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The Churches, The Media and Cultural Power in Latin America 

by Dennis Smith and Rolando Pérez  

 

Once upon a time, the churches of Latin America wielded enormous cultural power.  Traditional 

churches had the power to set the acceptable limits for public religious practice.  One could be 

Roman Catholic or one could belong to the tiny, but generally tolerated, traditional Protestant 

minority (Lutheran, Presbyterian, Methodist).   As of the 1920's, if one were poor and living on 

the margins of society, one might also choose to be Pentecostal.   

 

For centuries the churches had sufficient cultural power to force those of other faith traditions to 

seek refuge in the institutional space provided by the dominant churches.  Witness, over the 

centuries, how Guatemalan Mayans or Afro-Brazilians reached, in their particular contexts, 

strained accommodations with Roman Catholicism.  The dominant churches had sufficient 

cultural power to suppress a wide range of alternative spiritualities ranging from Spiritism to 

millenarian sects. 

 

With the globalization of consumer culture and the consolidation of global commercial media 

systems in the nineties, the cultural power of the traditional churches began to wane.  

Sociologists in Latin America began to speak of a global religious supermarket that offered 

individual religious consumers a broad variety of symbolic goods. 

 

This coincided with the explosive growth of the Neopentecostal megachurches.  By the late 

seventies, these groups had begun to stage and broadcast elaborate religious spectacles on 

radio and television.  Such churches offer spiritual catharsis to thousands in an attractive 



 -2- 

theater setting with high production values.  They provide high drama in the form of exorcisms, 

powerful personal encounters with transcendence and the promise of material blessing.   

 

The concept of material blessing merits special comment.  Classic Pentecostals tend to be 

churches of the poor; people on the margins of society who find in their religious communities a 

space where they can seek community and petition God for healing and forgiveness.  It is a 

space where the silenced come to find their voices.  Blessing is understood to be God’s 

gracious gift of well-being. 

 

Neopentecostals, on the other hand, insist that blessing must be material.  If your God isn’t big 

enough to grant you a better job, a new car or a bigger house, they say, try mine.  As children 

of the King, you have the right to expect the best!  They insist that material blessing is the 

clearest manifestation that one enjoys God’s favor.  

 

Today about 80% of Latin America’s Protestants are either Pentecostals or Neopentecostals.  

Add to this an overwhelming pentecostalization of liturgy in both Roman Catholic and Protestant 

traditions and the almost universal presence of Neopentecostal programming on radio and 

television stations throughout the region to understand the growing cultural power of these 

groups. 

 

People in the North frequently find such religious intensity to be intimidating or 

incomprehensible.  Those of a highly rational bent sometimes dismiss such vibrant spiritual 

sensibilities as a sign of weakness.  But one cannot understand Latin America’s history or 

culture without taking into account the universal immediacy of religious devotion in the region.  

Clattering about in our collective subconscious are a rich diversity of symbolic systems and 
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religious traditions: African, Amerindian, European, Asian.  Secularism has had only limited 

impact on Latin American culture. 

 

The new religious entrepreneurs have understood how to tap into the collective spiritual 

resources of the region, package them in drama, and cloak them in authority and mystery.  

Then they offer them to a populace mired in permanent crisis and hungry for meaning, hope 

and a sense of transcendence.   

 

As systems for marketing new spiritualities and symbolic spaces become broadly available, the 

traditional churches have lost their historic monopoly on dispensing sacraments.  

Simultaneously, their power to stigmatize “unorthodox” religious belief and practice has been 

weakened. 

 

Most traditional churches have had to scramble to position themselves to compete in this 

symbolic marketplace.  As they see their members move to the megachurches, many traditional 

churches have quickly tried to plug their leaking institutions by imitating or assimilating the 

Neopentecostals.  The Roman Catholic church in Brazil, for example, has made room for the 

grand religious spectacles of the telegenic singer/priest Father Rossi, who fills football stadiums 

and sells CDs by the millions. 

