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INTRODUCTION

It is a pleasure for me to serve as guest editor of this Winter is-
sue of Listening: Journal of Religion and Culture on the general top-
ic of “Hispanic Americans in Theology and the Church.” This is
a very important and pressing topic in the contemporary eccle-
siastical and theological scene in the United States, and the op-
portunity to address it by way of a full issue of a journal such as
this one is most welcome and deeply appreciated.

The Hispanic American population of the United States is a
growing population. The census figures of 1990 are clear in this
regard: the group has experienced phenomenal growth in the
last two decades—a fifty-three percent increase from 1980 to
1990 alone—as a result of continuing immigration and a higher
than average birthrate. Thus, whereas the projected figures for
the 1990 census extended from a lowest estimate of 19.15 million
to a highest estimate of 22.05 million, the preliminary figures re-
cently released by the census bureau show a count of 22.4 mil-
lion, well beyond the highest estimate, and even this figure prob-
ably represents a serious undercounting as well. As a group,
therefore, Hispanic Americans presently account for 9 to 10 per-
cent of the total population of the country, with figures surpass-
ing the twenty-five percent mark in a number of states (New
Mexico; California; Texas). Its presence in the country is clearly
significant and increasing; in fact, it is estimated that by the end
of the century, Hispanic Americans will have become the largest
minority group in the country.

However, contrary to the general perception of the group,
Hispanic Americans do not form a monolithic entity. Its mem-
bers hail from many different quarters and many different cul-
tures. While some are citizens of the United States by birth, oth-
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ers are naturalized citizens, legal aliens, or illegal aliens. Those
who are C.ltiZE:IlS by birth include the children and descendants
of ea_rher 1r_nmigrants to the country, as well as those who did not
immigrate into the country at all but rather were taken over dur-
ing an e‘arlier period of expansionism and annexation (South-
west territories and Puerto Rico). The rest, first-generation immi-
grants, are here for a wide variety of political and/or economic
reasons. Further, although Roman Catholics still constitute the
majority of the group, Hispanic Americans attend churches and
worship across the entire ecclesiastical spectrum of the country
ranging from pentecostals and evangelicals to Lutherans anci
Presbyterians. The Hispanic American reality and experience are
thus very rich and complex. There are many similarities, to be
sure, but there are also many differences. ,
It should be noted in this regard that the terms usually em-

quyed to distinguish the group as a whole in the country—

Hispanic Americans”; “Hispanics™; “Latinos”—are not terms that
the group uses of itself, but rather terms that have been bestowed
on the group by the dominant culture of the country. Members
of thf:‘ group always identify themselves in terms of their country
of origin, whether immediate or remote. In fact, the issue of
proper nomenclature for the group as a whole is quite problem-
atic, and remains subject to much discussion within the group it-
self. I myself opt for the term “Hispanic Americans.” P

. I use this term, as I do in this issue, with the following defini-
tion in mind: individuals of Hispanic descent, associated in one
way or ffmother with the Americas (South, Central, North, and
the Carll)_bean), who now live, for whatever reason, on a pérma—
nent ba§1s in the United States. The question of ethnic back-
ground is paramount in the designation. First, to be “of Hispanic
descent” means to have, at least in part, a biological and/or cul-
Fural Spanish heritage, with language as a very important unify-
ing force. Second, to be “associated with the Americas in one way
or another” means to have a direct or indirect connection with
the.former colonies of Spain, rather than with the European co-
lonial power as such. The question of sociopolitical status is also
essential to the designation “Hispanic.” First, to live “on a perma-
nent basis in the United States” means to do so—as pointed out
abo_ve—as either citizens, born or naturalized, or residents, legal
or 1lleg_zll. Second, the phrase “for whatever reason” mear;s that
the basis for such permanent residence in the United States may

lt:;(le, on?e again, political, economic, territorial, or a combination
ereof.
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Despite their divergent backgrounds and natural tendency to
define themselves in terms of their country of origin, Hispanic
Americans have more recently begun to sec¢ themselves as a dis-
tinctive group with common needs and goals, and a specific and
urgent agenda within the American political and cultural scene.
To be sure, their social situation of marginalization, as well as the
general tenor of outside reaction toward the group—marked by
widespread and sustained discrimination—have played a key role
in this regard, as has the growing interaction and exchange
among the different components of the group throughout the
country, especially in large urban areas.

