
     |     11  REFLEXUS - Revista de Teologia e Ciências das Religiões

Faith from the Underside of History:

Three Evangélico Responses

to the Plight of the Poor in Brazil

Raimundo César Barreto Jr.1

ABSTRACT

plight of the poor in Brazil. There is a presupposition that all ethical 
and theological endeavor is an act of response to a previous action, 

deeply affect and transform each other. These constant encounters and 
dialogues provoke transformations both in the realities encountered 
by moral agents, and in the moral agents’ responses to those realities. 
Any Christian social ethics coming from a given reality of suffering 

to the needs that present themselves to it. It ought to be an ethics of 

living on the underside of history can liberate the church and reshape 
theology.

1 Raimundo César Barreto Jr., doutor em teologia pela Universidade de Princeton 
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A fé da perspectiva do lado de baixo da história: Três respostas 

Evangélicas à situação do Pobre no Brasil

RESUMO

todo empreendimento teológico e ético é um ato de resposta a uma 
ação prévia e parte de um diálogo que acontece entre as pessoas e as 
diferentes realidades que não somente se encontram, mas também 
se transformam. Estes encontros constantes e diálogos provocam 
transformações tanto nas realidades encontradas pelos agentes 

Qualquer Ética Social Cristã que deriva de uma dada realidade de 

 
O encontro com o outro pobre e oprimido pode gerar a conversão 
daqueles e daquelas que estão envolvidos neste encontro. O encontro 
com os vivem no reverso da história pode libertar a Igreja e dar uma 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

Ética Social, Igreja Evangélica Brasileira, Pobres.

to the plight of the poor in Brazil. I suggest that the three Brazilian 

complement each other. Combined, they offer important insights to 

Throughout this essay, there is a presupposition that all ethical 
and theological endeavor is an act of response to a previous action, 
and part of a dialogue
different realities that not only
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deeply affect and transform each other.2 These constant encounters and 
dialogues provoke transformations both in the realities encountered by 
moral agents, and in the moral agents’ responses to those realities. The 

ethics coming from a given reality of suffering and oppression must 

themselves to it. It ought to be an ethics of response – one that engages 

spiritual transformation – to those involved in that encounter. Joerg 

can liberate the church and reshape theology.  
Evangélico  faces I 

mention here do not intend to represent all Protestant churches and their 

2 
Buber, Emmil Brunner, Emmanuel Levinas, H. Richard Niebuhr, Enrique Dussel, 
Paul Lehmann, and Richard Shaull, even though I do not directly refer to some of 
these thinkers in this essay.

 Liberating the Future: 

God, Mammon and Theology 

 Evangélico and Protestant are often used interchange-
ably. Evangélico - 

-
ticed, ten percent or more of the Latin American population identify themselves as 
Evangélicos

in Rethinking Protestantism in Latin America, ed. Virginia Garrard-Burnett and 

of the 20 million Protestants in the country belong to Pentecostal or charismatic 
Evangélico

Evangélico here.
 See Paul Freston, Evangelicals and Politics in Asia, Africa and Latin America 
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meet the poor face-to-face, and to meet the Divine through them. 

Christians theologians have in a place like Brazil to do theology from 

The Transforming Impact of
a Face-to-Face Encounter with the Poor

Liberation theologians in Latin America have offered an original 

of the poor – or the preferential option for the poor – has become one 
 In light of 

today is to get closer to the poor and listen to them. Any Christian social 

among the poor.

 This is, for instance, the basic assumption guiding Gustavo Gutierrez’s argument 
A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation 
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perspective. Thus, those of us doing theology from Latin America must 

-

6

the development of Latin America liberation theology. Leonardo and 
Clodovis Boff start an introductory book on liberation theology by 
describing some shocking scenes in northeastern Brazil.7 They told 

Latin America.”8

do not even have access to the most basic medical care or to regular 
9 

6  Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Writings Selected 

with an Introduction

is one of the favorite quotes of Bonhoeffer among Latin American liberation theo-
logians. Gustavo Gutierrez quotes it in an essay called “The Limitations of Modern 

Essential Writings (ed. 

