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Introduction   

 

 Since the mid-1980s, the Latin American political and religious landscape has 

changed drastically.  Throughout the region, military regimes have given way to civilian-

led representative democracies. Daniel Levine, who has been conducting research on 

religion and politics in this region for many years, stresses that Latin American is now 

approaching a state of pluralism for the first time in its history.  In the sphere of religion, 

this pluralism entails not only a multiplicity of voices speaking “in the name of religion” 

but also conflicting voices within specific religious denominations. 

 Nowadays, although Catholicism remains the only officially recognized religion, 

evangelical churches are becoming more socially and culturally embedded.  The public 

emergence of non-Catholic movements has resulted in a process of social, cultural, and 

political empowering. This phenomenon constitutes part of what Levine calls the 

“pluralism and new presence of a plurality of options [that] change the dynamics of 

religious growth and competition and work in subtle ways to reconfigure the relations 

between religion (ideas, practices, institution) and the ordinary structures of power and 

identity in society” (Levine 2006). 

 On the other hand, the democratic transition has generated new processes of civic 

empowering of religious groups.  Together with a broad spectrum of groups (commonly 

referred to as civil society), they have played a particularly prominent role in social and 

political process.  They represent the creation of a series of spaces of public life which, in 

many instances, simply did not exist before. 
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 Unlike in the past, contemporary religious leaders do not necessarily derive their 

legitimacy from the coverage provided by official religion, but from other factors, 

including their capacity to engage in mediated discourse, their relationship with and 

closeness to political power, the construction of a secularized image, their insertion into 

the larger religious marketplace, and their elaboration of a moral discourse that promotes 

personal ethics and that does not presuppose confrontation with political power (Vasquez, 

2003). 

 Scholars of Latin America (Lopez, 2004; Vasquez, 2003 Freston, 2001; Bastian, 

1993; Levine, 2006) agree that the public face of religion in Latin America, the overall 

presence of churches, religious groups, and images in the public sphere, and the social 

and political life of the continent have changed beyond recognition over the last half 

century.  In the not so distant past, thinking about the public face of religion evoked 

images and symbols of civic religious fusion at all levels.  The repertoire included Te 

Deums, with the presence of political and ecclesiastical “authorities,” religious civic 

campaigns, and a wide range of public events or programs.  

 The new sociopolitical context has changed the Latin American religious 

landscape.  The emergence of evangelicals in the public sphere is one of the reasons why, 

in Catholic circles today, one is more likely to hear references to a “new evangelization,” 

“a new civilization of love.”  All these changes have led historian Jean-Pierre Bastian 

(1998) to talk about the “deregulation” of the Latin American religious market. 

 From this view, religion is, on the one hand, a system of symbols that provides its 

believers with a coherent understanding of the valuation of life, a meaningful, ordered 

world in which interaction and interdependence are enabled (Morgan, 2008). On the other 
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hand, it conceives of religious practice as a process, movement, aspiration, and quest in 

which believers must negotiate among multiple complex and nuanced meanings of 

spirituality. 

  

 This perspective is rooted in the Latin American understanding of race as a 

continuum constituted by various degrees of mixing rather than rigid dualities.  In the 

same way, Manuel Vasquez (1993) contends that in Latin America, identities are not 

primarily self-contained essences legitimized by legal discourses and institutionalized 

practices.  Rather, identities tend to be negotiated in everyday life and crisscrossed by 

domination and resistance.  This approach helps focus our attention beyond traditional 

hegemonic discourses and relations, toward a discovery of other boundaries, power 

dynamics, and both dominances and resistances, de-territorializations and re-

territorializations. 

 This theoretical approach is relevant for this study because it allows us to place 

the Latin American religious practices in a cultural scenario where one can observe –as 

Anthony Giddens accounts –a superposition and intertwining of diverse modalities of the 

processes of “disembedding” and “re-embedding,” as well as different kinds of 

negotiations and resistances in the contexts of the relationship between religious public 

empowering and institutional religious authority. 

