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CURRENT CHALLENGES IN LATIN AMERICA

The current Latin American reality poses multiple challenges and opportunities to the Protestant churches, which try faithfully to carryout their transforming mission and evangelism task in the midst of the people.

On the one hand, increasing social, political and economic problems resulting from neo-liberal globalization, among other factors, and on the other hand, winds of change and signs of hope, for example, the emergence of progressive, democratically elected Presidents, increase participation of Christians in Latin American political life, among other elements.

How does this new ‘kairos’ affect the mission endeavor of the churches on the continent?

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Edinburgh Mission Conference in 1910, which had as its theme “the evangelization of the world in this generation”, marks the beginning of the contemporary ecumenical movement. Even though among the delegates were North American missionaries serving in Latin America, the continent itself was excluded, because it was considered to be already Christian or evangelized, due to the strong Roman-Catholic presence.

Since these missionaries did not agree with this opinion, considering Latin America a pagan continent, they organized in New York in March 1913, a Conference of Foreign Missions in North America. They founded the Committee of Latin American Cooperation (CLAC), which would take the responsibility to coordinate mission Congresses in Latin America.

The first such Congress was on Christian Work in Latin America, which took place in Panama, February 1916. It still was considered “foreign” since it was conceived and organized by missionaries and executives of the foreign mission boards.

Afterwards the CLAC planned two other Congresses, one in South America and the other one for the Caribbean region. The former took place in Montevideo, Uruguay in March 1925, but really did not reflect an authentic Latin American identity, since it was still sponsored by the North American mission boards. It was nevertheless a bridge between the Panama and the Havana Congresses.

The Havana Hispano-American Evangelical Congress took place in June 1929, for the Caribbean churches as mentioned above. As the title suggests, this Congress opened a new chapter in the search for a Protestant Latin American identity, since it was designed and organized by Latin American leaders.

The importance, therefore of the Havana Congress is that it gathered for the first time Latin Americans as protagonists of the Christian Mission in the continent, without the North American tutelage, which took place in the previous congresses. Just as it occurred with the Edinburgh conference globally, the Havana Congress marked the beginning of the Latin American unity in mission, and laid the foundation for the Latin American missionary work present today.

A COMMEMORATION OF THE 80TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE HAVANA CONGRESS.
This commemoration will provide a space for reflection on the Latin American Protestant identity on mission, which will not be limited to the past, but will be forward looking. It will take into consideration the current context of mission and evangelism in the Latin American continent in order to refocus this effort ecumenically.

The outcomes of the meeting will be part of the Latin American contribution to the 2010 Edinburgh Centennial process. This way, not only the absence of Latin American voices which happened in 1910 would be avoided, but also it would be enriched by the diversity and multiplicity of faces and colors, and by the holistic approach of mission, carried out by the Latin American churches throughout the years.

The commemoration will also study some of the materials of the two Conferences on World Mission and Evangelism, which took place in the continent, namely Mexico (1963), that was the first biggest ecumenical event in Latin America, and Salvador, Bahia, Brazil (1996). The groundwork of the commemoration will also incorporate the preparation process, which is designed for the Edinburgh Centennial celebration, from a Latin American perspective.

This event has even a greater importance following the WCC’s 9th General Assembly in Porto Alegre, Brazil, which met, for the first time, in Latin America and will be furthered by the DOV focus on Latin America this year.

This project is co-organized by the Matanzas Theological Seminary, the Cuban Council of Churches, the Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI) and the World Council of Churches (WCC), with the participation and support of the 2010 Edinburgh Centennial Celebration Committee and other churches and organizations.
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