7 Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology (trans. Paul Burns; 

8 Ibid., 2. 
9 Ibid.
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Liberation theology’s starting point is the reality of “com-passion,” 
10 This is the “vital environment,” 

the reality that all Latin American liberation theologians must take 

theology.11

American liberation theology he learned that “any good Christian 
kairos

it must be situated.”12 
One of the most important contributions made by Latin American 

liberation theology is that in order to do theology from the perspective 

 Methodologically, Latin American 
liberation theology teaches us that it is only after one is able to “do 
liberation” that one can “do theology.”  From that perspective, theology 

 
 Orthopraxis becomes more 

important than orthodoxy

orthopraxis.”16 

did not create this understanding of Christian faith. In fact, it emerged 

is a liberationist Christianity that precedes liberation theology and 

10 Ibid.
11 See Jon Sobrino, “Teologia Desde la Realidad,” in O Mar Se Abriu: Trinta Anos 

de Teologia na America Latina (ed. Loyo-

12 Jurgen Moltmann, “Teologia Latino-Americana,” in O Mar Se Abriu, 227.
 Boff and Boff, op. cit., 22.
 Ibid. 
 Roberto Oliveros, “History of the Theology of Liberation,” in Mysterium Libera-

tionis: Fundamental Concepts of Liberation Theology (ed. Ignacio Ellacuria and 

16 Clodovis Boff, Theology and Praxis: Epistemological Foundations (Maryknoll, 
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17 Liberation theology emerged 

18 
As David Tombs states, “Whether a recognizable movement 

upon the ethical, methodological and epistemological principles of 

19 Therefore, even if the language used by liberation 

Both Protestantism and Catholicism came to Latin America as 

Dussel calls “the invention of the Americas.”20 This project tried to 

17 The War of Gods: Religion and Politics in Latin America 

18 Ibid.
19 David Tombs, “Latin American Liberation Theology Faces the Future,” in Faith in 

the Millennium (ed. Stanley E. Porter, Michael A. Hayes, and David Tombs; Shef-

20 Enrique Dussel
Myth of Modernity -

-

-
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God’s love and God’s justice. As one faces the poor, one has to consider 
21 When one 

22 In 

developed among Roman Catholic priests and theologians. Most 
Brazilian Evangélico churches

anti-Catholic sentiment, a strong individualism has also characterized 
the majority of Brazilian Protestants. 

In spite of that, some Brazilian Protestant groups, in their daily 

 of Brazilian Protestantism 

21 As Juan Luis Segundo puts it, “God’s revelation comes to us in the cultural situation 
of the oppressed” (The Liberation of Theology 

of the hermeneutical circle as the “continuing change in our interpretation of the 

individual and societal” (ibid., 8).
22 Gustavo Gutierrez, The God of Life

 Theology In a New Key: Responding to Liberation 

Themes

 Faces 

of Latin American Protestantism -
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have produced different responses to the cry of the poor. None of them is 
complete, but as one takes all the different responses into consideration, 
one can see that they complement each other and, together, can lead to a 

society. 

The Different Faces of
Brazilian Protestantism

José Miguez Bonino uses the analogy of the face to identify the 

Evangelical face, a Pentecostal face, and an Ethnic face.
American liberal Protestantism migrated to Latin America along 

by encouraging the entrance of ‘enlightened modernity’ into South 

that confronted the authoritarian political culture dominated by Roman 
Catholicism, in the attempt to found a bourgeois modernity based on 
the equality of a participatory and democratic society.26 Therefore, 

sectors that impelled the struggle for liberal modernization through the 
formation of ‘free associations’ of various kinds. In the second half of 

and Protestantism could already be noticed in Latin American societies. 

enables one to speak of the Evangélico or Protestant faith in the singular, even 
though there are different manifestations of this faith. 

 See ibid.
26 Ibid.
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through the creation of schools for the elites ended up in failure.27 
Instead of liberating the masses, this kind of Protestantism encouraged 

true, socially progressive, modernizing and participatory democracy.28 
This kind of Protestantism is also called historical Protestantism, in 
Latin America.29

protesting against injustice, and calling for a more just society. For 

social justice. The beginning of this progressive Protestant movement 
can be traced back to the creation of the Setor de Responsabilidade 
Social da Igreja in the Brazilian Evangélico Confederation, and to the 
development of the Student Christian Movement in Brazil, in the late 

active militancy in social and political liberation movements and, along 

 
The second face of Latin American Protestantism mentioned by 

the moral improvement of society, the cause of abolition of slavery 

27 Ibid., 17.
28 Ibid., 18.
29 Pablo A. Deiros, “Protestant Fundamentalism in Latin America,” in Fundamental-

isms Observed -

 See Alan Neely, Protestant Antecedents of the Latin American Theology of Lib-

eration 
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and the struggle against poverty.”

