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Esta ponencia fue presentada en la Cumbre Internacional sobre Racismo y Conflictos 

Étnicos, auspiciada por la Alianza Mundial Bautista en Atlanta, Georgia, USA, del 8 al 11 de enero 

de 1999 en el templo original de la histórica Ebenezer Baptist Church.   

Ebenezer, querida iglesia interracial e internacional, multicolor y multicultural de la que 

tuvimos la bendición de ser parte, fue y es una comunidad cristiana paradigmática en cuanto a las 

luchas a las que JesuCristo convoca a toda su iglesia por el logro de la justicia que trae la verdadera y 

perdurable paz.  

Esta comunidad, en su mayoría de hermanos y hermanas afroamericanos, fue enseñada a 

vivir la exhortación profética: “¡Ya se te ha declarado lo que es bueno! Ya se te ha dicho lo que de ti 

espera el SEÑOR: Practicar la justicia, amar la misericordia, y humillarte ante tu Dios” Miqueas 6:8 

Al celebrar en este mes el natalicio de uno de sus hijos dilectos, El Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr., profeta y pastor, premio Nobel de la Paz, con profunda gratitud a su memoria inspiradora y 

a la vida y misión de su iglesia madre, incorporamos a nuestra red este documento, que celebra 15 

años de haber sido engendrado entre convicciones y recuerdos, lágrimas y esperanzas. OLM  

 

- - - -oo00oo- - - -  

 

 It is a very emotional and meaningful experience for both my wife, Beatriz, and I to be here in 

this international summit. We both remember with joy and gratitude to God the days when, as a family, 

we attended Ebenezer Baptist Church. This was for about three years during my doctoral studies at 

Emory University. To be precise, it was between September of 1973 and June of 1976. We experienced 

with this beloved faith community great moments of worship and fellowship, as well as times of joy and 

agony. 

 

 We were there when Dr. Martin Luther King, Sr., officially retired as the Senior Pastor of the 

church. We were there when Mrs. Alberta Williams King and Deacon Edward Boykin were killed while 

she was playing “The Lord’s Prayer” on the organ on Sunday, June 30 of 1974. We were there one week 

later, when Dr. Martin Luther King, Sr., stood up and began the service by repeating to his people with 

much emotion and serenity as well, “I have forgiven him, I have forgiven him.” We were there, on many 
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Sunday mornings, blessed through the best African American preachers of those days, all colleagues and 

friends of Dr. King, Sr. We were there, always welcomed, always feeling at home, always experiencing 

the love miracle of being truly one in Jesus Christ, regardless of race or color, nationality or social status. 

We were there, learning how to overcome, as Christians, the sin of racism in ourselves, in the church, 

and in the entire society.  We were there then, and we are here today! And for the past, the present and 

the future, to God be the Glory! 

 The assigned subject of my sharing for this occasion is, “Racism from a Hispanic Perspective.” It 

makes explicit the biased character of this lecture. Therefore, what follows is not an unbiased series of 

statements. It does not even seek to be unbiased.   

 Christian reflection cannot be done in the abstract. There is no such thing as a “general,” pure and 

objective theology. There is, indeed, a Christian community that is held together by bonds of a common 

faith. But within that community we each bring our own history and perspectives to bear on the message 

of the gospel. This, hoping to help the entire community to discover dimensions that have gone unseen, 

and expecting to be corrected when necessary. 

 I was born and grew up in Latin America, in Argentina, a country where barely 4 or 5 percent of 

the population was Protestant, and probably only .5 percent was Baptist. I faced similar situations when 

I lived in Colombia and Costa Rica. Therefore, I have deeply experienced what it really means to be a 

member of a religious minority. At a later stage in my life, the experience of being a member of a 

minority group took on a different dimension. This was when I came to live and minister in the United 

States and found that, although now my religion was that of the majority, I had now become part of an 

ethnic minority. 

 Therefore, I come to this summit against racism with a double and interrelated experience. The 

experience of being part of an ethnic minority, as well as a religious minority, has led me to reinterpret 

some important dimensions of the core meaning of the gospel. I still cherish these perceptions which are 

results of the contextualized character of my pilgrimage. I also come to this summit after almost twenty 

years of living in North America. Those years constitute a pilgrimage clouded from the very beginning 

until today by personal racial incidents related to my ethnic identity. But such painful personal incidents 

played only a minor role, for what they did was to give me the freedom to look at North American 

society with a critical eye, and to see what was being done, not only to Hispanics, but also to African 

Americans, to farm workers of whatever ethnicity and to Native Americans.   
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 Thus, my experience of being a minority in the ethnic sense opened my eyes and ears to the 

oppression and discrimination that is very much a part of our society, and to hear the voice of the 

oppressed who are crying out, very often in the name of Christianity. 

