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INTRODUCTION

Brown Church


ROSA WAS EXCITED about attending her first college lecture. She was the first of her family to attend college and was the valedictorian of Roosevelt High School. Her 4.2 grade point average had earned her a full ride to Pitzer College, one of the best liberal arts college in the United States according to U.S. News and World Report.

Rosa’s Mom and Dad were deacons in their local church and had brought her up to be a Christian. They told many stories of how God had taken care of them when they made the dangerous journey to the United States across the Sonoran desert. Her dad worked two jobs—as a short order cook during the week and a gardener during the weekend. He also collected cardboard to raise extra money for the family. Her mom was a nanny to a rich family in San Marino and also managed their family of four kids. Church provided one of the few spaces of social respect for Rosa’s parents. They had dignidad (dignity) when they walked into church, and were addressed as deacons, and hermano (brother) and hermana (sister) Ramos.

Rosa’s first class was a Chicana/o history class, and her professor began his lecture by saying, “Christianity is the white man’s religion.” The professor went on to detail how the Spaniards used Christianity to colonize the Aztecs and the millions of indigenous people of the Americas. Rosa also learned about how the Bible was used to justify ethnic genocide, murder, and the oppression of women. Rosa left class devastated. She didn’t know what to do. Who was right about Christianity? Was it her working class, immigrant parents who loved and followed Jesus? Or was it her professor who had his PhD from Harvard and had written many famous books over the past twenty years?

As the first few weeks of classes continued, Rosa felt lonely because most of her classmates came from affluent backgrounds and she could not relate to them. She was also one of the few Latinas on campus. To try and find friends Rosa went to a meeting of the Chicana/o activist group on campus. She met great friends there—peers from South Los Angeles, Long Beach, and East LA who also grew up in working class immigrant communities. She felt a special solidarity with them. There was one problem: whenever the topic of religion came up, most of her friends repeated the same things they heard in class—“Why are you a Christian? Christianity is the colonizer’s religion!”

When I met Rosa, she was in her second year of college and undergoing clinical depression. She had been seeing a psychiatrist to help her with the deep loss and the emotional conflict she was experiencing trying to reconcile the faith of her youth with the perspectives of Christianity she was learning in her classes and from her Chicana/o friends.
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Carlos was a transfer student at UC Berkeley. He grew up with learning disabilities and most of his teachers didn’t think he was smart. Carlos was raised in La Puente and came from a tough family background. His dad was an alcoholic and left the family when Carlos was fourteen years old. After his dad left, Carlos’s mom, Lupe, worked two jobs to try and keep the family afloat. Although she didn’t earn much money from her part-time jobs at Walmart and McDonald’s, somehow she always managed to put enough food on the table. She credited it all to God. Lupe, you see, was a strong Catholic. She never missed a Sunday at church and was a leader for charismatic Catholic retreats where people worshiped God and spoke in tongues. And she was always praying: for Carlos and his brothers and sisters. Although Carlos wouldn’t consider himself too religious, he had turned to God throughout his childhood for strength in the midst of all his family’s troubles. If asked, he would say he was “spiritual” and, if push came to shove, he’d say “Catholic.”

The drive up to the Bay Area from La Puente was like a dream for Carlos. He had taken a few road trips to Tijuana and San Diego, but other than that he hadn’t journeyed outside of LA. He decided to take the scenic route on the Pacific Coast Highway, and on the way up he stopped at beautiful Carmel and Monterey Bay. He loved it so much. It was like a new world opening up. While walking around the town of Carmel, he got a few weird stares from white people, but for the most part it was an amazing trip.

As an ethnic studies major at Berkeley, Carlos learned about Chicana/o history in the United States. His professor taught him about the “unjust” Mexican American war, which was justified by the strange idea of “Manifest Destiny.” According to Manifest Destiny, many Anglo Americans in the nineteenth century believed that God had ordained them to conquer the Native Americans and Mexicans who lived in what is now Texas, California, New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, and Utah. God’s destiny for them was to seize these western territories so that they could spread their version of democracy and Christianity. Carlos also read about the segregation of Mexicans in housing, education, juries, parks, and pools during the era of Jim Crow segregation. He was inspired to learn about the many ways in which Mexican Americans successfully challenged segregation as part of cases such as Mendez v. Westminster and Hernandez v. Texas. He was especially inspired to read about the Chicana/o civil rights movement of the 1960s and such civil rights heroes as Dolores Huerta, César Chávez, and Corky Gonzalez. Like Rosa, however, he was told that Christianity was one of the main sources of historical oppression of Chicanas/os. Also like Rosa, he didn’t know what to do with it all, so he stopped attending Mass and declared himself a Marxist and atheist.
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Edwin was a “PK” (pastor’s kid).1 His parents immigrated to the United States from Central America to escape gang violence and the poverty that has eclipsed El Salvador in the wake of its brutal civil war. Edwin’s dad was the pastor of a Pentecostal church in Pico Union, and Edwin grew up playing piano on the church worship team. Wanting to shield Edwin from some of the “worldly” teachings that he might encounter at a public university, Jorge instead decided to enroll him in the local Christian college. Arriving in the freshman dorms, Edwin felt a little uncomfortable because none of his roommates were Latino and they all came from fairly privileged middle-class backgrounds. They were nice though, and after a short while they started hanging out in the cafeteria and going to the movies, and they became friends.