 

affecting, in various degrees, all of Latin American Protestantism.  
Despite its inherited individualism, it became a vehicle of social 
participation for the marginal groups that came into sight in Brazil as 

 

rendered evangelicalism unable to understand the Brazilian social 

as of participating in the process to transform it; Second, missionary 

America that they lent the name ‘evangelical’ to almost all other 

simply Evangélicos. Evangelical Christians are usually conservative in 

 Miguez Bonino, op. cit., 29.
 Ibid.

 Ibid.

 Ronald Glen Frase, A Sociological Analysis of the Development of Brazilian 

Protestantism: A Study in Social Change (Ph.D. diss., Princeton Theological 
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the gospel.

as the only rule of faith and conduct.  

emotionalism, and of more recent origin, a pronounced sympathy 

American spectrum,”
Brazilian evangelical churches became a conservative political force, 

Brazilian evangelicals more open to seeing the reality surrounding their 
lives gave birth to a politically progressive evangelical movement, 

America.
The Pentecostal face of Latin American Protestantism represents 

its most recent and popular manifestation. Pentecostalism has been 

Pentecostalism has also developed a peculiar response to their suffering, 

The Ethnic face of Brazilian Protestantism refers mainly to 

have become geographically limited to the southern part of the country, 

 Elizete da Silva, Cidadãos de Outra Pátria: Anglicanos e Batistas na Bahia 
(Doctoral diss., Universidade de São Paulo), 601.

do Protestantismo Evangelical,” in Introdução ao Protestantismo no Brasil (ed. 

1990), 80-81.
 Pablo Deiros, op. cit.
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scope of this paper.
Antônio G. Mendonça

the Protestantism of mission (Congregationalists, Methodists, 
Presbyterians and Baptists), and the Pentecostals.  Mendonça’s 
Missionary Protestantism encompasses Miguez Bonino’s Liberal and 
Evangelical faces. According to Mendonça, all the American missions 

of the messianic convictions of the U.S. nation.”
made them go all over the country preaching individual salvation and 
establishing congregations, the second one led them to invest heavily in 

bourgeoisie, the dominant classes, composed by liberal intellectuals 

celeste porvir.  

-
mo no Brasil,” in Introdução ao Protestantismo no Brasil

 Ibid. See also Orivaldo P. Lopes, Jr., “Protestantism in Brazil and the Cause of the 
Poor,” unpublished article, 2000, 2.

 Mendonça, op. cit.

 Antônio G. Mendonça, O Celeste Porvir: a Inserção do Protestantismo no Brasil 
celestial future. 
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or political, that may come out of their religious beliefs. They learned to 

economic activities; the other, is the close ‘family of faith,’ the sphere in 
 Therefore, this kind of Christian faith 

does not prompt the believers to social action.  

by the evangelical mindset brought to them by North American 
missionaries, most Brazilian Protestants have never been able to make a 
synthesis that could be adequate to the Brazilian cultural environment. 

 

gave birth to a number of important autonomous ecumenical 

America. Braga’s main concerns related to the nature of Brazilian 
Protestantism and the foundations of Protestant education in Brazil.  
For him, the Protestant faith should be able to combine its elements 

of social change and a perpetrator of moral and political progress, 

both the individual and social realms. 

 Ibid.

 Ibid.

 

American peoples. See Waldo César, “Situação Social e Crescimento do Protestan-
tismo na América Latina,” in Protestantismo e Imperialismo na América Latina 

 Luiz Longuini Neto, O Novo Rosto da Missão
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Despite all the contributions that ecumenical Protestants such as 
Braga made to Brazilian education and development, it is clear that until 

of imported theology, church polity, and social ethics.”  For the most 

defend issues such as religious freedom and other church interests, and 

through the Christianization of society one could bring about structural 

and social involvement began to be advanced in some Protestant 
quarters as an inescapable Christian duty.

The Ecumenical Response

The kind of Protestantism that has prevailed in Brazil has not 
been concerned in developing a Christian social ethics.  Rubem Alves 
developed a typology to study Brazilian Protestantism, and concluded 

of righteous doctrine,” characterized by pietistic spirituality, literalistic 
understanding of the Bible, and an intrinsic individualism.  According 
to Alves, the ethics of this type of Protestantism “is individual, not social 
... Social ethics, therefore, is not an essential part of this Protestant 

referring even once to the need for social transformation.”

it is only necessary to transform individuals in order to change society. 

