
FOUR SERIOUS MATTERS
F acing Latin American Mennonites

by Luis Elier Rodriguez

Editor's Note: We rezrint this article in
cclcbration o/ f:Q's 20th Anniversary. It
lirst epl)cLtred in the \Uinter 1988 issrre
o[ f iest ival Quarterly.

In rn1' judgrnent the N,lennonite
churc l r  in  Lat in  Amer ica has four
pr"irnary challenges. The first has to
do rvith facing in a crit ical n'ay the
miss ionary u 'ork carr ied out  in  our
contincr.rt. 

' fhe 
sccond is contextu-

a l iz ing Anabapt ism in today 's  Lat in
Amer ican real i ry .  That  is  necessafy
in order that Anabaptism may
continue to be viable in the consre-
rat  ions and other  communi t ics 

-of

faith. The third challenqe refers to
making pcace,  rather  t t ian s imply
hoping that fate may bring it about.
The fourth has to do rvith the hooe
t l r . r t  is  necessary and st rengthening
to the church on the way.

Rethinking Missions
For the most part, the Mennonite

church in Latin America has arisen
from projects of missionary groups
in the United States and Canada. It
a lso has ar isen f ronr  emisrat ions
from Europe dur ing the i rsr  hal f  o f
th is  ce 'ntury.  The major i ry  of  these
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persons were influenced by pietism
and others by the strong evangelical
influence in the United States. Now
the new Latin American Mennonite
leadership is questioning the type of
mission that has developed and
what the new focus should be for
today.

One of the problems highlighted
by foreign missiology is the fact that
mission efforts in the nast did not
adequately identify the cultural
reality of the settings where mission
work was being done. Nor was
sufficient adaptation made. This was
certainly the case in regard to the
national identities of Latin American
peoples. On many occasions the
transmission of faith was done
through a white Christ and
paternalism about the customs and
cultural traits of Latin America. In
other words, in the beginning, the
missionaries did not contextualize
mission. That caused a poor
relationship between gospel and
culture, and, as a result, a church
identity that lacked national identity.

Now the new leadership that has
arisen has the desire of making a
rnission and church life from its own
Latin American context.

Anabaptism: An Option
for the Poor

Another task the Latin American
churches face is to reinteroret
Anabaptism with its radicil
implications for the Latin American
setting. The Anabaptists of the 16th
century refused loyalty to the feudal
system that produced a society
divided into socio-economic classes
offeudal lords and peasants. The
Latin American neo-Anabaptists
want to oppose divisions between
rich and poor and situations in
which the poor suffer oppression
and all its consequences.

The Anabaptist movement serves
as an obvious model and inspiration
for the Latin American Mennonite
church. The Anabaptists refused to
participate in the feudal
government. They presented the

distribution of goods as an
alternative to the feudal socio-
economic structure and did not
swear oaths or go to war. They did
so as a protest against feudal
culture. Their refusal to baotize
infants was a reiection of the oificial
church and its feudal interests that
legitimized the exploitation of the
peasants by the feudal lords. Like
their 16th century forebears, Latin
American Mennonites are beginning
to proclaim thatJesus and the Bible
help to reorient the disciple and the
life of the Mennonite church toward
an option for the poor.

This is an option for those people
tormented by sorrow, those
martyred by suffering-that is, those
who are marginalized. It is an option
for people that do not cry necessarily
for their sins, but because oftheir
condirion as outsiders.

It is an oDtion that the church
faces in this place ofdependency,
underdevelopment, and poverty. It is
an option that brings the church to
declare that poverry is not innocenr
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I  i / f tur ra l .  brr t  that  i t  is  something
I  f  a l -Jestruct ive to I i fe .  Thc opt ion,7  r  t hc  poo r  shou ld  h r i ng  Mennon i te

l i eve rs  t o  e th i ca l  and  p rophc t i c
J igna r i on ,  unde rs rand ing  rha t  Cod
cs not  wanl  pover ty  l rccause i t  is
.  t - r r r i t  o f  l l e r r  i n i r r s t i ce  t ha t  c r i es
heaven like the blood of Abel
r rc lerc 'd by Cain (Genesis 4:10) .
i)overty is not something
idcntal. Moreover, the existence
t l re noor  dor-s nor  resul t  l rom
r rc th ing  n r i ss ing  on  the  pa r t  o f  r r
( ) n l c .  an  i n f c r i o r i r v  o r  a  l ack  o f- . , , ' , . * . . . . /
ucaltion. It is historica-rl ly caused,
,' result of the rich countries that
r"r' i i , 'e- through polit ical, econorlric,
J social structures that originate
'! 'L'l"ty.

Because of this, Latin American
r h r n t i .  r . .  . . " L  t l - o  M e n n O n i t e S  O f( l U d P L l  ) t )  d ) N  L l  l E  I

'  First World, What is the
rgrirm of the Mennonite churches
rhe First World to be in solidarity
h the poor?

ace: Well-Being
,d Just Relations
t he  rh i rd  cha l l enge  rha t  t he"  r " - " - " b

nnonite church in Latin America
rs is to make peace. This is
- 'cr ly rc lrrcd ro the oprion for the
rr, for one cannot have peace

(well-being) if there is poverty. That
is so because one makes Deace to the
extenI  that  one sceks the common
good and ihe establishment of right
in  the I i fe  of  the poor rnajor i ry .

The practice of peace in this
continent translates into our
determination to transform a social
order that generates military
dictators, death squads, foreign
interventions, constant violation of
civil r ights, mil itary armament, and
institutionalized corruption. Because
ofall that, one does not speak of
peace in heaven and glory on earth,
but ofpeace on earth and glory in
neaven.- fhe 

chal lenge consists  in  nor
making a peace of tranquil ity,
passiveness, or absence of confl ict,
but a peace that has to do with jr-rst
human relations, conducive to the
wel l -being o[pcrsons.  I t  is  a peace
that is wil l ing to have enemies, but
tries not to exclude those enernies
from love and a life of oeace. It is a
way of learning and living peace in
conflict.

A Church of Hope
and the Wav

In spite of coriflict, the Mennonite
church wants to develoo a

consciousness of being on the way,
going in the direction of hope.. The
church accepts that it has not come
to the goal, for there are still failures
and occasions of unfaithfulness to
Jesus. But on the other hand, there
is no reason to despair, forJesus
Christ, the Bible, and Anabaptism
encouraBe, exhort, and direct the
church toward hope. This duality
always has existed.

On occasion one observes groups
of unfaithful Christians that have
been instruments of death and in
part responsible for the death of
indigenous populations, for the
oppression of a great number of
blacks, and for the establishment of
unjust social, politicai, and economic
systems, But the church also has had
the test imony of Christ ian groups
that have becn instrurnents of
liberation.

Looking at the history of Latin
America, one hopes that these
liberating groups can listen to the
Anabaptist cries characterized by
faith in Jesus Christ, by a love for his
Kingdom, and by a love for our
continent.

Luis Elier Rodriguez (pictured above)
is chapluin ut thc illennonite Hospital in
Aiboiito, Puerto Rico. Transloted from
Spanish by David Graybill.
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