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The descriptions of Latin America, its culture and history, have been filled with value laden commentary since the time when Christopher Columbus reached the island shores in 1492.  These descriptions have usually reflected "cultural imperialism and ethnocentrism", that is, they have generally portrayed European or Anglo-American cultures as being morally superior to Latin American indigenous or mestizo cultures in almost every aspect.
  From the conquistadors through the Catholic and Protestant missionaries and up to the current literature of the global market advocates or political commentators
, a belief in cultural superiority has permeated the literature. More recently, there have been attempts to purge value statements from courses and books on Latin American culture and history, due to the desire for a supposedly "objective" scientific method, or due to the moral relativity seemingly required by modern cultural plurality and diversity, or to other aspects of the post-modern mindset.  From a Christian perspective, both ways are sub-Biblical.  In this paper I will explore some of the insufficiencies of both approaches, and sketch out some guidelines for a "third way".


We who claim to be followers of Jesus Christ affirm that we serve a just and righteous God who has created us in His image.  A significant component of being bearers of God's image means that we are continuously confronted with a myriad of ethical choices, some great, some small.  The Lord desires and even prays (John 17) that we live out the right moral decisions (sanctification).  God commands us to be holy for He is holy and to be perfect just as our heavenly Father is perfect.  We are urged to look around us and morally discern what is happening in our world (the signs of the times) as well as to learn from the lives of those who preceded us (Hebrews 11).  As we approach Latin American studies, there are certain Biblical principles that can guide us in our tasks of discernment, analysis, and action.


God affirms that every human being and every culture reflect both the innate goodness of creation as well as our fallen state due to sin.  The Lausanne Covenant expresses it well:

...Culture must always be tested and judged by Scripture.  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 culture according to its own criteria of truth and righteousness, and insists on moral absolutes in every culture.


This has far-reaching implications for the study of Latin American culture by those who come from outside that culture.  There has been an all-too-common belief and practice that "my culture is morally superior to others in all aspects".  This ethnocentrism is identified and condemned by Jesus in His parable of the beam in the eye.

Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, "Let me take the speck out of your eye," when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye.

At first glance, it seems that Jesus was forbidding all moral evaluation of another person's life (and culture).  But upon closer scrutiny, Jesus was demanding a moral self-examination first, followed by a careful diagnosis of others with the goal of helping them overcome their ethical problems and weaknesses.  


How do we overcome cultural ethnocentrism and at the same time live according to God's moral absolutes?  It is not easy.  First of all, cultural ethnocentrism is so subtle and so prevalent in one's own culture that most of us live our lives without even recognizing that we have it.  The cure demands from us a willingness to re-examine all aspects of our own culture in the light of Scripture, especially as we see contrasts with Latin American culture.  We are urged by the Apostle Paul to "test everything, to hold on to the good, and to avoid every kind of evil." (I Thess. 5:21-22).  Secondly, it requires that we withhold judgment of another culture until we have adequately understood the context in which certain conduct arises.  The incarnation model of Jesus was practiced for thirty years before he "went public" in his campaign of righteousness.  Most of us are too impatient to wait that long and to put in the effort needed to deeply comprehend a different culture.  Thirdly, we need the larger body of Christ and non-Christians to help us in this quest.  We need to look at issues from various perspectives (multitude of counselors).  Several come to mind.  Our most immediate context would be North American (and other non-Latin) scholars. But the majority of us need to hear what Latin Americans themselves say about their culture and conduct.  These would include secular authors as well as those who identify themselves as Catholics or Protestants.  I personally have been greatly helped by members of the Latin American Theological Fraternity (Fraternidad Teológica Latinoamericana, or FTL)  who address a wide array of Latin American issues from an evangelical perspective.
 As iron sharpens iron, contrasting views that are brought into close contact will help reduce errors of faulty logic or misinformation, and should gradually lead to a greater consensus regarding the "truth" in Latin American studies. 


Perhaps a "non-ethical" personal anecdote would help to illustrate how I approach "ethical" issues.  When I first went to Mexico in 1975 my prior experience with tea was quite limited.  My mother had frequently served me "Lipton" black tea and I had occasionally tasted some "Russian tea", a friend's brew of black tea, orange juice, cloves, and a touch of cinnamon.  When I was first offered some tea in Mexico, I fully expected to be served "black tea".  I was served "te de canela" (cinnamon tea) and it was delicious!  Surprised by joy, I fully expected to be served this delicious new tea a few days later.  But again I was pleasantly surprised by a new tea, "te de limón" (lime tea).  And then another... and another.... and another.  My values in taste were enriched by dozens of new teas.  Every time I was offered tea, I had a new sense of expectancy.  Had I been served coffee under the guise of tea, I would have felt betrayed, because there are limits to the meanings of words.  But frequently the breadth of meaning is wider than our previous experience would lead us to expect.  Something similar happens when we study a different culture.  If we approach these studies with an attitude of expectancy and openness, we will be joyfully surprised to see where God is at work.  But if we limit ourselves to rigid preconceived notions of morality, we might miss seeing the divine hand in action.