 In this context, the relationship between religion and social change or spirituality 

and development is complex   because, as Sabina Alkire (2004) contends, religious 

people and institutions may be agents of advocacy, funding, innovation, empowerment, 

social movements, and service delivery. Equally, they can incite violence, model 

hierarchy, oppose empowerment (women should stay at home); deflect advocacy (we 
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care about the next life); absorb funding (build a new worship hall); and cast aspersions 

on service delivery (they are trying to convert you).   

 In the last years, media, scholarly conferences and development reports have 

revealed that religious factor is one of the fundamental motives for many social 

movements in the South (Casanova, 1994; Klicksberg, 2003; Romero, 2001). Political 

and social movements and advocacy campaigns have often drawn upon religious 

motivations and the support of religious leaders. The churches’ mobilization in support of 

the apartheid campaign and the jubilee campaign for debt forgiveness was arguably 

central to their political visibility. In Latin America, many churches and Christian 

organizations are playing an important role in campaigns against environmental 

contamination, violation of human rights as well as in favor of democratic system and 

reconciliation process and so forth. Also, the Millennium Development Goals   

campaigns are actively collaborating with faith groups to mobilize the faithful for 

advocacy and nonviolent symbols actions. 

 

1. Convergences between Spirituality and development 

1.1.  Liberation theology perspective  

 There have been many spiritual movements within some of the world’s religious 

and spiritual traditions that have been concerned with issues of social justice and political 

transformation that focus on challenging systems of power and privilege. The Christian 

liberation theology movements of Latin America were explicitly concerned with 

challenging class-based and other forms of oppression based on an understanding of 

Jesus as liberator and concern for the poor and oppressed. Paulo Freire was strongly 
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influenced by this tradition (Horton & Freire, 1990). From liberation theology, Freire 

assumes that people innately want to become fully human, which means free from 

internal and external forms of oppression. Hence, from Freireian view, the central 

purpose of development should be liberation from oppression (Melkote & Steeves, 2001). 

 Historically, Liberation Theology has been constituted in the theological 

framework for many of churches, religions and spiritual projects focused in the 

“preferential option for poor people.” 

 The Melkote & Steeves’ analysis allows us to observe some coincidences with the 

alternative –progressive conceptions of development. For instance, Liberation Theology 

emerges as a response to the specific circumstances of oppressed groups, and the 

overwhelming emphasis for liberation theology is practice, i.e., direct work with the poor 

and oppressed.  

 In words of Gustavo Gutierrez, liberation express: 

 …the aspiration of oppressed peoples and social classes, emphasizing the 

conflictual aspect of economic, social and political process which puts 

them at odds with wealthy nations and oppressive classes (…). At a deeper 

level, liberation can be applied to an understanding of history. This 

understanding provides a dynamic context and broadens the horizons of 

the desired social changes…The gradual conquest of true freedom leads to 

the creation of new humankind and a qualitatively different society….In 

the Bible, Christ is presented as the one who brings us liberation. Christ 

the Savior liberates from sin, which is the ultimate root of all disruption of 

friendship and of all injustice and oppression (Gutiérrez 1988). 

 

 All such liberation theologians specifically have an activist agenda based on a 

justice-oriented spirituality. There are similar such efforts at understanding religious and 

cultural pluralism and challenging systems of oppression within many spiritual and 

religious traditions (Eck, 2001; Kazanjian & Laurence, 2000). Lerner (2000) refers to 
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those efforts at dealing issues of justice that are meant to challenge systems of oppression 

and are grounded in a spiritual commitment of any kind as “emancipatory spirituality.” 

 For him, “An emancipatory spirituality contrasts whit a “reactionary spirituality,” 

and recognizes the value of pluralism, and the many manifestations of spirit within 

different cultures and traditions, while a reactionary spirituality insists on only one 

“correct” way (theirs) of viewing the world.”   

 Javier Iguiñiz (2002), an influential Peruvian economist, has found a common 

ground between Gustavo Gutierrez’s theological approach –the father of Liberation 

Theology –and Sen’s thought on human development.  He asserts that “what is meant by 

liberation seems to be exactly what Sen is talking about when defining development:  

Liberation is a means, and the exercise of freedom is an end that requires the widest set of 

opportunities.”  For him, the essential conception of liberation theology is the notion of 

freedom. Amartya Sen believes that “development requires the removal of major sources 

of unfreedom: poverty as well as tyranny, poor economic opportunities as well as 

systematic social deprivation, neglect of public facilities as well as intolerance or  

overactivity of repressive states” (Sen, 1999).  