Evangélico

 Alan Neely, op. cit.

 See Rubem Alves, Protestantismo e Repressão

 
“Protestantism of the spirit.” Nevertheless, he only develops one type, the “Protes-
tantism of righteous doctrine.” See ibid.

 Ibid., 216 (my translation).
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been made by small groups of Brazilian Protestants for the promotion 
 

develop a Christian social ethics in Brazil. A group of young ecumenical 

society.  

of the unity of the Protestant churches in Brazil and to represent the 
Evangélico

young Protestants, both in the movements of juventude 

Confederação and in the student Christian movement in the beginning 

developed, and that the theme of social responsibility and social change 
became part of the agenda of Brazilian Protestantism. In its origins, 

Both the Setor de Responsabilidade Social da Igreja and the Student 
Christian Movement played a very important role in the development 
of a progressive social ethics in Brazil that anticipated many of the later 

 See Paul Freston, op. cit., 11ff.
 

-

Latin American Politics and Society -
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as the indispensable and inevitable condition for the humanization of 
Brazilian life.”  

movement in Brazil, and taught at the Presbyterian Seminary in 

young Brazilian Evangélicos

the history of Brazilian Protestantism.

 

Brazilian Protestants, about the social responsibility of the church.  
He affected an entire generation of young Protestant thinkers in the 

passed on to Brazilian students at Protestant seminaries as being simply 
“the theology.”  The kind of theology taught at Brazilian seminaries at 

 “Dos Años de Un MEC en Revolución,” Testimonium Quot-
ed by Neely, op. cit.

 -

of God in history served as the foundation for the formulation of the theological 

Profeta da Revolução,” in Pastoral & Mística (ed. Jacy Maraschin; São Bernardo 

 See Richard Shaull, Surpreendido Pela Graça

 Rubem Alves, “... Su Cadáver Estava Lleno de Mundo,” in Religião e Sociedade
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seriously the socio-historical location of those doing theology in Brazil. 

liberation theology.”  As Carl-Henric Grenholm says, despite being a 
North American theologian, Shaull “can be regarded as a representative 
of a more radical Latin American Protestantism.”

Shaull came of age as a mature theologian during his years in 
Brazil.60

even after he left Brazil in order to teach at Princeton.61 If, on the one 

-

the top theologies of the time, that is, the thought of the many of the best theologians 
of that historical period, such as Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Emil Brunner, 

not interested in the reproduction of these theologians’ thought by the students, but 
in their capacity to dialogue critically and ask questions to these theologians in light 

See Jovelino Ramos, “Você Não Conhece o Shaull,” 
in De Dentro do Furacão: Richard Shaull e os Primórdios da Teologia da Li-

bertação (ed. Rubem Alves et al.

 Carl-Henric Grenholm, Christian Social Ethics in a Revolutionary Age: An 

Analysis of the Social Ethics of John C. Bennett, Heinz-Dietrich Wendland and 

Richard Shaull 
60 The process of his spiritual and theological formation that started at Princeton, as a 

-
-

Surpreendido Pela Graça
61 

of his presence and action as a professor at Princeton Theological Seminary in the 
ibid.
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spirituality, on the other hand, the theology that he developed during 

theology.62 Through his thorough engagement and immersion in 

An Interface for the Three
Different Faces of Brazilian Protestantism

religious movements emerging at that point in Brazil.

 He never approached 

 Moreover, he 
contrasted the church-centeredness dominant in Brazilian Protestantism 

understood that the ecumenical movement should strive for the unity of 

62 Eduardo Galasso Faria, Fé e Compromisso: Richard Shaull e a Teologia no Bra-

sil

 Ibid.

Ecumênico – um testemunho reconhecido,” in De Dentro do Furacão

translation).
 See Rubem Menzen Bueno, “Ah, Ah! Bem, e Então ... Como, a Ver, Richard Shaull 
Pensava e Agia,” Religião e Sociedade
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An attitude of never crystallizing his theological thinking into any 

social realities. The main conversational partners of Shaull during his 

to engage a group of Roman Catholics in continuous and serious 

Although living then back in the United States, Shaull also engaged the 
Christian Base Communities that emerged in Brazil during the 1970s 
and 1980s. Finally, at the end of his life, he engaged Pentecostalism, 

historical churches. 

three faces of Brazilian Protestantism. For the Ecumenical face, Shaull 

in the last part of his life and ministry among the poor Pentecostals in 
Rio de Janeiro. 