Having argued for the necessity of being sensitive to the context, let us move towards those great moral principles that receive emphasis in the Bible.  Many topics come to mind, but those that have great Scriptural importance and relevance for Latin America would include the role of money, the use of power, false and true religion, and gender roles in the family and in society.


Jesus was very clear in pointing out the importance of money.  Next to the Kingdom or Reign of God, money was his favorite topic.  He saw it as his great rival, vying for human loyalty (Matthew 6:24).  He urged his followers not to store it up here on earth (Matthew 6:19-21).  The Apostle Paul later wrote to his friend Timothy in Ephesus that the love of money was the root of all evil.
  It was precisely in Ephesus that the birth and growth of the church provoked a public struggle where the love of money was a powerful factor (Acts 19:8-22).  A certain silversmith named Demetrius saw a fall in the sale of shrines for the goddess Artemis paralleled by a growth in Christianity.  He started a riot by appealing to nationalism and religion (Great is Artemis of the Ephesians) in order to stir up antagonism against Paul and the Christians.  Yet the Scripture makes it clear that these appeals were merely to cover up his greed.  John the Apostle was also quite willing to identify the love of money as the motivation behind certain actions.  He described how Judas Iscariot complained when Mary anointed the body of Jesus with costly perfume.  "Why, it should have been sold and the money given to the poor".  But then John later goes on to affirm that Judas "did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it" (John 12:1-11).  



This model of description plus interpretation is an important example for teachers attempting to approach Latin American studies from a Christian and holistic perspective.  Although we cannot claim plenary inspiration and infallibility, we should suggest interpretations that incorporate important factors that might not otherwise be acknowledged.  For example, there has been much religious persecution in Latin America.  Over the last thirty years, more than 30,000 Chamula Indians have been forced to leave their homes in Chiapas, Mexico.  Several have even been killed.  It is commonly asserted that this is entirely due to the fact that they have become evangelicals and are suffering from "religious persecution at the hands of fanatical Catholics".  The truth of the matter is that a large number of Catholics have been forced off of their land as well.  The real instigators of the persecution are the "caciques" who control the alcoholic beverage industry in the region.  The adoption of a non-alcoholic lifestyle by both Evangelicals and Catholics caused a drop in their financial profits, and consequently led them to instigate the persecution.  Any interpretation of this persecution which ignores the economic factors would be incomplete and distorted.


A parallel topic is the issue of power.  The Biblical authors were usually quite thorough in providing readers with background information regarding the temporal rulers of their day and how these rulers did what was right (or wrong) in the eyes of the Lord.  The actions of Jewish rulers were analyzed very carefully.  Even King David received his fair share of criticism.  But non-Jewish political rulers were also scrutinized, with some receiving praise (eg. the Pharaoh who received Joseph and his family in Egypt), and others condemnation (the Pharaoh challenged by Moses).  In the Book of Acts, Luke is very careful to point out those who upheld just laws (Acts 19:35-41) as well as those who desired to pervert the justice system by taking bribes (Acts 24:26).  Jesus himself characterized the Gentile rulers as those who "lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant" (Matthew 20:25-27).


It is imperative that Christians evaluate Latin American political leaders and policies (as well as those from other countries) with criteria developed from the Scriptures.
  Neat and tidy evaluations are not always possible.  In fact, contrasting analyses often provide greater potential for lively classroom debate.  For example, public textbooks in Mexico radically changed their appreciation of Porfirio Díaz who essentially ruled Mexico from 1876-1911.  Students in 1991 learned the following about Porfirio Díaz:

Porfirio Díaz attempted to advance the progress of Mexico through the construction of railroads, mining, oil production and industrialization. Nevertheless, this was achieved by extending concessions to foreign capital, largely North American, and by exploiting the labor of peasants and workers through unjust labor conditions.  At the same time, in order to maintain tranquility, Díaz ordered his troops to repress any public protest against him and imprisoned or shot those who fought for a free society.  Such a situation transformed the Porfirian government into a dictatorship that lasted more than thirty years.