 To Sen –contends Iguiñiz –, development is thus a liberation process. Moreover, 

Sen would insist that the act of liberating oneself is valuable in itself, and Gutierrez that 

the reaction to oppression is already liberation, and part of any solution (Iguiñiz, 2002).  

 Gutierrez presents three levels of liberation. The first is liberation from political 

and economic structures, for which is a necessary condition is the achievement of a 

greater national autonomy. The second is the exercise of personal freedom. For him, “it is 

not enough that we be liberated from oppressive socio-economic structures; also needed 
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is a personal transformation by which we live with profound inner freedom in the face of 

every kind of servitude…” (Gutierrez 1988). The last dimension implies a comprehensive 

view of the good. 

 The concept of power for both authors is complex, and it is specially so from a 

religious perspective. For Gutierrez poverty is considered degrading and is rejected by 

the conscience of contemporary persons.  He will insist all along in his writings on the 

critical importance of the same poverty analyzed by Sen:  

“What we mean by material poverty is a subhuman situation. As we shall 

see later, the Bible also considers in this way. Concretely, to be poor 

means to die of hunger, to be illiterate, to be exploited by others, no to 

know that you are being exploited, no to know that you are person. It is in 

relation to this poverty –material and cultural, collective and militant –that 

evangelical poverty will have to define itself” (Gutierrez, 1988) 

 

 What is clear, from Liberation Theology perspective, is that in the freedom and 

poverty are contrary to each other, radically opposite. Sen often uses the case of fasting 

as an illustration to establish its difference with the non chosen poverty (Iguiñiz, 2002). 

Freedom is involved here, and those who fast voluntarily are not considered poor. In that 

sense “Bible poverty is a scandalous condition inimical to human dignity and therefore 

contrary to the will of God” (Gutierrez, 1988).  

 As Iguiñiz observes, there are many common elements not only in the definition, 

scope, and status of development, but also in the ethical and agent-oriented approach to 

the problem.  

1.2. The social gospel in the evangelical tradition 

 

 The concept of social gospel in the Protestantism is connected to the debate about 

the biblical interpretation on the Christian mission in the world as well as the theological 
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understanding on salvation.  In the past, this debate ha generated a certain polarization 

among churches and organizations of Latin American evangelical movement. While 

theologians and Christian activists developed and boosted the “social gospel” paradigm, 

many other evangelical churches, movements, leaders fostered a different perspective 

based on the pastoral care of the inner needs of congregations as well as the promotion of 

an individualistic perspective of salvation. 

 Walter  Rauschenbusch explain clearly the debate between social gospel and 

individualistic gospel on conception of salvation. 

The social gospel is the old message of salvation, but enlarged and 

intensified. The individualistic gospel has taught us to see the sinfulness of 

every human heart and has inspired us with faith in the willingness and 

power of God to save every soul that comes to him. But it has not given us 

an adequate understanding of sinfulness of social order and its share in the 

sins of all individuals within. It has not evoked faith in the will and power 

of God to redeem the permanent institutions of human society from their 

inherited guild of oppression and extortion (Rauschenbusch, 2007) 

 

  From Rauschenbusch’s perspective, the social gospel deals with the moral 

problems of the mundane life with which the common citizens are familiar.  

 Another important debate around social gospel perspective is related to the 

priestly and prophetic role of spiritual practice. Analyzing the Protestantisms, Martin 

Marty distinguishes the priestly perspective related to the spiritual actions devoted to 

“comfort the afflicted” and the prophetic way related to the actions oriented to “afflict the 

comfortable”.  He contends that “while the priestly form of civil religion is usually 

celebratory, affirmative and culture-binding, the prophetic mode is challenging and 

judgmental” (Marty, 2008) 

 In the same way, Rauschenbusch asserts that “the social gospel creates a type of 

religious experience corresponding closely to the prophetic type. It fuses Christianity 
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spirit and the social consciousness in a new out reaching toward God and in remarkable 

experiences of his comfort and inspiring power” (Rauschenbusch, 2007).    