The first year was going pretty well until one tragic day in May 2019. Edwin had been up late studying for finals one night when he received a phone call that would change his life forever. It was his fourteen-year-old sister Angelica. In tears, she reported to him that their mother and father had just been arrested by ICE, Immigration and Customs Enforcement, and they were going to be deported. Edwin’s family had fled to the United States as refugees because the maras (gangs) in El Salvador had targeted Jorge for recruitment, shot their uncle, and burned his grandfather’s house down. Because they did not have enough money to hire an immigration lawyer, however, they were unable to prove to ICE that they qualified for asylum. As a result, they were being deported according to President Trump’s draconian immigration policies.

After hearing the terrible news, Edwin fell to his knees and prayed to God for strength and for the safety of his parents. A million questions raced through his mind: Would his mom and dad be safe while in custody with ICE? Could he talk to them? Did they have any legal recourse to block their deportation? When would he see them again? Who would take care of his young sister?

Fortunately, when the raid occurred, Angelica was at their aunt’s house and was not apprehended by ICE. Where would she now live? How would he support her? Would he be able to stay in college? Because their family’s asylum application had been denied, Edwin and Angelica were also both subject to deportation.

After a restless and sleepless night, Edwin stumbled into his political science class the next morning. The topic of the presidential elections came up. One of his classmates said, “I support Donald Trump because he tells it like it is. He doesn’t care about political correctness. He wants to build ‘the wall.’ He wants to deport all of those ‘illegals’ and ‘rapists’ that are taking our jobs and causing crime to go up.” Edwin was stunned. He didn’t know what to say or how to respond. The most painful part was that he felt rejected by his Christian peers he had come to know and respect.
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As reflected in these critical race counterstories, Latinas/os who care about faith and justice occupy a “spiritual borderlands.”2 In many institutional religious spaces, we feel out of place because our concern for social justice issues is not understood. When we share our concerns about issues of educational inequity or comprehensive immigration reform we are met with blank stares or even outright opposition. We are told, “Those are political issues that are separate from faith.” As a result, we often walk away from church and formal religious institutions. We may cling tenuously to a personal faith, but our activism becomes divorced from institutional Christianity.

At the same time, in the world of Chicana/o studies and activism, our faith is usually discouraged or criticized. We are told, “You can’t be a Christian and care about issues of racial and gender justice. Christianity is the white man’s religion, and it’s a tool of settler colonialism. It’s racist, classist, and sexist.” As a result of such hostility, many Chicanas/os keep silent about their faith in activist circles for fear of persecution or ostracization. Others lose their faith. Some tenuously cling to a personal relationship with God but abandon institutionalized Christianity altogether. In the words of Gloria Anzaldúa, Christian Chicanas and Chicanos are “left out or pushed out” of existing Christian and Chicana/o categories.3

This negative perspective on religion within Chicana/o studies is understandable. It is grounded in centuries of historical and contemporary misrepresentation of the teachings of Jesus. In a very real sense, the history of Latinas/os in the Americas is one of systemic racism perpetuated by white individuals claiming to be Christian. From the Spanish Conquest, to nineteenth-century Manifest Destiny in the United States, to Jim Crow segregation and Operation Wetback, to the present day “Make America Great Again” movement, many individuals continue to perpetuate the stereotype that Christianity is a racist, classist, and sexist religion. And so, understandably, the Chicana/o movement continues to reject Christianity as part of its party platform.


CONSEQUENCES

There are a number of harmful consequences that result from the wholesale rejection of Christianity in Chicana/o studies and Latina/o studies. First, as expressed in Rosa’s counterstory, many students experience severe emotional damage. In fact, the character of Rosa, and her experience of clinical depression, is based on a true-life story. The following is a common trajectory for Latina/o students like Rosa, Carlos, and Edwin: They come to know God through their families and are raised in what Latina/o theologians call “Abuelita Theology.”4 As top students, they then come to the university and learn about systemic justice but also get exposed to negative perspectives on Christianity in their classes; this leads to a period of deep spiritual and emotional wrestling. They feel like they are forced to choose between faith and activism; between their families and Chicana/o studies; between being Chicana/o and a person of faith. Deep emotional turmoil, even depression, is the result.

Another consequence is that thousands of potential students are unnecessarily turned away from the discipline of Chicana/o studies. If asked to choose between the faith of their family and Chicana/o studies, they reject Chicana/o studies. I can understand this decision, and it keeps thousands of Chicanas/os and Latinas/os from coming to study Chicana/o studies at the university level.