 Fé e Compromisso
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connections can link Shaull to the evangelical progressive movement 

that Shaull is also a conversational partner for the Evangelical face for 

to the challenges made by both the ecumenical movement and the 
liberationist movement in Brazil in the early 1960s. The appeal of both 

Fraternity (FTL) in 1970.66 The evangelical response, embodied in 
the FTL, emerges in search for a biblical response to movements that, 

language. From this reactionary beginning, the Evangelical face has 

67

vocabulary.68 If one takes into consideration that Shaull’s theology and 

66 See Carlos Queiroz, “A Missão Integral no Brasil,” unpublished paper, from Carlos 
FTL stands for the Spanish Fraternidad Teológica 

Latinoamericana.
67 

these efforts, Unidad y Diversidad del Protestantismo Latinoamericano : el tes-

timonio evangélico hacia el tercer milenio: Palabra, espíritu y mission (ed. José 

68 An emphasis on social justice and transformation – a theological emphasis on the King-

this movement. See, for instance, Orlando Costas, The Church and Its Mission: A 

Shattering Critique from the Third World -

makes numerous references to Rubem Alves, and some direct references to Shaull. See 
esp. Orlando Costas, Theology of the Crossroads in Contemporary Latin America: 

Missiology in Mainline Protestantism, 1969-1974 
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liberationist movements that provoked an evangelical response, one can 
come to the conclusion that Shaull might also be a good conversational 
partner for the Evangelical face of Brazilian Protestantism. 

Furthermore, Shaull never gave up entirely the evangelical faith 

youth.69

the need for a biblical faith, and took “biblical authority” seriously, 

authority. Shaull also spoke of “discipleship”70

many evangelicals in Brazil – as an important component of being a 
Christian. Finally, more emphatically at the end of his life, Shaull used 

71 

 
69 

of Christ only if he offered to Him all his life and energies. The intensity of this 
-

Surpreendido Pela Graça, 22.
70 Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s books The Cost of Discipleship and Life Together made an 

occupied a central place in his spiritual journey, and they offered a crucial contribu-
tion to the development of his spiritual life. See Richard Shaull, Surpreendido Pela 

Graça, 88. 
71 See, for instance, Richard Shaull, “The Third Conversion,” The Other Side
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church itself must undergo as they encounter the poor over and over 
again, are meaningful factors in providing an interface for the three 
faces of the Evangélico movement in Brazil, as it struggles to properly 
respond to challenging ethical demands.

The Evangelical Response

A second attempt to respond to the claim of the poor from a 
Protestant perspective in Brazil came from an evangelical movement, 

Theological Fraternity.72 A group of evangelical theologians gathered 

attempt from Latin American evangelicals – theologically conservative, 
but politically and socially progressive – to respond to the challenges 
posed by the Latin American reality of poverty and injustice to the 
evangelical faith. They came to understand that social responsibility and 

Latin America, and they developed a neo-evangelical theology that they 
called “theology of the holistic mission.” In the First Latin American 

one of the founders of the Latin American Theological Fraternity in 

does not imply the abandonment of the fundamental truths of the 
Gospel; on the contrary, it means to take to the last consequences 

72 See Samuel Escobar, La Fundacion de la Fraternidad Teologica Latinoameri-

cana: Breve Ensayo Histórico (undated manuscript emailed by Samuel Escobar to 
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an evangelization that does not take account of the social problems 
and that does not announce the salvation and sovereignty of Christ 

Despite the theological conservatism of this movement, it has 

society. 
Because of its strong emphases on personal piety and biblical 

authority, on one hand, and its intentional engagement in the struggle 

and social action. At its best, this movement could rethink Brazilian 
Evangélico to mean anyone 

 

traditional Catholicism and at the same time stood in sharp contrast to 
traditional evangelicalism, especially as represented by dispensational 
evangelicalism.  As a result of this, “some evangelical theologians chose 
to enter into dialogue ... in an attempt to consider the challenges posed 

could no longer afford to ignore.”76

emerged in Latin America proposing a more contemporary evangelical 
theology of the mission of the church. 