 The prophetic perspective assumes that Christian message should confront any 

oppression structure or systems of exclusion. For social gospel theologians, this approach 

is based on the biblical reference where Jesus said: “the Spirit of the Lord  is on me, 

because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor... to proclaim release to the 

captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the 

year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19) 

 Analyzing this biblical passage, Samuel Escobar argues that “Jesus takes 

seriously the problems of poverty, power, relationships, which are essentially the 

problems that cause social and political maladjustment and in justice. [Hence], the true 

mission of the Christians is to serve the needy people” (Escobar, 1975) 

 In the light of this biblical interpretation, evangelical leaders subscribed in 1972 

an important theological declaration by which they assume the importance of active 

participation of Christians, believers and communities in social transformation processes.  

Because mankind is made in the image of God, every person, regardless of 

race, religion, color, culture, class, sex or age, has an intrinsic dignity 

because of which he should be respected and served, not exploited…The 

message of salvation implies also a message of judgment upon every form 

of alienation, oppression and discrimination, and we should not be afraid 

to denounce evil and injustice wherever they exit. When people receive 

Christ they are born again into his kingdom and must seek not only to 

exhibit but also to spread its righteousness in the midst of an unrighteous 

world. The salvation we claim should be transforming us in the totality of 

our personal and social responsibilities. Faith without works is dead. 

(Lausanne covenant, 1974) 

 

 Connecting these ideas with the social responsibility of local churches of faith 

communities, Rene Padilla believes that “the church has only two alternatives in its 



 10 

confrontation with the world: either it adapts itself to the world and betrays the gospel, or 

it responds to the gospel and enters into conflict with the world (Padilla, 2004). 

  His proposal is based not only in his biblical interpretation of Christian mission 

but also in his diagnosis on Latin American social and economic reality.  

Our society is characterized by a stark imbalance of power, the 

unavoidable result of competition is that the strong become stronger and 

the weak become weaker. In economic terms, the rich become richer and 

the poor become poorer. That this is, in fact, what is happening does not 

need to be demonstrated here. There is an overwhelming quantity of 

published evidence to show the devastating effects that market 

fundamentalism is having on the poor sectors of the population (Padilla, 

2004). 

 

  This approach has been embodied in the formation of evangelical organizations 

and networks such as World Vision, Micah network, local Christian NGOs, social service 

programs of the local churches. For instance, World Vision has built its spiritual 

approach with a capability perspective on development.  

World Vision strives to build thriving communities where peace and 

justice prevail and all can enjoy security, opportunity and happiness. We 

work for the well-being of the poor and vulnerable people through:   

Sustainable development. World Vision works alongside the 

disadvantaged communities enabling them to use their own capacities and 

potentials so that they can own the development process… Raising Public 

Awareness and Advocating for Justice. By increasing understanding of 

poverty and injustice, World Vision seeks to promote public involvement 

and government policies that alleviate poverty... World Vision aims to 

share and demonstrate the love and compassion that Jesus Christ extended 

to all people… particularly to those living in poverty or suffering from 

oppression and injustice. (World Vision declaration) 

 

 

 Micah challenge is an important Christian anti-poverty coalition. They are 

mobilizing local churches and Christian organizations for fighting against social injustice. 

Nowadays they are involved in the global campaign on Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs).  The spiritual base of Micah Challenge is based on this declaration: 
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 Biblical values are that Christians should love God by serving people. 

Consequently concern for the poor provides a biblical mandate to combat 

global poverty. Specifically, the MDGs provide a useful tool to remind 

governments they are accountable to God, as well as a timetable for 

Christians, as agents of hope, to work towards, and they reaffirm values 

that are based on a Christian worldview. (Micah Challenge) 

 

 Many o these Christian organizations have been influenced by global Christian 

leaders who have had a meaningful “prophetic voice” into the public sphere and political 

realm. Martin Luther King’s thought has inspired many social and political initiatives 

leaded by Christian activists.  For King   

The gospel at its best deals with the whole man, not only his soul but also 

his body, not also his spiritual well-being but also his material well-being. 