A third painful consequence is that objective research about faith and activism, and the role of faith in Chicana/o and Latina/o communities, is squelched. Even though the founding document of the Chicana/o movement, El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, asserts freedom of religious expression within its membership, Latinas/os of Christian background have been historically marginalized by the academic discipline of Chicana/o studies.5 Microaggressions against Christianity and Christian Chicanas/os are common in the context of various academic settings, including the classroom, disciplinary conferences, and faculty gatherings. As an example, I vividly remember attending one National Association of Chicana and Chicano Studies Conference on a Good Friday and hearing Christianity blasted by the keynote speaker. I have also personally experienced discrimination as a professor based on my Christian convictions; indeed, I fear intellectual and professional backlash for the publication of this book. In its most insidious forms, religious microaggressions take the form of viewpoint discrimination and violate highly held principles of academic freedom.

This common rejection of Christianity by Chicana/o studies is regrettable, because it ignores not only the contemporary religious landscape of the Latina/o community, but also the central role that Christianity has played in social justice movements among Latin Americans and US Lati- nas/os. From Bartolomé de Las Casas, to Dolores Huerta and César Chávez, to the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s, to contemporary organizing among undocumented Latinas/os, faith has been at the center. Despite the central role played by faith in the life of César Chávez and the broader Chicana/o civil rights movement, the role of religion as a motivating factor for social change has been largely neglected by the field of Chicana/o studies.

Because of the inherent bias against Christianity in Chicana/o studies, the objective study of religion is squelched despite the fact that faith is central to our families and communities and has been a key source of community organizing for centuries. Although Latinas/os are transforming the landscape of religion in the United States,6 Chicana/o scholarship on this topic is severely lacking. With few notable exceptions, including the work of Mario García, Jacqueline Hidalgo, Gaston Espinoza, David Carrasco, and Elisa Facio, few academic studies examine the Mexican American religious experience. As professor of Chicana/o studies at the University of California, Santa Barbara, Mario García has pioneered the field of Chicana/o religious studies in recent years. His books, Católicos: Resistance and Affirmation in Chicano Catholic History (2010) and Mexican American Religions: Spirituality, Activism, and Culture (2008), have laid the academic groundwork for the examination of religion in Chicana/o studies.7 According to García, “Despite the fact that the vast majority of U.S. Latinos claim to be religious or spiritual, little has been written on Mexican American/Chicano religions from a multidisciplinary perspective.”8 In addition to being an understudied topic in Chicana/o and Latina/o studies, the topic of Chicana/o religions and spirituality has also been largely overlooked by the broader field of religious studies.9 Jacqueline Hidalgo stands out as one of the few Latina/o scholars to explicitly bridge the fields of ethnic studies and biblical studies.10

As further evidence of this dearth of spiritual scholarship, a review of all publications from the flagship Chicana/o studies journal, Aztlán: A Journal of Chicano Studies, revealed very few articles directly dealing with religion as the main topic of examination.11 Some articles mentioned religion, but very few focused exclusively on the subject. A significant number discussed religion with a negative connotation. Several essays called for a reclaiming of indigenous spirituality and the rejection of Christianity as a western religion.

Curricular and textbook offerings on the role of religion in Chicana/o communities are also generally quite limited. In my own department of Chicana/o studies, for example, only two permanent course offerings exist with respect to religion. The classic Chicana/o history text Occupied America: A History of Chicanos by Rudy Acuña leaves out discussion of the role of faith in Chicana/o history.12 A more recent text, Crucible of Struggle: A History of Mexican Americans from the Colonial Period to the Present Era, likewise tells the history of Chicanas/os in a way that is detached from the faith life of the community.13




COMMUNITY CULTURAL WEALTH

In what follows, I seek to engage the study of Latina/o spirituality utilizing the critical race theory (CRT) framework of community cultural wealth. CRT scholars Tara Yosso and Danny Solórzano developed the concept of community cultural wealth in the context of urban educational studies.14 Instead of approaching Latina/o educational achievement in terms of “cultural deficit” models, which depict Latina/o students as deficient insofar as they are unlike white suburban students, Yosso and Solórzano argue that scholarly analysis should begin with an understanding of the unique community cultural wealth possessed by Chicanas/os or Latinas/os. Building on this approach, Lindsay Pérez Huber found that “spiritual capital” was a major component of the community cultural wealth of undocumented student activists.15 Her interviews with Dreamers revealed that faith served as critical “spiritual capital” for their educational success.

Drawing on the important theories of my colleagues Yosso, Solórzano, and Pérez Huber, I assert that spiritual capital has served as a crucial component of Latina/o community cultural wealth from Latin American colonial times to the present. From Juan Diego, to Guáman Poma de Ayala, Garcilaso de la Vega el Inca, and Las Casas, to the iconic civil rights movement of Dolores Huerta and César Chávez, to the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s, and the contemporary immigration reform movement, spiritual capital has been a central component of Latina/o community cultural wealth. As such, it merits significant study within the field of Chicana/o and Latina/o studies.