 What follows are, then, my very personal perceptions about the reality of contemporary racism, 

as I see it as a Hispanic American Baptist who also has a dream. A dream of a multicultural, multiethnic 

and integrated church that will become God’s instrument for a colorful, just, and decent society. 

 First, let me briefly comment on some contextual realities that are important components 

of the Hispanic American presence in our society: 

 We Hispanic Americans trace our own origin or descent to Spain or to Mexico, Puerto Rico, 

Cuba and many other Spanish-speaking countries of Latin America.  Our ancestors were among the 

early explorers and settlers of the so-called New World. 

 As far as time is concerned, it is not the Hispanic American but the Anglo American who is the 

newcomer to this country. Nineteen years before the British founded their first colony in the land that Sir 

Walter Raleigh called Virginia, the Spaniards based in Cuba, founded a city that still exists in St. 

Augustine, Florida. Twelve years before the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock, the Spaniards founded 

the city of Santa Fe, New Mexico.  There was a time when Havana--not Savannah, Georgia, but 

Havana, Cuba--was the capital of Georgia. 

 Actually, the first Hispanics to become part of this country did not do so by migration.  Rather, 

they were engulfed by the United States in its expansion process. It was sometimes by purchase, 

sometimes by military conquest, and sometimes by simple annexation of territories no one was strong 

enough to defend. Even without turning back to history, this is clear when one looks at a map of the 

United States and finds in it such names as Florida, California, Nevada, Colorado, Los Angeles, San 

Francisco, San Diego, Sacramento, and even Key West, which is a linguistic corruption of the original 

“Cayo Hueso.” 

 However, the reason for mentioning this expansionist process here is not to lay a claim on land 

grabbed through greed, deceit and sheer force. There is an ancient Spanish saying that says: “Ladrón que 

roba a ladrón, tiene cien años de perdón.” That is: “A thief who robs a thief has a hundred years’ pardon.” 

It is clear that the means by which these territories had earlier become Spanish were not more honorable 

than the means by which they became part of the United States. On the basis of a first claim to these 

lands, no one but the Native Americans would have a right to them--and even then, it would be necessary 

to determine which tribe was there first, and who was dispossessed by whom. 
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 Why did I mention this process of conquest and annexation of Spanish territories here?  The 

reason is twofold. First, those historical realities are essential to understand the feelings of many 

Hispanics about this country and the freedom and equality it promises. Second, this story serves to point 

out that the roots of Hispanic Americans in this country are old and deep and that they, therefore, cannot 

be understood merely as the result of the various waves of immigrants that have come to be part of it. 

 Hispanic Americans have been here for so long, and yet have kept their identity.  It is rather 

doubtful that they will follow the same rapid assimilation process by which Swedes, Irish, Italians, 

Germans, Greeks, Poles and other national groups have joined the mainstream of American society. 

Especially today, when there is an increasing awareness of the value of one’s culture and traditions, it 

seems safe to predict that a clearly distinctive Hispanic American presence will be around for a long 

time. Hispanic Americans did not lose their identity when they believed in the so-called “melting pot” of 

American society. Therefore, it is highly unlikely that we will lose it now when the ideological melting 

pot myth has been exploded. 

 Although popular rhetoric glorified the country as a melting pot of different peoples, in actuality 

this has meant melting diversity into conformity with Anglo-Saxon characteristics. Most Hispanic 

Americans who are unable or unwilling to accomplish such a peculiar transformation have suffered 

varying degrees of abuse or ostracism because middle-class North America demands conformity before 

it offers acceptance. 

 It must be noted at this point that the name “Hispanic” is a collective designation of significant 

political utility.  It has emerged as a national umbrella label for “Mexican,” “Mexican American,” 

“Chicano,” “Puerto Rican,” “boricua,” “New Yor-Rican,” “jíbaro,” “Cuban,” “Cuban American,” 

“Dominican,” “Caribbean,” “Latino,” “Latin American,” “Central American,” “South American,” and 

so on.  In other words, the Hispanic American presence in North America is a polychromatic, 

multicolor, multifaceted, mosaic of races, nationalities and subcultures, all unified by the pivotal axle of 

our identity:  the Spanish language. 