A religion that professes a concern for the souls for men and is not equally 

concerned about the slums that damn them, the economic conditions that 

strangle them, and the social conditions that cripple them, is a spiritually 

moribund religion (King, 1963) 

 

 Both traditions, liberation theology and evangelical social gospel, agree that 

spirituality is a much broader concept involving personal and collective experiences, self-

awareness and awareness of social responsibility, and concern for social inequality. 

Unlike other approaches that promote and spirituality based on solely individualized 

practices, these traditions assume a dynamic sense of mutuality, awareness and creativity 

as well as that it can to promote efforts to seek  social justice for others (Eun-Kyoung & 

Barrett, 2007).  In this sense, “justice-seeking” spirituality can inspire social activism, 

which in turn can engender hope, empowerment, and the healing that comes with 

equitable, harmonies relations (Perry & Roland, 1999).   

 In addition, this religious understanding embraces a critical perspective of 

theology and spiritual practice. In Gutierrez’s words it implies that 
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“Theological reflection would necessarily be a criticism  of society and the 

Church insofar as they are called  and addressed  by the Word of God; it 

would be a critical theory, worked out  in the light of the Word accepted  

in faith and inspired  by a practical purpose –and therefore indissoluble 

linked to historical praxis… [hence] the presence and action of the 

Christian in the world  means to go beyond the boundaries of the Church. 

It implies openness to the world, gathering the questions it poses, being 

attentive to its historical transformations (Gutierrez, 1991).  

 

 This theological framework allows to religious practitioners to confront issues of 

structural or institutional violence, dictatorship and repression, defense of human rights, 

struggles against poverty, equality for women, and indigenous rights (Romero, 2001).  

 

1.3. Capability approach and spiritual capital  

 Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum (2000) has developed the notion of capability 

ad one of the important components of human development. For them the capability 

approach advocates a focus on people’s capabilities when making normative evaluations, 

such as those involved in poverty measurement, cost-benefit analysis efficient 

evaluations, social justice issues, development ethics, and inequality analysis (Robeyns, 

2002).   

 Nussbaum (2000) argues that one aspect that the capability approach stresses is 

the importance of the “agency” of persons in deciding on the nature of the social order 

they deem desirable. It, therefore, advocates a reciprocal view of responsibility and 

emphasizes the interdependence between the individual and the social order. 

 Connecting this approach to the role of religion for constructing human 

capabilities, Nussbaum criticizes the error of treating religious culture as homogenous, 

neglecting its internal diversity and conflict. In this sense, she observes that “religion 

traditions have indeed been powerful sources of oppression… but they have also been 
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powerful sources of protection for human rights, of commitment to justice, and of energy 

for social change” (2002, 178). 

 She develops three arguments that the relationship between religious capital and 

her capability approach is connected to the intrinsic value of religious capabilities which 

means the liberty of religious belief, membership, and activity is among the central 

human capabilities.  From her view,  

“religion has also been intimately and fruitfully bound up with other 

human capabilities, such as the capabilities of artistic, ethical, and 

intellectual expression.  It has been a central locus of the moral education 

of the young, both in the family and in the larger community. Finally it has 

typically been a central vehicle of cultural continuity, hence an invaluable 

support for other forms of human affiliation and interaction. ”  (2000, 179) 

 

 This strategy reflects her view that religion is one important way of pursuing 

these general capability goals. On the one hand, religion has also been ultimately and 

fruitfully bound up with order human capabilities, such as the capabilities of artistic, 

ethical, and intellectual expression.  On the other hand, because religion is so important 

to people, such a major source if identity, there is also a strong argument from respect for 

persons that supplements these considerations of intrinsic value. 

 From this perspective, spiritual capital can become a useful concept for the 

integral understanding on development. Indeed, social capital and human capital 

themselves are based to a large extent on the existence of good faith, trust, stewardship, a 

sense of purpose and other moral characteristics which cannot persist in the absence of 

the values such as compassion, solidarity and hope that come from religion and spiritual 

sentiments. 
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1. Themes into  social change approach of spirituality  

 

2.1. Christian ethic and reconciliation 

 

 Human rights and reconciliation are important in the agenda of development in 

Latin America because the history of this continent is characterized by intense processes 

of violence, authoritarianism, and discriminations.  