THE “BROWN CHURCH” AND “BROWN THEOLOGY”

It is my contention that these many Latina/o Christian social justice pioneers form what may be called the Brown Church: a prophetic ecclesial community of Latinas/os that has contested racial and social injustice in Latin America and the United States for the past five hundred years. As such, Brown Church is a multivalent category, encompassing ethnic, historical, theological, spiritual, and sociopolitical dimensions. In every instance of racial and social injustice in Latin America and the United States over the centuries, the Brown Church has arisen to challenge the religious, socioeconomic, and political status quo. Collectively, the Brown Church has challenged such great evils as the Spanish conquest and Spanish colonialism, the sistema de castas (caste system), Manifest Destiny and US settler colonialism in the Southwest, Latin American dictatorships, US imperialism in Central America, the oppression of farmworkers, and the current exploitation and marginalization of undocumented immigrants. The Brown Church has done all of this in the name of Jesus. It’s also worth noting that the Brown Church has comprised an ecumenical body of Roman Catholic and Protestant followers of Christ who have worked both in cooperation with, and in prophetic witness to, official ecclesiastical authorities and institutions.16

As a natural outgrowth of its prophetic advocacy efforts and praxis, the Brown Church has developed a unique and consistent body of theology based upon the Christian Scriptures. I call this Brown Theology. Brown Theology rejects the narrow presentation of Christianity as eternal “fire insurance” that leaves most of life untouched by God’s love and redemption. According to this narrow conception of Christianity, which has been around in Latin America since colonial times, we believe in Jesus so that we can be forgiven and so that we can go to heaven after we die. Notwithstanding the critical importance of heaven and forgiveness, this short-sighted version of Christianity presented during the conquest of the Americas ignores the biblical value of justice and the social dimensions of Jesus’ redemption. It thereby allowed for the genocide and dehumanization of native and African communities, and the presentation of a corrupt and distorted gospel: “It’s okay for us to decimate and enslave millions of ‘Indians’ and thousands of African slaves because we are saving their souls by sharing Christianity with them. Without us they’d just go to hell.”

Brown Theologians throughout the centuries—Bartolomé de Las Casas, Archbishop Oscar Romero, Gustavo Gutiérrez, Justo González, Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, E. René Padilla and Samuel Escobar, to name a few—have challenged this narrow and unbiblical view of the gospel and have proclaimed that Jesus came to save, redeem, and transform every aspect of our lives and the world. His salvation extends over all of God’s good creation, which has become twisted and corrupted as a consequence of sin. This includes everything distorted and broken in our world—whether personal, familial, social, or global. Nothing is left out. It includes our personal emotional brokenness and dysfunctional family relationships, but also poverty, racism, slavery, human trafficking, oppression of immigrants, warfare, lack of clean water, AIDS, gang violence, and lack of educational opportunity. In the language of Padilla and Escobar, the gospel imperative is one of misión integral.17 In fact, from a biblical standpoint, although God loves all people equally, he also shows unique concern for immigrants, the poor, and all who are socially marginalized. In the words of Latino theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, God expresses a “preferential option for the poor.”18

Jesus’ salvation also encompasses our fractured human family. Because we have turned our backs against God, we have turned our backs against each other. Women and men are separated by sexism and machismo; ethnic groups are divided by selfishness, materialism, and pride; mixed-race individuals are divided against others because of the social construction of monoracial identities; the church turns its back on the LGBTQ+ community; and, the so-called documented are divided against those without papers because our country desires cheap labor but does not want to recognize the full humanity of immigrants. Jesus came to reconcile all human beings to himself and to one another. This is also Brown Theology.

The framework of Brown Theology and the Brown Church is my attempt to articulate a new social identity for Latina/o Christians who are socially conscious and passionate about God’s heart for social justice. In the words of Gloria Anzaldúa, my goal is to present a framework “that will rewrite history using race, class, gender, and ethnicity as categories of analysis, theories that cross borders, that blur boundaries—new kinds of theories with new theorizing methods . . . new positions in the ‘in between,’ Borderlands worlds of ethnic communities and academies . . . new categories for those of us left out or pushed out of existing ones.”19 This book invites readers to explore the five-hundred-year history of the Brown Church, investigate the rich tradition of Brown Theology that undergirds it, and join the contemporary movement of Brown Christians in the United States.




A NOTE ON “BROWN”

Latinas/os are Brown. Not necessarily literally and phenotypically Brown, but Brown in terms of our racial and social positioning in United States history. Some, like myself, are literally Brown, but we Latinas/os come in all colors and hues—some are moreno (dark-skinned), some are güeritos (light-skinned), some are subtle in-between shades, and quite a few, like myself, are even Asian.20 In this sense, Brown is symbolic of the cultural and biological mestizaje, or, mixture, in Latin America. In the US context, Brown also symbolizes the racial liminality experienced by Latinas/os as betwixt and between that of white and black.21 According to Asian American theologian Sang Hyun Lee, liminality “is the situation of being in between two or more worlds, and includes the meaning of being located at the periphery or edge of a society.”22

Historically, most Latinas/os have lived on the margins of white American society and have experienced de jure and de facto racial segregation and discrimination. A few of us have always been granted token acceptance by white majority culture (think Ted Cruz), but in the language of settler colonialism theory, most of us have been excluded as the “exogenous other.”23 At the same time, our marginalization has often been less than that of our Black brothers and sisters. Our experience has been neither white nor black—It has been Brown.

