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suffuse all of conduct, speech, and thought in Latin 
and Central America and lend the characteristic leit
motif to all emotional and mental life. 

It has been said that Cervantes' two great characters, 
Don Quijote and Sancho Panza, epitomize the tensions 
and paradoxes that exist in the Spanish soul. This 
is also largely true of the mind and soul of Spanish
speaking Central America. Sancho Panza in all his 
credulity, shrewdness, garrulity, and common-sense 
earthiness sums up the character of the great illiterate 
masses of Central America. Don Quijote, the visionary 
and eternal idealist, represents the other pole of the 
Central American spirit. For the Spanish American 
is at heart a poet. The crudest illiterate can at times 
put into words a love of beauty and an esthetic appreci
ation that humble the foreign observer. The popular 
mind loves high-sounding oratory and heavily florid 
wntmg. The small but influential class of Spanish
American artists, writers, and intellectuals do their best 
to provide for the masses. Particularly in the case of 
the older generation of intellectuals and writers one 
gains the impression of hothouse characters who are 
superficially brilliant lovers of form. They toy around 
with themes of greater or lesser import but do not 
dig down into the real substance and complexities of 
the subject at hand. At the same time there are writ
ers, artists, and intellectuals who shed the dilettante 
attitude and want to come to grip with basic problems. 
In university circles, for example, there appears to be 
a rather intense interest in present-day philosophical 
existentialism. To be sure, the intellectual life of Cen
tral America is provincial and limited in scope when 
compared with that of cosmopolitan centers like Mexico 
City and Buenos Aires. But the mental and spiritual 
climate is certainly more bracing than that of many a 
large North American provincial city. Time and again 
one is impressed by the utter vitality of the Central 
American as he tilts Quijote-like with the universal 
human problems - for the Hispanic spirit is catholic 
and universal in sweep. 

It is a commonplace to observe that the Latin Amer
ican is the moral antipode of the Puritan and that he 
leads his life with an uninhibited naturalness that is the 
envy as well as the despair of his critics. But it is to be 
feared that the natural joi d' vivre of the Central 
American often knows no bounds and suffers a demonic 
perversion. Many surface habits of conduct and speech 
give the appearance of a devout attitude towarq life. 
Nevertheless, there is little or no visible correspondence 
between popular piety and basic morality. The way 
you live your life is not the Church's business, nor is it 
God's. At best, religion appears to be the object of a 
sublime esthetic or ecstatic experience which has not the 
remotest bearing upon conduct over against the neigh
bor. The thoroughgoing sexual promiscuity and con
cubinage which are found on all levels of society, no 
matter what their historical, economic, and sociological 
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antecedents may be, are an index of the alienation 
from God which is the fundamental religious fact of 
Central America. The intellectual classes have been 
estranged from the church of Rome for many years. 
The positivism of Comte was most influential in Latin 
American intellectual circles during the past century; 
secularism and naturalism appear to be the pousto of 
most of these people at ·the present time. However, 
one observes that influential and at times well educated 
people go through the motions of popular piety; but 
there appears to be no effort on their part to make 
these religious practices meaningful for daily living, 
nor do they attempt to arrive at a comprehensive Chris
tian world-view. 

The political instability of Latin America in general, 
and of the Central American republics in particular, 
is a matter of common knowledge to most newspaper 
readers and television viewers in the United States. 
What appears to be lacking in this country is an under
standing of the reasons which underlie the explosive 
nature of politics in the lands to the south of us. Only 
in this century are the Latin American republics be
ginning to recover from the ills of centuries of Spanish 
misrule. The mestizo nations to the south of us have 
no historical tradition of democratic selfrule upon 
which to draw; this experience they have been gaining 
only in recent decades. During the centuries that Spain 
ruled Central America as one political unit, the geogra
phical barriers among the various sections of the .isthmus 
impeded communicat-ion and contacts. After inde
pendence from Spain was secured, the various petty 
local customs, jealousies, and prejudices caused the 
union of Central American states to break up into the 
five small independent republics which still exist today. 
The political history of all these five countries has 
been extremely turbulent; one of the most prominent 
features of this history has been the chauvinism and 
exaggerated individualism of each country. This lo
calism of the Central American continues to stand out 
today in bold relief, although sentiment for an eventual 
union of the five countries is making progress. 