 

If people are abandoning the traditional churches it is partly because for centuries these 

churches, ensconced in their positions of power, have taken for granted the devotion of the 

masses.  Their emphasis on preserving alien hierarchical structures and their insistence on 

imposing European and North American understandings of spirituality have left many people 

with tenuous ties to traditional religious institutions.   
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The symbolic goods offered by the Neopentecostals have proved attractive to several 

constituencies.  Some traditionally Roman Catholic urban professionals feel betrayed or 

abandoned by that church’s dramatic embrace of the poor and the liturgical reforms introduced 

after Vatican II.  These urban elites find in the Neopentecostals a new belief system that 

justifies their position of relative privilege within society.   On the other end of the social 

spectrum are the precarious urban masses who have fled rural violence and poverty to seek 

survival in the cities.  As they confront the anomie generated by life in the city, these people 

have found in the megachurches a sense of personal empowerment, discipline and self-esteem 

that has helped some to survive in a hostile economic and political environment. 

  

The Neopentecostals offer individualized consumer religion.  Pursuing the supermarket 

analogy, consumers enter the marketplace and take from the shelf those symbolic goods they 

need to get them through the week: an ounce of self-esteem, a packet of hope, a portion of 

pardon, essence of encounter with the divine.  All this is mixed according to one’s personal 

recipe and used as needed. 

 

We suspect that personal religious belief has always been a function of profoundly intimate 

choices that are not necessarily subject to the rules of Western logic or the constraints imposed 

by powerful religious institutions.  In most cultures such symbolic constructs combine the 

personal and the communal.  Now, with the globalization of individual consumer religion, the 

communal element is relegated to a secondary role and individuals are freer to simultaneously 

and publicly embrace elements drawn from a variety of symbolic systems.   Today it is common 

to find people in urban Latin America who consume the religious spectacles offered by the 

megachurches, use amulets or crystals derived from New Age spirituality, seek alternative 
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healing from traditional healers, and consult with Spiritists in cases of personal crisis. 

 

Few traditional churches have any presence in the major commercial media in Latin America.  

Religious broadcasting in the region has been dominated by fundamentalist groups like Mother 

Angelica’s Eternal Word Television Network (EWTN) or the Trinity Broadcast Network (TBN).   

Such initiatives have always been closely tied to the United States and have attracted 

audiences made up almost exclusively of the faithful.  

 

Religious broadcasters understood as early as the 1940s the importance of the electronic 

media in the creation of common meaning, and of the sharing of religious symbols and 

celebrations.  Such symbols are rooted in the daily struggle to cope with life’s conflicts and 

contradictions, to nurture hope, to find meaning in suffering, to build common values, to feel 

oneself at one with transcendence.  These primal needs are not rooted in respect for particular 

religious institutions nor in exercising proper hermeneutics, but in the immediacy of human 

experience. 

 

Only in the 1990s did Latin American church groups, especially those in Brazil, become net 

exporters of symbolic goods.  Brazil’s Universal Church of the Reign of God became a major 

player in commercial network television by buying TV Record.  Now their “Stop Suffering” 

slogan and heart-shaped logo is seen throughout the region.   In September, 2003, the ALC 

press service reported that the week-long Christian Consumer International Fair held in Sνo 

Paulo, Brasil would generate more than US$10 million of business.  The previous week, the 

Catholics had held their own Fair called Expocatólica.   Brazilian Catholics projected total sales 

of religious goods for the year at more than US$1,000 million.   Products offered range from 
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music, devotional materials and keychains to specialized cell phone services and religious 

tourism.   One Brazilian study suggested that the religious market is growing at a rate of 30% 

per year. 

 

One final comment about the megachurches:  We note that, while thousands are streaming 

through the front doors of the megachurches, thousands are also stumbling out the back door.  

One cannot deny that many have found in these dramatic religious spectacles a renewed sense 

of self-esteem.  But many others end up fleeing this environment feeling spiritually used and 

abused.  A variety of studies tend to suggest that many Latin Americans are engaged in a 

spiritual pilgrimage that has taken them out of traditional Catholicism through traditional 

Protestantism and out the back door of Neopentecostalism into an uncharted territory 

characterized by the privatization and fragmentation of religious belief.   

 

Loss of cultural power by the traditional churchesmay not be a bad thing.  Rapid changes in the 

religious status quo give traditional churches a unique opportunity to rethink their pastoral 

strategies and institutional priorities.  Perú provides us with a useful case study. 

 

As have many Latin American countries, Perú has experienced a series of dramatic changes in 

recent decades that have had a profound impact on politics, religion, the economy and culture.  