As a metaphor for racial, cultural, and social liminality, Brown should be considered a fluid “space” as opposed to any body of static, essentialized cultural characteristics. In this sense, Brown is an apt descriptor for many cultural and ethnic groups in the United States—such as Asian Americans, South Asians, Pacific Islanders, Middle Easterners, and the fast-growing mixed race community—who also find themselves in the liminal space somewhere between that of black and white. Brown is also a process, and certain cultural groups such as Italians, Greeks, Poles, Ashkenazi Jewish migrants, and Irish who have historically occupied this intermediate racial space have subsequently transitioned into whiteness and mainstream cultural membership, to one degree or another.

Brownness is a liminal social, legal, political, and cultural space that US Latinas and Latinos have inhabited since the US-Mexico War and the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo of 1848. In exchange for the benefits of land (nearly half of Mexico), the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo reluctantly granted US citizenship to former Mexicans, and with it, an implied “whiteness.” At the same time however, through legal and social convention ever since, the United States has denied full and equal membership to Latinas/os within the American polity. We have been wanted for our land and labor, while at the same time rejected for our cultural and ethnic difference. When economic times get tough, we become the disposable “illegal alien,” and are scapegoated and deported. We are wanted and unwanted. Necessary, yet despised. We are Brown.

In the era of Jim Crow, though we were legally defined as white, and therefore technically exempt from segregation, our families and communities were nonetheless still segregated and rendered unequal through legal loopholes and unwritten social conventions. Our Puerto Rican sisters and brothers have experienced this social and political liminality for more than a century. Though officially US citizens, Puerto Ricans cannot vote for president and have no equitable representation in Congress. Their political fate lies in the hands of a Congress in which they have no vote. They are Brown. Wanted and unwanted at the same time.

In the present moment, though many of our families have lived in the United States for multiple generations, or even long before this land was the United States, we are painted by politicians and the media as a “Latino threat,” “unwilling or incapable of integrating, of becoming part of the national community. Rather, [we] are part of an invading force from south of the border that is bent on reconquering land that was formerly theirs (the U.S. Southwest) and destroying the American way of life.”24 According to the Latino threat narrative, we are perpetual foreigners, even if we were born in this country, and regardless of our citizenship status. This hateful narrative fuels white nationalist violence, and it inspired the El Paso massacre of August 3, 2019—the worst mass slaughter of Latinas/os in modern times.25

As the Brown Church, we take solace in knowing that Jesus, our Lord, was also Brown. As a working class, young adult, Jewish man living in the colonized territory of Galilee, he also occupied a space of social, political, cultural, and religious liminality.26 Geographically, Galilee was a borderlands region where Jewish, Greek, and Roman worlds collided. As a sign of their cultural mestizaje, Galileans like Jesus spoke with an accent and were bilingual. Politically, they were ruled by the Roman Empire, subject to oppressive tribute, and dehumanized by imperial laws that made them second class citizens in their own historic land. Even among his own people, Jesus and other Galilean Jews were looked down as jíbaro, as backwards campesinos, who lived far from the center of religious and economic power in the capital of Jerusalem.27 When God chose to dwell among us, to take on human flesh, and to make our suffering his own, he chose to be Brown. 




LIMITATIONS AND A NOTE ON POSITIONALITY

This book offers a macro-history of the Brown Church in Latin America and the United States. It is not intended to be exhaustive, and as such, no doubt overlooks many important stories of the Brown Church that remain to be documented, or have already been told in other places. This book is indebted to scholars such as Justo González, Edwin Aponte, Mario García, Gaston Espinoza, Arlene Sánchez-Walsh, Daniel Ramírez, Miguel De La Torre, J. Daniel Salinas, and Juan Martínez, who have preserved and recounted the history of the Brown Church already for many years. I hope that many others will rise up to share the many unknown stories of the Brown Church that remain to be told.

I develop the notion of the Brown Church/Brown Theology through a historical analysis of key moments of social injustice in Latina/o history. Specifically, I examine the ways in which the Latina/o community has responded to such injustices through the lens and empowerment of faith. This history is told from a Brown Latina/o perspective. In the words of Latino theologian Michael Jiménez, it is a history written “from the underside of modernity.”28

It is also important to note that Brown Church is neither a comprehensive history of Latinas/os in the United States, nor a systematic theological treatise. As such, it risks leaving academic readers of both Latina/o history and theology dissatisfied. For Chicana/o and Latina/o studies readers, much of the history shared will be familiar, but the role of religion and theology in that history will be largely new; for mainstream Protestant, evangelical, and Catholic theologians, almost all of it will be new. For my colleagues in Latina/o Theology, what may be new is the application of critical race theory and ethnic studies paradigms to the study of Latina/o religious history.29 The unique contribution of Brown Church, I believe, is bringing together the largely disparate literatures of Latina/o history, ethnic studies, critical race theory, and theology into a new type of academic “Brown jazz.” The meaning comes in the intersection—in the Brown. As is common with the development of new musical styles, some disciplinary purists might not like the sound of the fusion—of the menudo.30 I am hopeful, however, that many readers will resonate with this new style of historical, theological, and ethnic studies Brown jazz, and find their story within it.