This very same mixture of growing numbers and developing
unity may be observed as well in ecclesiastical and theological cir-
cles. It is a presence that can no longer be ignored or bypassed;
it is a presence that will no longer allow itself to be ignored or by-
passed.

Given their steadily increasing numbers, the presence of His-
panic Americans in the churches—in all the churches—has be-
come quite marked in the last few years. Nowhere is this more
the case than in the Roman Catholic church, where Hispanic
Americans constitute approximately forty percent of the church,
and where a full majority is now clearly in view by the end of this
century or the beginning of the next. The presence of the group
‘1 other churches, while by no means as prominent, has also be-
gun to be noted. In all cases, specific programs designed for His-
panic Americans are being introduced and developed, especially
in the areas of pastoral ministry and ministerial formation.

At the same time, the very same process of conscientization
and consolidation observed with regard to the group in the soci-
ety at large is also at work in the religious sphere. The theolog-
ical voice of Hispanic Americans has begun to make itself heard,
in both church and academy, from many different quarters, but
with many fundamental themes in common. For example, two
major theological organizations have already been formed, and
are at work on a wide variety of projects. The first, the Academy
of Catholic Hispanic Theologians in the United States, is pre-
dominantly Catholic in orientation; the second, La Comunidad
of Hispanic American Scholars and Teachers of Religion, is ecu-
menical. Similarly, last fall, a first major conference on Hispanic
American theology took place at Auburn Seminary in New York
City, under the title of “Faith Seeking Justice: An Fcumenical
Conference on Hispanic Theology”; this conference, ecumenical
in character, was attended by members of both theological or-
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ganizations, as well as by a wide variety of ministers -
ple. F}J.rtherpnore, the body of literatutr}; in the area iglflz?(;z}r;gi?log
;1:: ;rr_l incredible pace, with more and more works emerging each

_ At present, this theological voice is still in its initial and forma-
tuve stages, though it has enjoyed a very strong and promising be-
ginning indeed; its future is bright and open-ended. Hispanic
American theology will be a vibrant and unavoidable force to be
reckoned with in the years to come. The present collection of ar-
ticles—dealing with a variety of topics central to Hispanic Ameri-
can theology and by a variety of authors, both Catholic and Prot-
estant—represents yet another step in this direction. For this on
b(::‘half of the whole group, I wish to thank the editorial staff of
Lzstemng and, above all, Dr. Mark McVann, for his kind invitation

to edit this issue on “Hispani i i
panic Americans in Theolo
Church.” Gy e

Fernando F. Segovia
Guest Editor
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HISPANICS IN THE UNITED STATES

Justo L. Gonzalez

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Shortly after the census of 1980, the Bureau of the Census is-
sued a series of projections of Hispanic population growth. That se-
ries included a low, a middle, and a high projection. According to
the high projection, Hispanics would be 8.7% of the total popula-
tion in 1990 (22.05 million), and 27.9% in 2080 (140.74 million).

By 1990, the next census made it clear that even that “high”
projection was too low, for the census counted 22.35 million His-
panics, or 9% of the total population. At that rate, by the year
2080, more than a third of the total population of the United
States will be Hispanic. All this, without taking into account the
millions whom the census failed to count, or the 3 million al-
ready living in Puerto Rico, who are not part of these statistics.

Even leaving aside such projections, the United States is al-
ready the fifth largest Spanish-speaking country in the world—
after Spain, Mexico, Argentina, and Colombia—and rapidly be-
coming the fourth.

Although in recent years there has been much discussion of
immigration and of “protecting our borders,” the fact is that im-
migration is only one of several factors contributing to the grow-
ing Hispanic presence in the United States. This is true both his-
torically and demographically.

Historically, the ancestors of many present-day Hispanics were
in these lands long before they became part of the United States.
Since many Hispanics also have Native American ancestry, we
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