 Irrespective of variations, accents, colloquialisms, idiomatic expressions and regionalisms, the 

Spanish language has served as a unifying and ever-increasing political force for Hispanics. Dr. Virgil 

Elizondo, a Mexican American theologian, reminds us that “every cohesive human group has a language 

and, the specific language of a group is tied in with its identity and uniqueness.” Language has been for 

Hispanics in Anglo American history a force for solidarity and survival in the face of a dominant society 

and oppressive culture. While recognizing the importance of English as a “public language” in North 
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America, Spanish is the “intimate language” that has provided not only a sense of identity, but behavior 

networks vital to Hispanic survival. Today, after several generations of living in the United States, 88 

percent of Latinos still speak Spanish. The United States of America is the fourth largest 

Spanish-speaking country in the world! Thus, bilingualism is likely to continue being a main feature of 

the Hispanic community in the foreseeable future. 

 The Hispanic American presence in the United States shows, among many others, three other 

salient characteristics. The first is its youth, since its average age is eight years less than the rest of the 

population. Partly as a consequence of the first, the second characteristic is rapid growth, for this 

younger population shows a much higher rate of fertility than the population at large. Third, the Latino 

population is constantly increasing through immigration, with the added result that there are always 

people representing different degrees of acculturation and of resistance to assimilation. 

 But the most atrocious Hispanic American reality is the impoverished socio-economic situation 

of the overwhelming majority of Latinos, to be more precise, 87 percent, who live in the urban areas. 

This is a clear result of the orchestrated racial discrimination suffered by my people. The poet Rodolfo 

“Corky” González portrays the pain, rejection, poverty and oppression of Hispanics in his poem entitled 

“I am Joaquín”: 

I am Joaquín, Lost in a world of confusion Caught up in a whirl of a gringo society, Confused by 

the rules, Scorned by attitudes, Suppressed by manipulation, And destroyed by modern society. 

My parents have lost the economic battle and won the struggle of cultural survival. And now! I 

must choose, between the paradox of Victory of the spirit, despite physical hunger Or to exist in 

the grasp of American social neurosis, sterilization of the soul and a full stomach.  Yes, I have 

come a long way to nowhere, unwillingly dragged by that monstrous, technical industrial 

giant-called Progress and Anglo success... I look at myself. I watch my brothers and sisters. I 

shed tears of sorrow. I sow seeds of hate. I withdraw to the safety within the circle of life... MY 

OWN PEOPLE. --I am Joaquín.      

  

The condition of many of the over 25 million Hispanics “caught up in a whirl of a gringo society 

. . .  confused . . . scorned . . . suppressed,” yet proud of their cultural heritage, is graphically portrayed in 

their present status at the periphery of the North American metropolis. This is the byproduct of an 

extremely well-planned multilevel racial discrimination, unemployment or “masked slavery jobs,” very 

limited access to decent housing and good education, and political under representation. 
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 Yes! The overwhelming majority of Latinos or Hispanic Americans, along with most African 

Americans and other ethnic groups, have been condemned to be the permanent underclass of North 

American society. 

 Therefore, the unavoidable question comes to us today as a challenge from God, as 

Christians, as well as members of the great worldwide Baptist family: What to do to eliminate 

racism here and now, everywhere and forever? 

 First, we need to recognize that racism--personal, as well as institutional--is still alive, strong, 

active and destructive among churches, church bodies, and para-church organizations in the United 

States and around the world. We need to start cleaning up the household of God. Without it, there is no 

hope for radical change in our current racist society. 

 Second, our Baptist family is continually changing as the ever-increasing presence of ethnic 

groups is transforming the face of our church bodies in this nation and around the planet. During the last 

two decades, the percentage of new African American, Asian American and Hispanic American Baptist 

congregations has outpaced the growth of those congregations whose parishioners are mainly of Anglo 

European descent. Therefore, now--as never before--is the unavoidable time for radical renewal and 

transformation, witness and commitment. We must do it now or we will progressively perish without 

hope. 

 Third, and after much reflection, I have come to understand that the main reason that should 

motivate Baptist churches to fight against discrimination, both in the church and in society, is, above all, 

faithfulness to God.  God is the only one calling us to be inclusive. Therefore, our desire to be faithful to 

God should be motivation enough to help us rise above our class, racial, ethnic and gender biases and 

prejudices. The Bible states this principle clearly in texts such as James 2:1-9 (NRSV).  It says: 

My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord 

Jesus Christ? For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if 

a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine 

clothes and say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the one who poor you say, “Stand there,” 

or, “Sit at my feet,” have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with 

evil thoughts? Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world 

to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love him? But 

you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into 

court? Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you? You do well if 
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you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.”  But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as 

transgressors. 