A word on my positionality. I am an Asian-Latino or “Chino-Chicano,” historian, lawyer, and evangélico pastor (in the Latin American tradition, and to be fiercely distinguished from American evangelicalism). I was born in East Los Angeles to a Mexican immigrant father and Chinese immigrant mother. I was raised in the small San Gabriel Valley town of Hacienda Heights. I was called “beaner” as a child and denied access to gifted learning programs in the recently desegregated public schools of Los Angeles. In sharing my ambition to become a lawyer, I was told in high school, “I’d never hire a Mexican lawyer.” I was also told by my high school counselor that I should consider the local state school instead of UCLA. I went on to receive my PhD in Latin American history from UCLA and my JD from UC Berkeley, and I have been a professor of Chicana/o studies and Asian American studies at UCLA since 2005. I was ordained “in the hood” by black and Latino multidenominational Christian pastors of South Los Angeles, and, together with my wife, Erica, I’ve been a pastor to activist students for more than a decade as part of our Jesus 4 Revolutionaries ministry.31 Over the years I have experienced racial microaggressions by professors, church congregants, activists of the left and right, hateful internet trolls, realtors, and police. I have been on the inside and the outside of ethnic studies, Chicana/o studies, Asian American studies, American evangelicalism, Latina/o and Asian American churches, and even my own Mexican and Chinese families. I have lived my life in the in-between. This book flows from my Brown experience of living entre these various racial, ethnic, religious, and academic categories.

Brown Church is most deeply shaped by my belief in Jesus and firm commitment to the traditional tenets of orthodox Christianity. As such, I view the history of Brown Theology through the lens of a double-insider: I am Brown by my lived experience, and also a follower of Jesus. As a result, I have certain “cultural intuition” about the topic, as my critical race theory colleagues would say.32 No doubt, I have some biases too.




OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER CONTENTS

Chapter one situates the Brown Church, and the chapters to come, within the radical “good news” of Jesus Christ. It is critical to reframe the biblical message of Christianity for Latina/o academics and activists because most of us have previously only heard a colonized gospel, what Dallas Willard calls “the gospel of sin management.”33 According to this limited view of Christianity, the gospel means, “Believe in Jesus so that you will be forgiven and go to heaven when you die. Don’t worry about trying to change the oppressive socioeconomic and political systems of the United States and Latin America. That’s political and not the gospel. Suffer through this life and your reward will come after.”

Unbeknownst to most, the expression “good news” carried insurgent undertones when used by Jesus and the early disciples. In the Roman context, the expression was reserved for the emperor Caesar who also claimed titles such as “Son of God,” “Lord,” and “Savior of the world.”34 In proclaiming the “good news” of the arrival of the kingdom of God, and in revealing himself as Jewish Messiah, and therefore Lord of the world, Jesus presented a direct challenge to the authority of Caesar and arguably the most powerful empire of human history. Drawing on this forgotten historical context, chapter one reframes the good news of Jesus Christ as a radical manifesto, as El Plan Espiritual de Galilee.35 According to El Plan Espiritual de Galilee, Jesus came as Lord, Savior, and King, to save, redeem, and transform every aspect of our lives and the world. Beginning in the historical margins of Nazareth of Galilee, he came to reconcile to himself all things, and to make all things new.

With the important theological context of chapter one in place, chapter two examines the birth and development of the Brown Church in colonial Latin America. The Brown Church was born in 1511 in protest to Spanish imperialism and the exploitation of the indigenous peoples of modern-day Cuba, Puerto Rico, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic. Under the guidance of Dominican Friars Antonio de Montesinos and Bartolomé de Las Casas, the Brown Church first developed a unique body of social justice teachings that may be called Brown Theology. The writings of Las Casas represent the earliest theological challenge to colonial notions of race and racism.

Montesinos and Las Casas not only founded Brown Theology and the Brown Church—they also gave birth to the racial social justice movement of the Americas! They were the first to speak of racial and social injustice as we know it today, and they were the first pastors and theologians to question the military conquest and colonization of people of color. Their powerful advocacy, moreover, prompted what was called “The Great Debate” in which, for the first time in recorded human history, an entire nation paused to reflect on the moral injustice of war and colonization. As a final note of reflection, this chapter explores the important role played by La Virgen de Guadalupe as a symbol of racial and gendered justice for the Brown Church over the centuries.

Chapter three examines the history of the Spanish caste system in Latin America and examines its role in shaping contemporary racial attitudes among US Latinas/os. Unbeknownst to most, out of the ashes of Spanish racial imperialism and the sistema de castas, God raised up multicultural, mestizo, black, indigenous, female, male, Spanish, and Asian voices to challenge the perverted racial and sexist logic of the Spanish colonial project. This chapter examines the lives and voices of three central leaders of the Brown Church during the colonial period—Garcilaso de la Vega el Inca, Guaman Poma de Ayala, and Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz—and uplifts them as examples of the diversity of the Brown Church and of those who struggled for racial and gender equality in seventeenth-century Latin America.