 In the past two decades a number of violent conflicts in Latin America came to 

and end, but societies remained deeply divided. Although important efforts have been 

made to address this divide, reform institutions and promote reconciliation, social 

conflicts often continued to break out in violence in new forms. Even if successful in 

many countries the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions generated important  

initiatives from civil society’s organizations, the implementation of its recommendations 

was not always possible. In the meantime, the structural causes of violence have still 

continued increasing more and more.  

 For this reason, this problem is one of the relevant issues in the agenda of Latin 

American theologians and Christian Leaders.  From liberation theology perspective, the 

Brazilian theologian Leonardo Boff asserts that in the Latin American context “human 

rights are concretely the rights of poor” (Boff , 1991) 

 Reflecting about the responsibility of Christian believers, this theological 

declarations argues that  

a conscientious and authentic Christian commitment to human rights 

should integrate five elements: (1) a prophetic denunciation of injustice 

(God hears  the cry of the poor, and calls believers to speak and act; (2) an 

understanding of work for human rights as within the vision of the coming 

Reign of God; (3) historical and personal discernment under  the 

inspiration of God’s Spirit; (4) a lived solidarity with oppressed; and (5) 

practical struggle  against the structural injustices (social-economic and 

legal-political) than derive  from sin (Boff, 1991) 
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 From protestant sector, has been important the contributions of Methodist 

theologian Jose Miguez Bonino. From him, “the fundamental right is the right to a life 

worthy of a human being. The meaning and the content of the churches’ commitment to 

human rights, even  at the more  legal level, is to be  found in the defense of a humane 

life for the humblest people in society” (Tergel, 1988). 

 Linked to the human right issues, the theme of reconciliation has deep biblical 

grounding and compassed many other dimensions of Christian faith and practices. Robert 

Schreiter (1985) proposes three aspects as a condition to generate a truly reconciliation 

process.  

First, truth-telling which consist of speaking aloud those things kept secret 

or hidden during the conflict; second, the pursuit of justice. The truth must 

be told, and it must be acted upon. Pursuing justice is both a way if 

healing the past, and creating the practices which must undergird the new 

society. Truth-telling is precondition for justice. It entails three forms of 

justice: punitive, restorative, and structural; Third, healing of memories 

and forgiveness. It entails not forgetting; it is, rather, remembering in 

different way. 

 

 From this view, reconciliation process entails the recognition that the majority of 

violence, victims corresponds to the excluded and poorest sector of society. In this sense, 

the option to create a culture of peace entails fight against social and cultural exclusion as 

well as structural injustice. 

 At this point, it is important to mention that the many Latin American religious 

efforts on reconciliation and human rights were inspired by the South African fight 

against the apartheid because an important ecclesiastical sector plays an important role in 

this process.  One of decisive moments for the involvement of the church was the 

publication in 1985 of the Kairos document. The document was signed by a number of 
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eminent theologians and provoked a historical debate in both church and society. (Draper, 

2008)  

 At the heart of this declaration was the distinction made between three different 

approaches on theology in relation to the Christian moral about reconciliation. “[First], 

state theology, a theology which legitimizes apartheid; [Second], church theology, a 

theology which is formally against apartheid but incapable of engaging in transformative 

praxis; and [Third], a prophetic theology, a theology of critical engagement which 

recognizes the signs of the times” (Ford, 1996) 

 Kairos document made an important contribution in terms of incorporate the 

justice as a key condition of reconciliation. 

While true reconciliation and peace are the core of Christian tradition, true 

reconciliation is not possible without justice. Calls for reconciliation 

without justice is calls for counterfeit reconciliation (Kairos theologians, 

1986) 

 

 Hence, the perspective of this declaration sees reconciliation not merely a 

problem of personal guilt; it is a problem of structural justice.  In this sense, 

 

 this is not a call for the adoption of new fundamentalism or essentialisms, 

but recognition that hearing of the other in our conversations with the 

other confronts us with real choices, sometimes stark choices. It 

transforms our understanding of what  is normative  in our faith  tradition 

and  of how  this should  be lived  out individually  and corporately, not 

just  in church but in  society. This is the prophetic voice that leads to 

prophetic action (Draper, 2008) 

 

 

2.2.  Spirituality and civic engagement  

 Broadly, many scholars (Brind & Levy 1999, Edwards 2001, Putnam 1993) 

concur that civic engagement refers to the activities of citizens, emphasizing “a 
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normative position, a broad (rather than narrow) and objective (rather than self-

interested) orientation to the needs of the civilized political community.” This definition 

of civic engagement implies that citizens are participating in civil society institutions 

such as nonprofit organizations to serve general social goals. For example, donating 

goods or serving in the soup kitchen at Poverty Prevention helps prevent hunger and 

alleviate poverty, which in turn should assist the poor in participating in civil society 

through work or school as it improves their general quality of life.   

