Evangelism within the Hispanic Community

wo realities need to be mentioned (although they need
a lot more attention than I can give here) before we can
examine our motivation and methods in this vitally
important ministry. First, Hispanics are not a homoge-
neous group. They come from many countries and with varying
years of residence in what is now the United States. Some are
first-generation immigrants; most others are second, fourth,
sixth or more generation residents of the United States. Some
are monolingual Spanish-speaking, others are bi-lingual, and
others are monolingual English speaking. Second, in this article
I am primarily addressing evangelism within the non-accultur-
ated, non-assimilated Hispanic community. You should know
that my experience of
doing evangelism within
the Hispanic community
has been primarily with
the Mexican—American
population in Texas and
parts of New Mexico.

Given the complex
nature of the Hispanic
reality in the United States
let us consider the church’s
motivation for evangelizing the Hispanic community. The first
rule of evangelism within the Hispanic community is that it
must be sincere. The primary task of evangelism is to make
Christ known, call persons to faith in Christ and usher people
into and sustain people in the kingdom of God. We must be
careful that our motivation for evangelizing the Hispanic com-
munity is not born out of a need to sustain the institution nor
should it be born out of xenophobia, that is, fear of the alien.
Evangelism to the Hispanic community must be born out of
love and concern for the salvation of others and guided by this
theological premise which Peter arrived at in Acts 10:34—“God
shows no partiality.”

Evangelism that has as its priority the sustaining of an insti-
tution is self-centered instead of other-centered. For example,
some churches today find themselves in areas where demo-
graphics have changed and where the surrounding population
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We must be careful that our motivation
for evangelizing the Hispanic community
is not born out of a need to sustain
the institution nor should it be born
out of xenophobia, that is, fear of the alien.

has over the years become predominately Hispanic. Churches in
such areas experience the flight of its parishioners to the suburbs
and/or away from the inner city. With dwindling economic
resources, the surrounding Hispanic community can be looked
upon as a potential economic resource for the sustenance of the
institution. A church that is “forced” to minister to the
Hispanics for survival reasons objectifies the Hispanic and sees
them as a means towards their own ends. This type of evangel-
ism is lacking in integrity. It is often times accompanied by
paternalistic gestures such as the giving away of food and cloth-
ing so as to create in the Hispanic consciousness a guilt that
passively coerces them to reciprocate the benevolent gestures
by reluctantly getting
involved in the church so
that the generosity can
continue. If the Hispanic
community does not
reciprocate with a com-
mitment to attend church,
the people who do the out-
reach ministry may feel
taken advantage of because
their generosity has not
been translated into church growth. In the end, the church can
be hardened, the ministry shutdown and the Hispanics are writ-
ten off as ingrates. When this breakdown occurs, it hinders the
evangelistic ministry of the church to the Hispanics by creating
distrust between the two communities. This distrust is bred by a
misinterpretation of the other’s intentions. The giver thinks it is
making disciples in a round-about sort of way and the receiver
thinks the giver is concerned for their temporal well being.

To evangelize from a position of fear is to reach out towards
the other under the guise of evangelism, again, for the sake of
safeguarding one’s culture and value. A church reaching out to
the Hispanic community out of this posture might say, “Our
community would be a safer place if everyone was a Christian.”
Evangelism then is exercised as a tool of acculturation and
assimilation and/or as a social pacifier to safeguard the dominant
culture’s own values and political interests. Evangelism from this



Rising Growth of
Hispanic Population

The 2000 census revelation that the Hispanic population had spurted to
35.3 million stunned even those Christian groups already reaching out to
Hispanics. These churches, seminaries, and other organizations—and
those in traditionally non-Hispanic areas like Georgia, where the Latino
presence quadrupled—are fast learning how to catch up.

Half of all U.S. Hispanics live in just two states, California and Texas,
but the census figures caught many churches off-guard with news of dra-
matic increases during the 1990s in areas not synonymous with Hispanic
culture: from 109,000 Hispanics to 435,000 in Georgia; from 98,000 to
214,000 in Indiana; from 76,000 to 379,000 in North Carolina; and from
32,000 to 124,000 in Tennessee. During the decade, California’s Hispanic
population swelled from 7.7 million to 11 million, and Texas’s from 4.3
million to 6.7 million. The next largest Hispanic states by populations are
New York (2.9 million), Florida (2.7 million), Illinois (1.5 million),
Arizona (1.3 million), and New Jersey (1.1 million).