Chapter four follows the prophetic trail of the Brown Church into the United States in the nineteenth century. Buttressed by theological notions of Manifest Destiny, in 1848, Anglo Americans seized nearly half of Mexican territory as part of what Abraham Lincoln and Ulysses Grant called the “unjust” US-Mexico War. The subsequent Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo granted reluctant citizenship to the erstwhile Mexicans of the Southwest, and established a legal and social framework which positioned us somewhere betwixt and between that of black and white. Since then, we have been Brown. The most notable religious challenge to life under the new American regime was waged by Father Antonio José Martínez, “El Cura de Taos.” Padre Martínez was clergyman, seminary professor, canon lawyer, and state legislator, and out of his public protests to religious colonization the Brown Church of the United States was born.

Although César Chávez is revered as the most famous Latino civil rights icon of the 1960s, most scholars and activists overlook the profound role played by Christian spirituality in his personal life and the farm workers movement. Chapter five explores the spiritual formation and praxis of César Chávez. It examines his early familial upbringing in popular Mexican Catholicism and his later mentorship in Catholic social teachings by white clergyman Father Donald McDonnell. Building on this spiritual foundation and the skills gained as community organizer under Saul Alinsky, Chávez founded the United Farm Workers of America in 1962. The UFW fused popular Mexican religious symbols and practices such as the Virgin of Guadalupe, peregrinación (pilgrimage), and fasting, with Catholic social teaching, leading to the first successful unionization of farm workers in United States history.

Chapter six returns to Latin America during the late 1960s and examines another watershed moment for the Brown Church in Latin America—the birth of the Liberation Theology and Misión Integral movements. Confronted with the ravages of poverty, oppression, and a decade of failed programs of economic modernization, Latin American priests gathered at Medellín, Colombia, in 1968 to frame a biblical response. In one unified voice they declared, “The Latin American bishops cannot remain indifferent in the face of the tremendous social injustices existent in Latin America.”36 The result was the launching of the Liberation Theology movement and the reminder to the world of the biblical “preferential option for the poor”—that God takes the side of the poor in their oppression. Stirred by the same milieu of poverty, militarism, and oppression as their Roman Catholic Liberation Theology counterparts, Latin American “radical evangélicos” of the 1960s and ’70s wrestled with creating a movement and a theology that was faithful to their contextualized experience and distinct theological commitments. The second half of chapter eight explores the development of the distinct evangélico theology of misión integral, or holistic mission. Closely associated with E. René Padilla and Samuel Escobar, the misión integral movement understood that the theological approaches and ministry methods of North America were insufficient for the contextual needs of Latin America. They were “tired of the evangelical power centers in North America telling us how to think, who to read, and what it meant to be evangelical,” and they rejected existing theological models in which the “racist can continue to be a racist, [and] the exploiter can continue to be an exploiter.”37 In response to these extreme blind spots of Western Protestant Christianity, Padilla and Escobar, together with Orlando Costas, Pedro Arana, Emilio Antonio Nuñez, Orlando Gutiérrez, and Peter Savage, founded the Fraternidad de Teólogos Latinoamericanos (Fraternity of Latin American Theologians) and developed the theological model of misión integral.

Chapter seven offers two concrete examples of the embodiment of Liberation Theology in Latin America and the United States, and it moves the story of the Brown Church forward into the 1980s. The first is the testimonio of saint and martyr Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador. Like Las Casas four centuries before, Romero’s story is one of concientización and conversion to the poor, and a transformed understanding of Christ’s teaching that the gospel must be “good news” to the poor and all who are marginalized.38 Through weekly sermons broadcast over national radio, pastoral letters, and public talks, Romero challenged the torture, murders, and disappearances of the El Salvadoran totalitarian state. For his prophetic support of the poor of El Salvador and his public condemnation of US military intervention, Romero was gunned down on March 24, 1980, while administering Mass.

Romero’s lived example of “the preferential option for the poor” inspired many from el otro lado.39 Among those touched by his message was Father Luis Olivares and the hundreds of thousands of Central American migrants, clergy, and allies who formed the Sanctuary Movement in the United States during the 1980s. The inspiring message of Liberation Theology, coupled with the life example of César Chávez, led to the second conversion of Father Luis Olivares and the creation of the Sanctuary Movement in Los Angeles. With Latino leadership at the helm, this movement confronted the racist refugee policies of the Reagan era and helped forge the beginnings of a new pan-Latina/o identity in the United States.

Chapter eight introduces readers to the rich but little-known field of Latina/o theology. Unbeknownst to most within the worlds of both mainstream evangelical theological education and Chicana/o and Latina/o studies, Latina/o theologians such as Justo González, Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Orlando Costas, Virgilio Elizondo, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, Juan Martínez, and Oscar García-Johnson have developed a powerful corpus of race and social justice theology since the 1980s. Almost without exception, however, most mainstream theology textbooks ignore even a cursory discussion of Latina/o theology.40 For Latina/o Christians it makes us feel as if we have had no meaningful theological contributions to offer the church in the United States over the past 150 years. When we do get a mention, moreover, our theology is called “contextual,” as opposed to the “objective” theology of white seminaries and European theologians.