 For this study is relevant the contribution of Robert Putnam (2000) who 

incorporates to the debate the notion of social capital.  He sees social capital as 

inextricably linked to civic engagement. He overlooks the fact that people can belong to 

the same organization and not develop trusting relationships. Furthermore, the specific 

trust of social capital does not necessarily lead to the generalized trust that characterizes 

of civic engagement.  In this sense, civic engagement contributes to social capital and to 

development efforts through the channels of voice, representation and accountability. 

This link between civic engagement and development can be organized in a variety of 

ways, both formal and informal. The latter refers to processes that may complement the 

formal processes of electing officials or making development plans in a consultative 

manner. 

 Putnam draws a crucial distinction between “bonding” and “bridging” social 

capital. Bonding social capital refers to an exclusive perspective on participation in the 

community life in which activities are inward looking and tend to reinforce exclusive 

identities and homogeneous groups, creating potential barriers to democratic 

participation, and cooperative behavior, whereas bridging social capital refers to 
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reciprocal, enforceable ties among people from different communities, such as 

relationships that cross class, racial, or gender boundaries. Unlike bonding social capital, 

bridging social capital may involve horizontal ties among different communities, for 

example, connections among faith communities to promote interfaith understanding or to 

engage in civil activities such as supporting poverty prevention.  

  Dario Lopez, who has investigated the relationship between evangelicals and 

politics in Peru, observes that, 

In recent experience of Latin America, as in many other historical and 

contemporary cases, churches and religiously liked or inspired movement 

have been among the most important venues in which civic capital has 

been created and nurtured. Together with a broad spectrum of groups 

(commonly referred to as civil society), they have played a particularly 

prominent role in recent years (Lopez, 2004). 

 

 Catalina Romero (2001) contends that civic organizations recognize and value the 

benefits of religious diversity. They also recognize the significance of churches as part of 

local culture. These faith’s communities could therefore serve as a valuable resource in 

testing the vitality if religious pluralism both in relation to its organization and in relation 

to individual faith. 

 Another important contribution in the debate about civic engagement is related to 

the distinction between communitarism and individualism. In this sense, there are two 

major schools of thought about what types of moral cultures should matter for civic 

engagement and why. The first comes from so-called “communitarian” political and 

social theory, which shares a common skepticism about the ability of an individualistic 

ethos to generate public commitment. Among sociologists, this intellectual tradition 

found its most well-known expression in Habits of the Heart (Bellah et al. [1985] 1996). 

Habits articulated grave concerns about the impact that the growing “culture of 
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individualism” would have on public commitment. As Bellah and colleagues (1996 ) 

argue, “the very language [of individualism] seems to undercut the possibility of other 

than self-interested relationships,” while the biblical and civic republican alternatives 

they outline “are capable of ... nurturing both public and private life” (p. 139, 143). 

   

 At this point, it is important to incorporate the ideas of Kraig Beyerlein and 

Stephen Vaisey (2007) on the ethics of community relating to civic and religious moral 

cultures. They contend that it may motivate different types of engagement. On the one 

hand, the ethics of community looks outward to others, and its propositional and affective 

content should tend to foster volunteering that serves those in the larger community and 

produce what others have called the bridging social capital that Putnam describes 

(Putnam 2000). On the other hand, the moral ethics of the “divinity” perspective is 

associated with maintaining inward purity and avoiding pollution: those who invoke it as 

their “first moral language” may focus on civic engagement that benefits one’s own in-

group. Thus we expect that they will be most likely to engage in activities that primarily 

support and serve their own religious community rather than the broader society. The 

ethics of divinity is therefore associated with the production of bonding social capital (see 

Putnam 2000). 