War, a ravaged economy, institutionalized corruption, massive unemployment, a culture of 

violence and impunity, fragile governmental institutions, a vibrant civil society: this is Peru 

today.  Old political and social institutions are in crisis.  A complex web of actors is redefining 

how different sectors of society relate to one another as these actors rethink the function of 

social institutions. 
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The new leaders are not coming from traditional political institutions, but rather from emerging 

groups that are claiming a place on the public stage.  One of these emerging actors is the 

Evangelical churches.   Protestantism in Perú is mostly Pentecostal, mostly conservative and 

deeply influenced by U.S. fundamentalism.  But observers from Europe may be surprised to 

find that in recent decades Peru’s evangelical institutions have been organizing to influence 

public policy, combating corruption, engaging in non-violent protest in favor of democracy, and 

participating in public commissions on good governance.  

 

In Perú one still finds many Evangelical churches that use the broadcast media as an 

instrument of religious propaganda.  But you will also find churches and church-related 

institutions that join together to design sensitive media campaigns to educate the public on the 

key social and ethical issues of the day.  Evangelicals are becoming active stakeholders in civil 

society. 

 

The Evangelical Council of Perú (CONEP) represents most Evangelical churches and 

institutions in Perú.  For years Conep’s work consisted mostly of responding to the pastoral 

needs of member churches.  Church growth was a major concern.  Radio was seen as a vital 

tool for mobilizing participation in evangelistic campaigns and sustaining the devotional life of 

church members.  Throughout the country many churches and organizations founded their own 

radio stations.  Today, there are more than 30 Evangelical radio stations in Perú; all carry 

programming with a decidedly religious flavor.  Some, however, have begun to include local 

news and other programs that deal directly with local social and political problems.   

 

In the Eighties, authoritarian politics, brutal violence and entrenched corruption came to 

dominate the social agenda.  In this context several Conep members began to link their 
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pastoral task with the need to speak out on the social issues that directly affected their 

members.  Such interventions were based on their understanding of the social and ethical 

demands of God’s Reign.    In this process, these Conep members learned that the broadcast 

media could be used for more than transmitting religious messages; the media could be used to 

generate currents of public opinion.  

  

One important example is Conep’s participation in the campaign to create Peru’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission.  The campaign included several elements: 

1) The strategic use of media to denounce human rights violations, while simultaneously 

articulating the pastoral stance of the churches on social injustice.  In this campaign 

Conep and its civil society partners proved capable of exercising important influence on 

political leaders.  A key element was their ability to cultivate relationships of trust with 

key journalists, thus gaining access to the opinion spaces of the news media. 

2) Conep participated publicly with the Roman Catholic hierarchy and secular human rights 

groups in the National Coordinator for Human Rights and the “So It Doesn’t Happen 

Again” Movement to mount the campaign.  This gave the campaign a more ecumenical 

feel and became a refreshing testimony of the practice of pluralism before Peruvian 

society.   Evangelicals began to be recognized in the news media as being competent 

sources who were active in civic affairs. 

3) Conep developed a less narrowly religious, more nuanced public discourse based on 

dialog with other actors in civil society.  Conep leaders have learned how to talk to 

journalists and to float public policy initiatives that demonstrates both technical 

proficiency and political viability.   

4) This new political activism only made sense for Conep because it grew out of decades 

of courageous pastoral attention to the victims.  Conep became a vehicle for sharing the 
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stories of many rural congregations that refused to bow to the terrorism practiced by 

both the insurgents and the State.  They also took up the cause of those who had been 

unjustly imprisoned by the authorities.   This prophetic pastoral practice led to 

developing liturgical resources and theological reflection that helped people express 

their hope and their pain. 

5) Participation in key public policy initiatives has been balanced by careful attention to 

pastoral initiatives in Conep’s member churches and institutions.  More and more local 

leaders are understanding that they cannot ignore social and political issues.  Conep 

has learned that the major commercial media provide key spaces for generating public 

opinion in today’s world and that the churches must offer reasoned, viable public policy 

proposals in these media fora.  Finally, Conep has come to affirm that the proclamation 

of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in Latin America today must include a clear commitment to 

democracy and development. 
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