A central aim of Brown Church is to spread awareness of the Latina/o theology movement to new audiences, especially to the academic world of Chicana/o and Latina/o studies and the millions of young Latina/o Christians in the United States who seek an authentic, cultural theological voice for themselves. Chapter eight introduces readers to some of the main themes and thinkers of Latina/o Theology. Themes include mujerista and Latina evangélica theology, Latina/o hermeneutics, the Galilee principle, and pneumatology of liberation. Featured authors include Justo Gonzalez, Virgilio Elizondo, Ada Maria Isasi-Díaz, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, Loida I. Martell-Otero, Zaida Maldonado-Pérez, Edwin Aponte, Miguel De La Torre, Orlando Costas, Eldin Villafañe, Sammy Alfaro, Oscar García-Johnson, and Jules Martínez-Olivieri.

Chapter nine concludes this book by reflecting on the persecution of the Latina/o community in the United States today. In the face of increasing family separations, children being held in cages at the border, and all manner of racial injustice unseen for decades, the Brown Church is rising up to stand against the injustices of modern-day Pharaohs like President Donald Trump. We are doing so in the name of Jesus, the Savior from Galilee, who takes the side of the oppressed and most vulnerable, and who has walked with us for five hundred years through the evils of conquest, colonialism, segregation, exploitation in the fields, and violent military interventions in the lands of our mothers and fathers. This time is no different.

Chapter nine also asks the question ¿Quién soy yo?, or, “Who am I?” As discussed in the introductory chapter, thousands of Latina/o millennials and Gen Zs live their lives in the “Christian-Activist Borderlands” and are caught between the social identities of Christ-follower, Latina/o, and activist. They crave a social identity that encompasses their love for Jesus, their rich, God-given cultural heritage, and their passion for social justice. As a source of shalom to the many Latinas/os trapped in the borderlands of these identities, chapter ten invites readers into a “Brown Christian” identity and articulates the basic tenets of a Brown Christianity.

The following poem expresses the history and identity of the Brown Church in its multivalent complexity:41


I am the Brown Church

God calls me mija/mijo42

Brown, black, white, even yellow, are all within me

When Black and White come to talk, my voice is not heard,

I am not invited to the table

I share much with my Black sisters and brothers, yet my voice is distinct

I long, I cry out to be heard for who I am

THE BROWN CHURCH

 

Yo soy Montesinos, gritando, in 1511, “The Conquest is opposed to Christ!”43

y Bartolomé de Las Casas, whose eyes like Moses were opened to the suffering of his

people and never looked back

 

Yo soy Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz,

My heart burns for the treasures of wisdom which are hidden in Christ

Though machísmo assails me, aunque está bloqueado el camino, I do not relent44

Yo soy Catarina de San Juan, “La China Poblana”

 

Stolen from Asia, enslaved by Spanish masters, I find freedom as the Bride of Christ

I too hold the keys of the Kingdom

 

Yo soy Padre Antonio Martínez de Nuevo México

Aunque robaron a Aztlán, I know no nation holds a manifest destiny to decimate the people45

of another, also beloved of God

 

In the time of Jim Crow, they called me “wetback,” “beaner,” “spic,” and sent me to

“Mexican schools”

Yet, I am Méndez, Bernal, Perales, Calleros

My children are not cows; you cannot place them in a barn

 

Yo soy Mama Leo y Santos Elizondo, MUJERES, forged in tongues of fire46

Nadie me detendrá; El Espíritu del Señor está sobre mi47

 

I am Dolores Huerta and César Chávez

I was raised in the bosom of Abuelita Theology

And know that the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of God

 

Unos años despues, mis primos huyeron la tierra madre48

The land of the Savior, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, Centroamérica

Argentina, Peru, Bolívia, Brasil, y al resto del Sudamerica,

Empujada por el huracán de violencia49

Guerillas, Reagan, priest, all vied for me

Yet on Christ my eyes were fixed

 

I am Gutiérrez, Boff y Romero

Yo sé que el Reino de Díos trae liberación

Que el Espiritu nos libera50

 

Como Protestantes, we also protested—

 

Porque “la ropa anglo-sajon” strangled

la Buena Nueva

Soy Padilla y Escobar,

Recobrando la misión integral del Señor51

 

Yo soy los dos alas del mismo pájaro,

Puerto Riqueño, Neyorican, Cubano, y Dominicano también52

Though the colonizers have changed, the cries of Las Casas still ring strong in my ears

 

I am a Dreamer; indocumentado; sin papeles

No human being is illegal. Jesús es mi refugio. I am a child of God.53

 

I now seek my voice, thoughts of God my own

I also am among the 12

God calls me mija/mijo

I AM THE BROWN CHURCH
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