One year later, students would learn the following about the same individual:

Porfirio Díaz was able to unite all of the civil and military factions. He put into practice a system of alliances with the regional rulers and the municipal authorities.  In this way he was able to break the cycle of military takeovers that had impeded the stability of the Mexican governments for almost the entire nineteenth century.... His policy of religious tolerance gained him the support of the Church leaders and of many Catholics.  The pacification of the country was the fruit of the conciliatory policy of Díaz.  Thanks to this peace, the national economy recovered after many years of continuous bankruptcy.... The Pax Porfiriana was beneficial for Mexican culture.  Advances were made in the sciences, the arts, and technology.  Schools, academies, theaters, museums and artistic and scientific associations were founded.

These contrasting descriptions of Porfirio Díaz (as well as a much more favorable evaluation of Mexico's neighbor to the north) reflect important changes in Mexico's government in the 1990's (including the discussion and approval of NAFTA).  Careful students will notice that it tells us more about modern Mexico than about the Porfirian era.  An evaluation of the Porfiriato utilizing Christian criteria would not shift nearly as much with the rise and fall of the political tide.


It is impossible to do justice to Latin American studies without evaluating the role of religion in society.  The deep religious convictions and practices of the diverse Indian groups before the arrival of the Europeans, the Roman Catholicism that dominated Latin American life for five centuries, the interaction of these two religious systems, the presence of Protestants, the rapid growth of Pentecostals, and other religious factors demand some type of discernment by those who call themselves Christians.  Although "religious ethnocentrism" is probably more pervasive than any other type, Christians who have the maturity to recognize their own shortcomings will find much help in the Bible.  There we find good Jews and bad Jews, good God-fearing Gentiles and bad ones.  We find religious systems that have become corrupt (the Pharisees and teachers of the Law denounced in Matthew 23) and outstanding individuals like Nicodemus and Gamaliel who acted nobly in the midst of that corruption.


It would be quite appropriate to have students assume the roles of Sepúlveda and De las Casas and enter into their great debate of the sixteenth century.  Films like The Mission  and the epic murals of Diego Rivera lend themselves quite readily to interesting and pertinent discussions.  We who are evangelicals have enough social distance from these internal Catholic controversies that we can see strengths and weaknesses on many sides of an issue.  Hopefully that would lead us to a mature reflection on the accomplishments and failures of our own denominations in Latin America.


Given the various forms of machismo and marianism in Latin America, we must not give the impression that God does not care about gender roles.  Neither do we have the option of imposing our North American gender values upon our Latino neighbors (although we North Americans have hardly reached a consensus on this issue among ourselves).  The problem is further compounded by the fact that these roles vary a lot from region to region and they themselves are undergoing great transition throughout Latin America.  A Christian professor should not hide his or her own convictions on the topic.
  Yet we should be secure enough to expose our students to various positions.


As can be seen by my suggestions above, I favor a "carefrontational" style of teaching where conflicting perspectives and worldviews do battle for our hearts and minds.
  The art of asking the right questions is one of the greatest ways of "carefrontational teaching".  God began this pedagogical practice in the Garden of Eden with his query, "Adam, where are you?"  The Lord knew the answer, but it was just his special way of saying, "I love you, man".  


The question of Jesus, "Who do the people say that I am?" does not reflect an identity crisis as some "scholars" claim.  After the disciples put the contrasting opinions upon the table, Jesus probed further, "Who do you say I am?"  Good old Peter, hardly the brilliant student, blurted out the right answer, "You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God."  Peter did not know all that was entailed in the concept of the "Christ", and in fact, was quite wrong on some of the basics.  But in spite of that, Jesus praised him for his response.  The Lord would have to flesh out that meaning for Peter and the other disciples, but because they loved the Lord, they were willing to live with conceptual ambiguities and to learn from their own mistakes.  May we do the same as we follow Jesus as He walks through Latin America.

    �Latin American authors are not exempt from this tendency towards cultural imperialism and ethnocentrism.  See Eduardo Galeano, Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent (New York and London: Monthly Review Press, 1973).


    �See the recent remarks made by Chicago Tribune editorialist Royko who wrote that the problem with the Mexican government is that it is run by Mexicans.


    �I have attempted this regarding the last twenty five years in Mexico City in my doctoral dissertation Salt of the Earth: A Socio-Political History of Mexico City Evangelical Protestants (1964-1991) (Mexico City: Editorial Kyrios, 1991).


    �From the Lausanne Covenant, Clause 10, quoted in C. René Padilla, ed. The New Face of Evangelicalism: An International Symposium on the Lausanne Covenant. Downers Grove, IL.: InterVarsity Press, 1976, p. 177.  The reader should not let the exclusiveness of the language detract from the essential truth affirmed in the covenant.


    �Matthew 7:1-5. Unless otherwise noted, all Biblical references are from the New International Version.