Mexican immigration contributed most to the rise. The U.S. Hispanic
population increase from22.4 million in 1990 to 35.3 million in 2000
amounts to a 58 percent increase (12.9 million). About 7 million of those
12.9 million are of Mexican origin, raising the total number of Mexican-

origin Hispanics to 20.6 million.

—From “Catching Up with Hispanics” by Rodolpho Carrasco
in Christianity Today (Nov. 12, 2001, p. 66)

For more information, contact Eli Rivera, Interim Coordinator,
National Plan for Hispanic Ministries, General Board of Global Ministries,
212/870-3693 or www.gbgm-umc.org/programs/hispanicmin/

posture lacks integrity because it is at
root socio-cultural imperialism masked
by Christianity.

Evangelism with integrity to the
Hispanic community, and to all peoples
for that matter, begins with deep mourn-
ing for the spiritual state of persons who
are separated from God. It is entered
into with “fear and trembling,” and with
humility guided by an openness to be led
by God and openness to be changed by
the encounter with the other. One enters
into an evangelistic context first as a
learner and receiver.

The task of evangelism within the
Hispanic community must be carefully
thought through. Another question that
must be addressed is, “How long does
one intend to sustain the ministry to the
Hispanic community once evangelized
and incorporated into a community of
faith?” Evangelism within the Hispanic
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community cannot be a short-term
experiment; it must be a long-term com-
mitment. A large number of Hispanics
claim an allegiance to the Roman
Catholic faith. To evangelize a Hispanic
from a Protestant posture is to move the
evangelized away from  Roman
Catholicism and from a familiar socio-
cultural community life. To be Hispanic
and protestant in the U.S. is to be a
minority within Anglo-Protestantism
and a minority within the socio-reli-
gious life of the Hispanic community.
A Hispanic Protestant is part of both, but
not fully integrated into either. That is
why evangelism among the Hispanic
community is a very serious undertaking.
To do evangelism in the Hispanic com-
munity with short-sighted goals and min-
isterial objectives is to not take into
consideration the tearing of the socio-
cultural and religious fabric of a Hispanic.

Allow me to use this illustration. I
graduated from a high school in South
Texas among a class of 230 students. My
home church, First United Methodist
Church of Rio Grande City established
in 1875 and a member of the Rio Grande
Conference, honored Omar Pefia and
myself with a baccalaureate ceremony.
While this was happening, the rest of my
228 classmates were at the Roman
Catholic Church down the street cele-
brating their baccalaureate service. As a
Hispanic Protestant, one must learn
the skill of differentiation at a very
early age to cope with the estrange-
ment brought about by the difference
in faith practice between one and
one’s friends.

Preparing a church for Hispanic min-
istry takes intention and it necessitates
frank talk about uncomfortable issues.
All too often the church’s task of evan-
gelism is hindered because the church
has yet to transcend it’s own elitist atti-
tudes toward persons of other cultures.
In Acts 10 we read that God had to deal
with Peter’s conservative social and reli-
gious prejudices before Peter was able
to attend to the call to visit Cornelius
and his family. Peter had to come to
grips with the truth that “God shows no
partiality.”

Now that we understand whom we are
evangelizing and why, I pray that you
have not been discouraged from the task
of evangelism within the Hispanic com-
munity. It is very important. The task of
evangelism to the non-acculturated and
assimilated Hispanic is two-pronged; the
first prong has to do with spiritual care
and nurture, the second, with advocacy.

The Hispanic community, by and
large, is a relationship-based communi-
ty; one enters into it and is accepted by
the community often times only through
introduction and by becoming familiar
with the primary web of relationships of
the individual doing the introducing.
Once attaining access into the commu-
nity, the patient ministry of presence is
necessary to continue gaining the confi-
dence and trust of a community. The
ministry of presence can be exercised by
attendance at family celebrations and/or
other social settings without any partic-
ular agendas other than relationship
building. Trust is engendered with pres-
ence with someone undergoing a per-
sonal or family crisis. While this may
seem like a lengthy way to go about the
task of evangelism, it is a proven way to
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establish the foundation for building a
community of faith.