 A crucial distinction to explain variance in religiosity and the generation of social 

capital lies in a differentiation between horizontal and vertical relations of religious 

authority.  John Coleman (2003) contends that only horizontal authority structures seem 

to generate social capital because the forms of religiosity that are mainly individualistic 

in nature and unrelated to, or anchored by, real ongoing groups do not seen to generate 

much social capital.  In the same way, Robert Wuthnow (1994) argues that “even intense, 
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purely personal spirituality that is cut off from churches or some ongoing groups has 

almost no predictive value of civic engagement or social activism.” 

 Several scholars from Latin America (Martin-Barbero, Alfaro, Formen 2003; 

Avritzer 2002) have concluded that rather than employing the notion of a unified public 

sphere, it is more productive to imagine a proliferation of publics, a contested terrain that 

ought to be thought of in terms of its multiplicity and diversity.  The principal question, 

then, is how certain groups succeed in being seen not so much as in the public but rather 

as being the public.   

 Such a public is always inherently unstable and needs to be continuously 

reconstituted. With the diminishing capacity of the nation-state for constructing 

communities of belonging, sub-publics and transnational publics that are grounded in 

religious convictions, imaginaries, and networks have become increasingly important.  

Essential for the emergence of these new publics has been the proliferation of new 

technologies of communication and representation (Fraser, 1990). 

 Connecting this approach with religious practices, Brigit Meyer (2006) contends 

that publics are not bounded entities but rather are involved in continuous processes of 

construction and reconstruction, of negotiation and contestation.  Such contestations do 

not only refer to positions taken up with respect to the secular versus the religious but 

refer also to a great variety of positions within an emergent religious public.  Following 

this public sphere’s approach, Nancy Fraser (1990) proposes the existence of publics and 

counter-publics, “strong” and “weak” publics. Without the existence of a public space 

where plurality is expressed, it will not be possible to generate a democratic political 

culture. 
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 Levine agrees with Casanova in the sense that what we are now seeing under 

conditions of secularization is not the continuing privatization of religion but rather its 

de-privatization, whereby there are increasing examples of faith group participation and 

intervention in public affairs.  As Martin-Barbero (1997) claims, for Latin America, 

secularization has not been a question of atheistic rationalism, but rather of desire for 

autonomy from the Church in the areas of politics, the state, sexuality, and artistic 

culture.   

 For this reason, some researchers assert that in Latin America the concern is less 

about secularization and the marginalization of religion, and more about the desires of 

new religious groups competing for power, recognition and resources.  “Disestablishment 

of state religions or dismantling of complicities between dominant religious groups and 

state power, have changed the stakes of coexistence between religious communities” 

(Hackett, 2005). 

 From this perspective, secularism is far more than a political doctrine about 

separation of religious and secular institutions.  Rather, it is a conceptual environment 

that presupposes certain ways of defining how religion, ethics, and politics relate to each 

other (Asad, 2003). 

 Another important idea proposes by Alfaro is that of civic engagement and 

citizenship is related to the debate about the role of civil society in the context of the 

strengthening of democracy. This argument is connected to Casanova’s observation in the 

sense that “the conception of modern public religion that is consistent with modern 

structural and cultural differentiations is one that builds on notions of civil society” 

(Casanova, 1994). 
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 In sum, the discussion about spirituality and social change in the Latin America 

allows us to recognize the meaningful contribution of theologians and scholars of religion 

helping to understand the relationship between religious practices, faith values and civic 

and public engagements.  

 On the one hand, the theoretical production on theology or spirituality and 

development provide an important input that allows us to recognize the meaningful role 

that religion and spiritual practices can to play in the human development and social 

transformation processes. On the other hand, the Latin American religious plurality 

reveals that religious movements and faith communities has became an important social 

capital which cultural and social power is now more visible and influential. In this 

context, it is important to distinguish the faith perspectives and theological options about 

the ways to get social transformation and structural change. Further visions of 

development arise in the liberation theology or social gospel paradigm provide 

remarkable insights to think the contribution of a kind of spiritual capital or faith-based 

ethical action that can to generate efforts in favor of  social justice, culture of peace  and 

an active religious engagement in the public life to ensure equitable development process.  
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