    �Their more well known authors include Samuel Escobar, René Padilla, and the late Orlando Costas.  Nevertheless, they have a growing number of younger scholars, both women and men, who are making a significant contribution to the academic study of their own history and culture.  The official journal of the FTL, the Boletín Teológico has recently dedicated space to topics such as the family, democratization, free trade agreements and economics, urbanization, and the rapid growth of pentecostalism in Latin America.  FTL groups in each country publish much literature of a more national interest. (Those desiring more information may contact the Fraternidad Teológica Latinoamericana at Apartado 32, Lima 43, Perú)


    �The politically volatile issue of immigration should not be omitted in this study.  God has been, is, and always will be the only "owner" of the earth.  As such, He will hold native Americans, Spain, Mexico, and the United States accountable for their successive stewardship of this land.  I develop my own views regarding Latin American immigration to the United States in "La Fe Cristiana y los Inmigrantes: El Caso de la Propuesta 187"  presented at the symposium "La Frontera entre los Estados Unidos y México" sponsored by the Comisión de Estudios de Historia de la Iglesia en Latinoamérica (CEHILA) at the Universidad Autónoma de Querétaro, Querétaro, México, June 29-July 1, 1995.  The paper will appear in a book published by CEHILA in the near future.


    �The fact that most modern English versions dilute the forcefulness of the statement by translating the phrase something like "the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil" is evidence that our cultural values influence, and possibly distort, even our translation of the Bible.


    �Space limitations do not permit further development of these criteria here, but a Biblical theology of "power" would include the above mentioned passages, Romans 13, Revelation 13, Proverbs 31:1-9, Job, and others.  An example of this kind of analysis regarding the United States scene is found in Stanley W. Carlson-Thies and James W. Skillen, eds. Welfare in America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996).  Good scholarship on this topic by Latin American evangelicals can be seen in Pablo Alberto Deiros, ed., Los Evangélicos y el Poder Político en América Latina (Grand Rapids and Buenos Aires: Eerdmans and Nueva Creación, 1986).


    �"Porfirio Díaz buscó impulsar el progreso de México a través de la construcción de vías férreas, la explotación minera, la extracción de petróleo y la industrialización. No obstante, esto se logró otorgando concesiones al capital extranjero, sobre todo norteamericano, y explotando la mano de obra de los campesinos y obreros por medio de injustas condiciones de trabajo. Al mismo tiempo, para mantener las cosas en calma, Díaz mandó reprimir cualquier protesta popular en su contra y encarceló o fusiló a quienes luchaban por una sociedad libre. Tal situación hizo que el porfiriato se convirtiera en una dictadura que duró más de 30 años." Ciencias Sociales. Sexto Grado (México: Secretaría de Educación Pública, 1991), p. 171.


    �"Porfirio Díaz logró unir a todas las facciones civiles y militares. Puso en práctica un sistema de alianzas con los caudillos regionales y el poder municipal. De este modo consiguió romper el ciclo de asonadas militares que habían impedido la estabilidad de los gobiernos en casi todo el siglo XIX.... Su política de tolerancia religiosa le ganó el apoyo de los dirigentes de la Iglesia y de muchos católicos. La pacificación del país fue el fruto de esta política conciliadora de Díaz.  Gracias a la paz, la economía nacional se recuperó después de muchos años de bancarrota continua.... La paz porfiriana fue provechosa para la cultura. Se avanzó en las ciencias, las artes y la técnica. Se fundaron escuelas, academias, teatros, museos y asociaciones artísticas y científicas." Mi Libro de Historia de México. Sexto Grado. Educación Primaria (México: Secretaría de Educación Pública, 1992), pp. 97-99.


    �Some of my own can be seen in my Las Mujeres, La Iglesia y 1a Timoteo 2:9-15, 2a ed., (Mexico City: Editorial Kyrios, 1995).  I would also recommend works of my Mexican colleagues such as Carmen Pérez de Camargo, Un Enfoque Bíblico-Teológico del Ser Humano: Varón y Mujer (Mexico City: Editorial Kyrios) and Ruhama Ortiz and Luis Scott, eds. Mujer: La Participación de la Mujer en la Iglesia y en la Sociedad, 2a ed., (Mexico City and Guadalajara: Editorial Kyrios and Transformación, 1995).


    �Although this methodology is found frequently in the Bible, it has been developed in the latter half of this century in Latin America by the Brazilian Paulo Freire.  A superb analysis of Freire's work from an evangelical author is found in Samuel Escobar's doctoral dissertation Paulo Freire: Una Pedagogía Latinoamericana (Mexico City: Casa Unida de Publicaciones S.A. and Editorial Kyrios, 1993.  The best text on Latin American studies that places dissonant perspectives side by side is James D. Cockcroft, Latin America: History, Politics, and U.S. Policy, 2d. ed., (Chicago: Nelson-Hall Publishers, 1996). 