Once trust is established, the ministry
of prayer is offered to persons and their
extended families and friends. The min-
istry of prayer opens up opportunities to
speak about real life issues that are hap-
pening in the lives of people. The min-
istry of prayer also awakens a hunger to
know more about the Christian faith.
Once the person is ready to receive teach-
ing, a cell group made
up of family, friends
and close neighbors
can be organized.
Evangelism through
Bible study should be
intentional and direct,
that is, if our inten-
tion is to bring people
to saving faith in Jesus
Christ, then we must
declare it from the
beginning of our
study time together.
The cell groups should be no more than
six to eight weeks in duration. I have
found that the encounters between Jesus
and the persons in the stories from the
Gospel of John resonate with the human
experience of people and invite them into
a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. A
call to faith should be offered after each
Bible study.

Once a nucleus of the community of
faith has been organized, one should then
seek to work deep within the nucleus by
identifying a person within the group
who would be willing to host a gathering
at his or her home. Ideally, this ministry
would grow exponentially if the church
had teams of persons employing this
strategy on three or four other fronts.
Once three or four nuclear groups have
formed, a fellowship supper is provided.
Every effort should be exercised to get all
cell group members there. During the
fellowship times, there can be icebreak-
ers, Christian music specials, introduc-
tions and recognition of leaders. A short
message sharing the vision of the ministry
can be shared. Everyone leaves with a
word of encouragement and with an
assignment to team up with persons out-
side of their nuclear group to pray for
each other. The process is repeated. The
people of the church community who
understand what the ministry has meant
to them now become assistants and teach
and train others.

The second prong of evangelism con-
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The Hispanic
community,
while soon to become
the largest minority
within the U.S,,

Is virtually invisible.

cerns the ministry of advocacy. The
Hispanic community, while soon to
become the largest minority within the
U.S., is virtually invisible. Its presence is
absent from the film industry, the televi-
sion industry and society in general. With
the exception of a few sports stars and
entertainment icons, the Hispanics are to
be seen but not heard. This ethos of invis-
ibility opens a door for exploitation and
social marginalization.

Ministry to His-
panics has often
taken the shape of
handouts of food and
clothing and/or school
supplies. While these
ministries meet an
immediate need, they
fall short of provid-
ing life skills that will
economically sustain
a family. One way to
advocate on behalf of
the Hispanic com-
munity is through ministries of econom-
ic empowerment. Low wages are a reality
among the Hispanic community.
Hispanics are often times forced to bor-
row money at oppressive, high interest
rates from pawn shops, loan shark
finance companies, and other exploitive
lending and renting institutions because
of job instability and/or low earned
incomes. Ideas for economic empower-
ment ministries can include free comput-
er literacy courses to persons
transitioning from industrial to technical
jobs, English as a second language class-
es, G.E.D. and citizenship classes, after-
school tutorials, and training for adults
on how to set up a small business plan
and borrow money to begin it with.
These ministries have a long-term eco-
nomic impact on the present and future
community.

Legal advice and health care are other
possible areas. A legal clinic offered by a
church to help Hispanics deal with their
legal questions would be most gratefully
welcomed and appreciated. Mobile health
clinics and health fairs could make a big
difference as well.

Evangelism within the Hispanic
community is a calling—and a com-
plex one at that. It is a call that should
be entered into prayerfully, carefully
and with honest transparency. Paul
understood his call to be to the Gentiles.
He became all things to others so that he
might win them over to Christ. At the

same time, his evangelization efforts were
fully supported by the Jerusalem council
and some critical accommodations were
made to signify that faith in Christ was
not initiation into the Jewish customs but
into the Kingdom of God. The eschato-
logical vision that can enable us to tran-
scend ourselves and reach out in love to
the other with the saving message of Jesus
Christ is that one day we will comprise a
part of that “great multitude that no one
could count, from every nation, tribe,
people and language, standing before the
throne and in front of the Lamb” shout-
ing in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to
our God, who sits on the throne, and to
the Lamb” (Revelation 7:9a, 10, N1v). O
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Using movie clips
and other elec-
tronic media in
worship settings
can be a creative
and exciting venture.
Be sure your church is licensed
for video showings in worship
and education settings.
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For more information or to

order your license, contact:
UMCom Customer Service

(888) 346-3862 (toll free)
UTCon

e-mail csc@Qumcom.org
uUNked methodist
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