 Samuel Escobar, A Responsabilidade Social da Igreja, Tópicos do Momento

 -
talist Manoel de Mello,” in Mission Trends 2, Evangelization (ed. Gerald H. An-

 Oscar A. Campos R., The Mission of the Church and the Kingdom of God in 

Latin America (Ph.D. diss., Dallas Theological Seminary, 2000), 2.
76 Ibid.
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replace either revolution or liberation. The main difference is that it 

77 Some of these progressive evangelicals 

violent revolution. 

passion of the evangelical perspective into the discussion.78 As he did 
that, he also sought to engage the missiological and ecclesiological 
contributions coming from mainline and ecumenical theologians as 

is being perceived and proclaimed today from the vantage point of the 

theologians today insist on “the political dimensions of the gospel and 
on the necessity of theologizing out of commitment to the concrete 

point, back to the heart of biblical theology.”79 It is only by taking that 

at the same time. Costas offered an important contribution to bringing 
Latin American evangelical theology closer to the theme of liberation by 

77 See, for instance, C. René Padilla, Mission Between the Times (Grand Rapids, 

78 See, for instance, Orlando Costas, Christ Outside the Gate -
bis, 1982), and idem, Liberating News 

79 Orlando Costas, The Church and Its Mission: A Shattering Critique From the 

Third World
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Other important theologians representing this more radical 
evangelical movement in Latin America have also contributed to keep 

them suitably and adequately a particular vigorous message in our time 
80

be judged. As Samuel Escobar put it, “The real test of the validity of all 

on the ethical level.”81

The Evangelical face also emphasizes the Kingdom of God as 
an important dimension of the proclamation of Christ’s gospel. In a 

evangelicals to rediscover the dimensions of the Kingdom of God in 
their lives.82

 (2) a critical dimension, 

80 Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi -

Church,” Occasional Bulletin of Missionary Research
81 Samuel Escobar, “The Kingdom of God, Eschatology, and Social and Political Eth-

ics in Latin America,” Theological Fraternity Bulletin
82 Ibid. 

 Ibid., 28. Here Escobar speaks not only of the alternative kind of relationships of-
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pointing out the accomplishments of the Christian faith in Latin America 

realism or else spiritualized, and calls for social and political action in 
the hope of the Kingdom.

Rene Padilla, also emphasizing the topic of the Kingdom, speaks of 

 

the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’, belongs to the essence of the Christian 
faith. The Kingdom of God is both a present reality and a promise to be 

86

the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’ of the Kingdom of God, being both 
eschatological and historical; a fruit of the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’ of 
the Kingdom. 

The church, as a messianic community, is also seen as the 

87 Through 

Pharisees” (ibid.

 Ibid.

 C. René Padilla, “The Kingdom of God and the Church,” Theological Fraternity 

Bulletin 
86 Ibid., 2.
87 Ibid., 6.
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88 The church is an 

of the koinonia

the “Gospel of the Kingdom.”89 From that, Padilla concludes that 
the mission of the church is not the multiplication of churches, but 
rather the manifestation of the Kingdom that has come in Jesus Christ. 
As the sign of the ‘already’ of the Kingdom, the church manifests 

koinonia) and the service to the 
diakonia) that characterize the Kingdom. As the sign of the 

‘not yet,’ the church confesses the sovereignty of God, thus avoiding 

prophetically criticize all the passing societal structures, on the basis 
of the hope of the Kingdom.90 

kingdom and the church, mediated by the action of the Spirit, opens his 

in the day-to-day life of the poor, and on the democratic distribution 
of the charismata. Padilla is very appreciative of the liberationist 
emphasis on the preferential option for the poor. Nevertheless, Padilla 
is concerned that as both liberationist and ecumenical thought focus on 
the structural transformation of society, they might have neglected the 
need for personal transformation. He quotes Leonardo Boff saying that 

88 Ibid., 7.
89 Ibid., 8.
90 Ibid.
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as one emphasizes the structural character of social sin and the need 

of neglecting the need for personal conversion.91 According to Padilla, 

92

more involved in the social and political spheres, it is no longer possible 
to continue to neglect the important theological contributions that are 
being made by these progressive evangelicals. They might have the 
means that is lacking today in several other mainstream theologians, to 

evangelicalism and both the ecumenical progressive Protestantism 

in Latin America. Because of these connections, this movement can be 
an important bridge to connect the contributions made by the ecumenical 
Religion and Society movement represented by ISAL, and the current 

churches, and also of the movement of churches that previously kept 
themselves apart from society into the public realm. 

