, the missionary efforts of the

Protestant churches in Latin America were conditioned by the



strong opposition of the Roman Catholic Church. Consequently,
Protestant preaching has been characteriged by a strong anti-
Catholic polemic. There are justifiable reasons for this
approach. The Roman church holde a position of privilege in
many of these countries and used that position to harass and
even to persecute Protestants. This situation has now been
totally reversed, st least in principle, since the Second Vati-
can Council. Since then the Roman Church in Latin America, as
in other parts of the worid, is sderiously attempting to carry
on a dialogue with Protestants. A few examples will illustrate
the trend.

In conversation with the abbot of the monastery of Mont-~
serrat, about 25 miles from Barcelong=—a Eenedictine menastery
that detes back to the ninth century and is perched on a high
mountein range that juts about %,000 feet above sea level--

I asked him point-blank what he thought of the missionary

effort of the Protestant churches in latin America. He answered
that Protestants and Catholice in Latin America, as well as in
other parts of the world, should not consider themselves as
engmies but ae compa nions in a common task. This is an amazing
statement, coming from a Spanish Roman Catheolic. I should hasten
to add that, although the Roman Catholic Church in Spain remains
to a large extent under the dominion of the conservative forces,
there is a astrong movement of renewal. In this movement, the
Abbey of Montserrat is playing an important role. It has be-
come the center for liturgical renewal, for serious biblical

studies, and for an ecumenical dielogue in depth.



Father José Maria Gonzdlez Ruiz, a Spanish Roman Catholic
theclogian of strong evangelica 1 "bent", who played a significant
role in the Second Vaticen Council, sees the development of the
Protestant end Catholic dialogue in the whole world in even bolder
terms. He thinks that within & generation or so the Protestant
end Catholic diemlogue will have advanced to the point where baoth
traditions will change many of the positions formerly considered
unaltersable end will join in a common witness to the worid. This
does not necessarily imply organie union, but it may. Furthermore,
he is envisioning a university somewhere in Latin A merica, where
both Protestants and Catholics would teach Bible, theology, and
similar subjects in the same faculty of theolegy. This is bold
thinking, to say the least. Just two weeks age I received a let-
ter from him in which he informed me that he had been invited to
be a visiting profeseor this coming acsdemic year at the Univer-
sity of Puerto Rico. He will conduct & seminar on "Cosmovisidn
Cristiana"--Christian world-view.

Here you have an example of the challenge that the renewal
of the Catholic church poses for the Protestant community. What
are we going to do about this? Can we afford to retreat into our
neat and cozy theological and ecclesiastical formulations? The
issue is crucial. They come to us not a senemies, not as posses—
sing all the truth, but to invite us to discuse goriously the
matters that unite and separate ua. Furthermore, they come in
the spirit of love, in humility, willing to hesr, willing to learn,
willing to change. The amazing thing is that many of the positions
that the Catholics are now assuming have long been the domain of

the Protestants. Now that they have tsken the Protestant position



on the relationship between church and state, now that they have
rejected triumphaliem, now that some theologians among them
accept the doctrine of justification by faith~-although not

in the ssme terms as 1t was formulated by the reformers—-, now
what? What happens when a Catholic priest tells you bluntly
that he thinks that baptism of children should be eliminated,
that the church should go back to the practice of adult baptism?
Mind you, this is not the opinion of the Roman Church but this
priest has the audacity to express hie views and to think that
the subject should be discussed by the church. What cen a Bap-
tist say in this context? I am not for a minute suggesting that
there are not many areas in which differences remain and are al-
most unsurmountable: (mariolatry, spostolic succession). But
the climate of opinion has changed. The spirit is new. It is
indeed a challenge to our Christian commitment.

It is clear from this new development within the Oatholie
Church, that Protestant Christianity in Latin America has to do
a lot of serious theological and Biblical thinking to come to
grips with the new situation. Cne of the crugisl areas is the
Bible. Now the Catholic church is giving a prominent place to the
Bible both in seminary treining end in the daily piety of the
people. The Roman Catholic Church in Mexieo has organized a
Bible Society and in the year 1963 circulated more then 300,000
coples of the Scriptures. Right now en even larger and more sm-
bitioue project is going on in Barcelons, Spain. A new transla-
tion of the New Testament from the Greek into Spanish, that was
being made by the Herder Publishing Company, has become the first

ecumenical venture in the Spanish language in the translation and



revision of the Scriptureas. The project is the foint product of
the intereat of the Roman Catholic bishope of Spenish America in
the wider distribution of the Scriptures and of the ecumenical
vision of the Protestant monastic community of Taizé, France.

The community of Taizé has promised to raise enough funds to

buy the first million copies and has requested that the new
versi;n be an ecumenical enterprise at the revision stage. The
Catholice on their part accepted this condition. Last summer a
group of Biblical scholars, four Catholics and two Protestants,
started the revision. Of the two Protestants, one is from Spain;
the other, the one who speaks to you, represented the Protestant-—
ism of Spanish America. Right now the project continues in Bar-
celona end it seems that it will be finished by the end of March
of this year. Just last week I received a letter from the leader
of the revision team almost imploring me to go back to continue
in the project. Dr. Gonzalo Bdez Camargo of Mexico, who we were
hoping would substitue for me, has not been able to go. In

spite of my serious responsibilities at Harverd (I am writing my
thesis ), I am giving serious consideration to this request.

I have mentioned these projects because they pose questions
for the Protestants of Latin America and for the missionary socie~
ties. Some Catholic scholars are envisioning an ecumenicel trans-
lation in the future which would become the Bible of all Spanish-
speaking Christiens. 1Is this a possibility? What role would the
Bible Societies play in this sphere? We must not forget, of
course, that it was the Protestent Bible Societies that were the
pioneers in these aress and had the field to themselves up to the

present dey. But we must ask: Do we have tc wodify the rules of
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the game as it has been played in the field of Bible translatien,
revision, end distribution? I don't even dare to suggest any
course of action, both because I do not have a voice in rumning
the Bible Societies, and becuase I am ignorant of the intricacies
of the situation. However, I must say that this is one arep which
will require serious attention on the part of the Bible Societies
and the Protestant churches.

These are just two of the issues that confront the Protest-
ant churches in Latin America. Time fails me to mention others
like the role that the Bible should play in the life of our
churches and the problem that the presence of so many denomina-
tions creates for an effective witness.

Let me conclude with a word of personal testimony. I was
for eleven years a pastor of Baptist churchee (nine in Puerto
Rico and two in the United States). They were years in contact
with raw humanity: the humanity of the slum ares, of the upcoming
Puerto Rican middle class, of the proud New England Yankee.
Through thess layers of humanity and culture I have seen the
Gospel of Christ bresking -- creating life out of deadness,
bresking the power of sin, creating bonds of peace and reconcilia-
tion, judging culture yet speaking through culture. Because this
has been my experience, I can only say with Faul: "Woe unto me
if I do not preach the Gospel." I intend te carry on thie same
miniastry at the Evangelical Seminary of Puerto Rico, employing
the toéls of historical scholarship but at the same time being
aware that the God who spoke and revealed Himeelf in the past

is still carrying on his purpose of reconciliation and peace.