The Central American countries are predominantly 
agricultural in their economy, but industrialization is 
beginning to take hold, particularly in a small republic 
like El Salvador. In Guatemala many Indians and 
near-Indians have been virtually serfs on the large 
coffee plantations, and the owners of these plantations 
constitute the ruling moneyed class of the country. It 
is a generally known fact that their huge monetary 
profits are sent out of the country for deposit in foreign 
banks, and thus the country is deprived of the capital 
which it needs for its own development. It is only 
natural that the callousness of these classes to the 
country's needs should have produced a violent reaction 
among the more sensitive members of the younger 
generation. Surely this is one of the reasons why mili
tant communism has appealed so greatly to the younger 
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intelligentsia of Guatemala during the past fifteen years. 
Communism awakened the dormant idealism of youth 
after the revolution of 1944 put an end to the old
fashioned dictatorship under which Guatemala had 
languished for many years. Among the young leaders 
a crusading, missionary spirit was fanned to white 
heat. These men were not afraid to get their hands 
dirty, went out to the Indian and Latin peons, promised 
them land reform and amelioration of their social and 
economic ills, and began to make good their promises 
The "Guatemalan experiment" is a thing of the past, 
and the anti-communist forces have been entrenched 
for close to five years. At this stage the writer would 
venture the following conclusions: the moneyed classes 
appear irreformable, some progress toward social and 
economic uplift of the oppressed classes has been 
made (with the help of United States Point-Four aid), 
but the governments which have been in power since 
1954 do not appear to have the vision, the dynamism, 
and the will to meet head-on the economic and social 
problems which beset the country. 

Ill 
What is the Christian Church doing in the total 

context of Central America? Many people of diverse 
viewpoints agree that the fundamental problem of 
Central America is moral, and even religious, in nature. 
What is the Church doing to raise the moral level of 
the populace? Roman Catholicism, it would seem, is 
simply overwhelmed by this problem. It rather futilely 
tries to dam what even secular critics call the swelling 
flood of immorality and godlessness that is engulfing 
Central America. Within the past five years a great 
upsurge in Roman Catholic activity has been observable, 
for example, in Guatemala. The hope that Rome will 
be more effective in combating amorality and making 
the Christian ethic more effective in society would ap
pear 'to depend upon the degree to which North 
American and especially European tendencies within 
the Roman church can overcome the traditionalism, 
fanaticism, and sterility which are the bane of Rome 
in Latin America. Revivalistic Protestantism, as al
ready noted, puts mighty forces into motion in order 
to raise the moral level of its converts. It seems that the 
undeniably higher moral plane of Central American 
Protestants is already a leaven actively working for 
good in Central American society. Surely the fruits 
of this will be more evident in the future. Evangelical 
Catholicism is also interested in contributing toward 
the moral uplift of society in Central America. It is 
endeavoring to set forth clearly the Evangelical dynamic 
for the Christian life and to avoid the twin pitfalls of 
antinomianism and legalism. Far from wanting to 
legislate on morals to society at large, it will encourage 
Christians to commend the Christian life in word and 
deed to people livirig ouJide its immediate sphere 
(remembering constantly that the Christian is both 

righteous and a sinner and that consequently no Chris-
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tian life-witness can ever be completely "pure"). And it~ 
will encourage its Christians as responsible citizens to 
work toward the establishment of better moral condi
tions in society at large. 

In the intellectual circles of Central America Roman 
Catholicism appears to be impotent. There is little 
or no original theological writing in the Spanish lan
guage in Central America. In recent years the various 
teaching orders have been especially active in estab· 
lishing schools in Guatemala City, the largest city in 
Central America. Whether a Roman Catholic laity 
vitally interested in its faith and its relationship to 
cultural life will emanate from these schools remains 
to be seen. Here, again, the stimulus for a more 
effective witness to the intellectual world depends upon 
a theological and religious renewal in Central Ameri
can Roman Catholicism. In the past Protestant work 
has often appeared anti-intellectual and anti-cultural. 
It can be definitely stated that revivalistic Protestantism 
has not appealed to cultured, artistic, and intellectual 
circles. Nevertheless, Protestant work at the grass-roots 
level is probably having and will continue to have an 
effect on the intellectual life of Central America. Evan
gelicals seek to remove illiteracy among their members 
in order that they might be able to read the Scriptures. 
A living knowledge of the Bible among rather broad 
sectors of the population will surely exert a profound 
influence on the moral, intellectual, and cultural life 
of Central America; and the fact that a considerable 
number of former illiterates can now read will also 
make itself felt in the social and political life of those 
countries. The field for Evangelical Catholicism's in
fluence en the intellectual life of Central America is 
wide-open. Its concern for true catholicity can be ex
pressed in an effort to appeal to the mind as well as 
the will and emotions of the people and in an attempt 
to reclaim for the Christian faith influential, educated 
sectors of the population for whom Christianity has 
long since lost all dynamism and relevance. It appears 
that the principal means of implementing this concern 
is the production and translation of a suitable lite-ra
ture. For example, why would not the apologetic 
works of Karl Heim in Spanish dress, published by an 
influential house, evoke a sympathetic response from 
intellectual circles? 

Because of the prominence of its dogma of transub
stantiation in the religious life of the people, Rome 
continues to foster a peculiar type of estheticism in 
the artistic life of Latin and Central America. But as 
far as this observer can judge, the religious art, poetry, 
and music influenced by popular Roman Catholicism 
are overwhelmingly cheap and tawdry. Here again the 
basic need of a spiritual and theological renewal in 
Roman Catholicism is the necessary presupposition 
for the production of a higher quality of religious plas
tic art, music, and literature. The rather open revulsion 
to Protestantism on the part of the dominant social 
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