The contributions of both the ecumenical movement and the 

spirituality is on the stage, also seeking to play a public role in Brazilian 
society.

91 See C. René Padilla, “La Nueva Eclesiologia en America Latina,” Revista de la 

Fraternidad Teológica Latinoamericana

see also Leonardo Boff, Igreja: Carisma e Poder

92 Ibid.
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The Pentecostal Response

Both the Ecumenical and the Evangelical faces of Brazilian Protes-
tantism have tried to respond to the needs of the Brazilian people, each 

in the struggle for social justice in Brazil.

America, and much attention has been devoted to discuss its impact 
upon society at-large. This movement has been portrayed many 
times as either tending to be supportive of the status quo, or as being 
merely an indirect force encouraging a democratic spirit and capitalist 

corporative attitude in the public sphere.  

 -
tian Lalive D’Epinay, Haven of the Masses: A Study of the Pentecostal Move-

ment in Chile Followers 

of the New Faith: Culture Change and the Rise of Protestantism in Brazil and 

Chile 

the socio-political sphere, leading them to avoid more direct involvement in politi-
cal and social struggles. Therefore, he did not see this charismatic form of Prot-

vein, might be a positive factor for socio-political change. He envisioned an indi-

Pentecostalism as a ‘symbolic protest’ that rejected the traditional hierarchical so-
cial order that prevailed in Latin American societies and instilled a more democratic 

scholars studying Latin American Protestantism more recently, such as Jean-Pierre 
Bastian, Cecilia Mariz, David Stoll, David Martin, and Francisco Rolim.
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Pentecostalism is the most visible and popular face of Brazilian 
Protestantism today. It presents some signs of hope in the sense that 
it has been very effective in its capacity to engage Brazilian popular 

of traditional Brazilian society, becoming incapable of transforming 
them.

One can better understand the potential for social change in 

can be harnessed for secular purposes.”  The Pentecostal God is a 

believer, God has chosen the poor and the destitute of the earth to speak 
about the goodness of God in all languages.

Richard Shaull and Waldo César noticed that in Pentecostal 
discourse the theological emphasis has shifted from the evangelical 

problems of everyday life.96 Thus, César and Shaull challenged non-

 
in On Earth as it is in Heaven (ed. Virginia Garrard-Burnett
Scholarly Resources, 2000), 220.

 God the Spirit by 
Michael Welker,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology

96 See Waldo César and Richard Shaull, Pentecostalismo e futuro das igrejas cristãs. 

 (Editora Vozes - Editora Sinodal, Petrópolis, 1999).
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gospel. 

 

transformed, both theologically and spiritually.97 He argued that since 

98 
According to Shaull, the Pentecostal response to the movement 

concern for and presence among the poor.99 Pentecostals have become 
the church of the poor in our day. Their discourse is not about the option 
for the poor, but is a discourse of the poor refusing to accept poverty. 
Thus, Pentecostals are in a better position today than other Christian 
churches to hear, understand, and respond to God’s revelation, since God 

understand that the poor “occupy a privileged position as interpreters of 
God’s self-revelation.”100

Furthermore, Brazilian Pentecostals are becoming increasingly 
involved in diverse struggles for societal transformation.101

live. Pentecostals are not only making a tremendous contribution to the 

97 
on a Study of Pentecostalism in Brazil,” Pneuma

98 César and Shaull, op. cit., 118ff.
99 
100 Ibid.
101 César and Shaull, op. cit.
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the active participation, and sometimes the leadership, of Pentecostals. 

102

struggle of liberation. The challenge of both mainline Protestantism 

social justice and charismatic Protestants becomes essential for the 

lives of the oppressed in Brazilian society today. In order for that to take 

undergoing a true conversion as one encounters the Pentecostal poor.  
Willing to learn from the “Pentecostal Other,” one becomes able 

of the Spirit, in the midst of all struggle for life, they have come to 

 

to be impossible become possible repeatedly. For those caught in 

relationships, and breaks the addiction of those imprisoned by alcohol or 
drugs. In short, there is a re-structuring of life in community that brings 