 

 Notice that the text calls the church to show no partiality or favoritism. Such a call is not based on 

pragmatic arguments, but on the character of God. The only one who absolutely rejects partiality to the 

powerful and discrimination against the poor is none other than God. 

 James is not the only New Testament document that advances this idea. We can find a similar 

argument in Paul’s Epistle to the Romans. Notice that Romans 2:11 says, “For God shows no partiality.” 

The Greek word translated “partiality” in this verse is the same rendered in James 2:1 and 2:9 as 

“favoritism” and "partiality," respectively. Therefore, both James and Paul affirm the same conviction in 

different places and under different circumstances: that God’s character--as revealed in the 

Scriptures--must be the basis of and the model for our conduct. 

 The theological understanding of this issue has important implications for the life and mission of 

the Baptist family throughout the world.  If we believe indeed that God has no preference for a ruling 

class, we cannot accept the hegemonic or controlling power of a particular ethnic group over all others. If 

we truly believe indeed that God is not a racist, let us then move away from the political, pragmatic and 

utilitarian arguments to theological ones. In the final analysis, the struggle against racism is nothing but 

a matter of faithfulness to God, and to the gospel handed down to the church. 

 Because God is the God of creation, we Baptists are unavoidably called to affirm, by word and 

deed in the churches and in society, the unity of the human race. We are the human family. We must 

demand equal rights and equal respect for all ethnic minorities.  Because God is the God of history, we 

Baptists are unavoidably called to affirm, by word and deed in the churches and in society, the diversity 

of the ethnic cultures. We are a multiethnic, multicolor and multicultural society. We must renounce 

cultural imperialism and seek to preserve all those riches of interracial culture which are compatible with 

the universal lordship of Jesus Christ. 

 Everything in the entire creation proclaims the unity of the human race--everything except sin, 

self, pride and prejudice. No human being is altogether free from some taint of racial pride, because not 

human being is free from sin. A sense of racial superiority is natural to us all, even if it is secret and 

undiscovered. Everyone assumes that his or her race and color, culture and language are the norm, and 

that others are abnormal--the deviation. This is simply the self-centeredness of sin. But there is no norm 
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in the color of human skin. There is no norm in cultural traits. The only norm is humanity. The so-called 

races, or perhaps better said, ethnic groups are only variants of this. 

 This does not mean that all forms of racism are merely politically incorrect. They are sinfully 

wrong. They are a gross offense against God, the God of Creation and history, of religion, nature and 

judgment. We Baptists, facing the polifaceted human atrocity called racism, are commanded to follow 

faithfully by word and deed the strategy of the Spirit of God. This is to seek always for love and justice. 

Neither only love nor only justice. The words of Micah the prophet are clear about this:  

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, 

and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6:8)  

 We Baptists understand love and justice as grounded in the grace of God and expressed by God’s 

love on the cross of Calvary. In the person and work of Jesus Christ, love and justice are clearly defined 

in concrete and very human terms. The Spirit through whom the love of God has been poured into our 

hearts, and whose first fruit is love, empowers us both to love with agape, and to incarnate this love in 

just actions, which is dikaioma. Wherever and whenever agape and dikaioma--love and justice--are 

present in society we can discern the grace of God and the strategy of the Spirit in and for the Kingdom 

of God. 

 Therefore, we the Baptist family as never before are called to increasingly become a worldwide 

movement that witnesses the love and justice of God’s Kingdom by word and deed.  All together 

seeking the radical transformation of the church into a multicultural, multiethnic and truly integrated 

faith movement that becomes God’s instrument for a colorful, just, and decent society. This is my dream 

and prayer, my passion and commitment. 

 To the Sovereign of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever, 

            AMEN. 

WORKS CONSULTED 

 

Abalos, David T.  Latinos in the United States. The Sacred and the Political.  Notre Dame, IN: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 1986. 

González, Justo.  Mañana. Christian Theology from a Hispanic Perspective.  Nashville: Abingdon, 

1990. 

Villafañe, Eldin.  The Liberating Spirit. Toward an Hispanic American Pentecostal Social Ethic.  

Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1992. 