102 Ibid., 291.
 
 Shaull, “From Academic Research to Spiritual Transformation,” 78.
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the midst of and over against the background of demonic forces that 
surround them. But, given the presence of the Spirit among them, these 

manifestation of God’s Spirit.
According to Shaull, these Pentecostals, as much as the Base 

Communities did earlier, are challenging us today to read the biblical 
106

the kingdom of God.”107 
Brazilian theologian Antonio Magalhães states that one of the 

the marginal role of the Spirit in the construction of the theological 

movements can play an important role in the restructuring of the church, 
108

ancient culture of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. For him, “the quality 

quality of that interaction.”109 Brazilian Christianity has the privilege 

 Ibid. 
106 Ibid., 79
107 Ibid.
108 Antônio Carlos de M. Magalhães, “Teologia do Espírito Santo.” Unpublished pa-

per emailed by Antônio Carlos de Melo Magalhães to the author.
109 Christianity in Africa: The Renewal of a Non-Western Reli-

gion , 161.
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order to generate a transformative social action in this environment. The 

the presence of the Spirit in believer’s lives is also the presence of the 

poor and outcasts, “not only sharing their burdens but so confronting 

110

that non-Pentecostals can make to improve Brazilian Pentecostalism. 
They have learned that non-Pentecostal Christians can help by 

111 The lack of this balance in many 
Brazilian Pentecostal churches makes them more vulnerable to neo-
liberal ideologies disguised, for instance, as theology of prosperity. 

Integrating the Different Faces
to Respond to the Plight of the Poor

112 

community, and having its starting point not in abstract ideas but in 

110 
111 

112 Roy H. May, Discernimiento Moral: Una introducción a la ética cristiana (San 
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or consequences of its applications make them oppressive. 
Christian life in Brazil takes place in the midst of a number of 

encounters that Brazilian Christians, as moral agents, have throughout 

ethical quandaries. Instead, they see themselves in a constant and 

human beings, as moral agents, respond.  This prior action, according 
to Emil Brunner, is God’s revelation or self-communication through 

 This divine-human 

responding love.116

dialogue as an instrument for concientización.117

there are some crucial conditions that enhance this attitude of dialogue, 

 Ibid.

 See H. Richard Niebuhr, The Responsible Self

 Emil Brunner, The Divine-Human Encounter

116 Ibid.
117 Leónidas E. Proaño, Conscientización, Evangelización, Política -
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requires intelligibility, and clarity.118 Fourth, true dialogue implies an 
attitude of humbleness before the other. This means that for Proaño 

I engage in dialogue. Fifth, true dialogue requires the “I” to trust the 

takes place. Finally, there has to be hope. There can be no dialogue 

119

to learn from and listen to them and their claims as did M. Richard 

Pentecostalism as being his “third conversion.”120 In fact, he used the 
term third conversion 

base communities in the 1980s as a “second Reformation,” in the second 

undergoing a third one as it encountered global Pentecostalism. For 
him, his encounter had the potential of presenting possible alternative 

118 Ibid., 72. limpidez

idea of honesty and openness.
119 

ibid. -
tion).

120 
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futures for the Church.121 Because Pentecostalism has spread in such a 

meant a radicalization of an important tenet of liberation theology, 
namely the hermeneutical privilege of the poor. Pentecostals are among 

creative, and to play its role as a force to transform and re-create our 
logics.

today, it needs to mobilize those at the bottom of society and offer 

be able to play that role the Brazilian churches need to be open to see 

a movement of the people than of the institutional church. Despite all 
odds, evangelical and charismatic Christianity might be preparing the 

things, the potential to replace the European-North American accent, 

different priorities and different agendas.

movements that have been able to function as prophetic voices in the 
current global order. By emphasizing the freedom of God’s Spirit, a 
social ethics informed by a progressive charismatic spirituality can 

The theme of the Kingdom or the society of God has been an 
important theme for progressive Evangélicos in Brazil of all nuances – 

121 Ibid.
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and himself or herself.”122 By harmonious relationships one does not 
entail an absence of confrontation and disagreement, but “relationships 

  
A Brazilian Evangélico social ethics today cannot avoid being an 

and the environment.
By recovering the contributions that have been made by these three 

faces of Brazilian Protestantism as they meet the poor face-to-face, and 
by proposing their integration, I hope to encourage the development 

alternatives to those struggling for a better society in Brazil, and in 

still prevail.

122 C. Stephen Layman, “The Kingdom of God,” in Readings in Christian Ethics, 

 Ibid.


