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ABSTRACT

This study examines the relationship between Chicano
clergy and liberation theology. It is argued that religion
can be a significant element in the empowerment of Chicanos
when religious leaders join the side of Chicano laity. Using
data from a 1986 national survey of Chicano Catholic priests
and bishops, the findings show that the respondents feel
Chicanos do not have an adequate voice in Catholic social
policy, the Church has discriminated against Chicanos, and
the Church has not adequately responded to the social
problems facing Chicanos. A substantial number of clergy
support and have participated in Latino lay movements (i.e.
national encuentros, community organizations, and
comunidades de base) and pastoral centers (i.e. Mexican
American Cultural Center). The results also reveal that the
majority of Chicano clergy are influenced by liberation
theology and accept a U.S. version of liberation theology as
an appropriate model for Chícanos.



CHICANO CLERGY AND LIBERATION THEOLOGY:

A DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS1

Gilbert R. Cadena

Catholicism has played an integral role in the history of

Chicanos,2 yet only recently have Chicano clergy been in a

position to define their needs and aspirations as a critical

mass. During the Chicano Movement of the 1960's and 1970's,

Chicano activist clergy in an attempt to make their ministry

relevant to crucial issues facing Chicanos participated in a

number of Chicano organizations and supported national

mobilization efforts. For example, some worked with the United

Farm Workers, La Raza Unida Party, the Crusade for Justice,

Centro de Acción Social Autónomo (CASA), and others were involved

in the grape and lettuce boycotts, the Farah strike, and the

Chicano Moratorium of 1970 (Sandoval 1983).

However, unlike Black Church ministers who played a

significant role in the Civil Rights Movement, the Chicano

Movement was a secular one without the general support of

Catholic leadership (Ramirez 1978). Active Chicano clergy were a

small minority and participated as individuals, not part of a

collective effort of Catholic laity.

Today, the Catholic Church is a site of struggle by Chicanos

attempting to make the Church accountable to its laity. The

emergence of liberation theology has changed the religious

discourse of Chicano clergy and laity into one that challenges



the Church to accompany them in their struggle for empowerment.

This paper focuses on Chicano clergy and the influence of

liberation theology on Chicano empowerment. Subsumed within this

broad concern are three specific questions that are addressed in

this study: 1) What are the attitudes of Chicano clergy toward

Chicano-Catholic relations? 2) Are Chicano clergy supporting

recent Chicano lay movements and pastoral centers? 3) To what

extent are Chicano clergy influenced by liberation theology?

Literature on Chicanos and the Catholic Church is in a

nascent stage of development. Social science research has

generally asserted that the Church has acted as a powerful force

for cultural conservatism (Broom and Schevky 1952; Warner and

Srole 1957) and assimilation (Grebler, Moore, and Guzman 1970;

McNamera 1973). Studies by Chicano scholars have focused on the

conflictual relationship between Chicanos and the Catholic

Church. For example, Soto (1978) demonstrated that through ethnic

stratification on the part of the Church, Chicano laity are

marginalized in Northern California. Hurtado (1975) found a

significant social distance between Chicanos and the Church in

San Diego County. In Chicanos, Catholicism, and Political

Ideology, Lawrence Mosqueda (1986) concluded that Catholicism is

a form of social control because it conditions Chicanos to accept

the dominant ideology of the socio-economic order, and limits the

political options and actions of its followers.

Research on clergy working in Chicano parishes suggests that

clergy are not bicultural nor sensitive to Latino culture (Rye

1977) and generally they remain tied to parochial activities



rather than take part in social action organizations (Grebler,

Moore, and Guzman 1970). McNamera's (1969) study on social action

priests working on behalf of the Chicano community found that

priests who challenge the political status quo of the Church and

local community are negatively sanctioned by both bishops and

local authorities. In contrast, clergy involved in advocacy work

which does not question local and economic interests are

encouraged and supported.

Most research on Chicanos and the Catholic Church was

written during a period when Chicano lay movements and liberation

theology had not taken root in the Church. The present study adds

to the literature by incorporating both of these currents. In

addition, this is the first national study conducted on Chicano

priests in the United States.3

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The basic thesis guiding this paper is that religion can be

a significant element in the empowerment of Chicanos. I argue

that religion does not always reproduce existing social

relationships (e.g. class, ethnic, and gender inequality), but at

times serves as a catalyst in bringing about empowerment or

social change. Whereas religion typically supports the given

social order, under certain conditions, some religious leaders

may join the side of subordinate classes or groups (Gramsci 1957,

1971; Maduro 1982). When sectors of the Church, in this case

clergy, begin to have influence outside the religious sphere,

the Church can than act as one of the mediators and contribute to

the process of a larger social movement. In order for religion to



transform the social conditions of a subordinate class or group,

it must construct a worldview that is critical of the dominant

view of society. In addition, a movement must be formed to

incorporate class and/or group consciousness, organization, and

mobilization.

Under capitalism, religion is not the main reproducer of

social relationships, therefore, in the United States there can

be significant social changes without religious mediation.

However, within a given society, if a group has a strong

religious worldview, external political changes will have

difficulty mobilizing without its religion undergoing an

appropriate transformation (Maduro 1982). Since Catholicism

continues to be the dominant form of religion for Chicanos, it

is argued that religious mediation is essential in the

development of class, gender, and ethnic consiousness.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study of clergy is used as a point of departure for the

analysis of the religious institution in general. As official

leaders of the Church, their individual and collective actions

are significant in the way critical issues are posed. Much of the

impact of religious institutions is characterized by its leaders:

how they view the problems and how they see their role in

confronting those problems. In this case, the clergy's opinions

of Chicano-Catholic relations and liberation theology may or may

not reflect the majority viewpoint, but their views will provide

an indicator of the significance of these ideas.



This study builds on the work done by clergy and theologians

by quantifying the emergence of a U.S. liberation theology. The

data are drawn from a 1986 national study of Chicano clergy

(Cadena 1987). A structured mail questionnaire was sent to 200

Catholic priests and 8 bishops of Mexican descent born in the

United States.4 The final response rate was 140 cases, or 67

percent of all Chicano clergy. Since every effort was made to

develop a comprehensive list, the survey population was assumed

to include the universe of Chicano clergy.5 The questionnaire

consisted of three main sections: 1) biographical information, 2)

Chicano-Catholic relations, and 3) liberation theology.6

To examine the role of Chicano clergy it is important to

situate them in a specific context and historical moment.

Therefore, a brief history of Chícanos and the Catholic Church

is presented to understand the antecedents that have led to the

experiences and attitudes of Chicano clergy in the present

period.

CHÍCANOS AND THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

Historically, the Church rarely supported Chicano social

movements and generally has reproduced societal inequalities

(Mirande 1985; Cadena 1987; Acuna 1988). From 1848 to 1970,

Chicano Catholics had virtually no voice in the decision-making

process of the Church, from theological production, pastoral

planning to social policy. For example, it was not until 1970

that the first Chicano bishop was appointed in the U.S. Catholic

Church.7 Thus, for over one hundred years, Chicanos were

"dependent Catholics" without an indigenous Church leadership to



represent them.

Today, Chícanos/Latinos form approximately one-third of all

Catholics in the Un i t ed States and about 70 percent of the

C a t h o l i c l a i ty in the S o u t h w e s t . By the yea r 2 0 0 0 , i t i s

es t ima ted that La t inos wi l l cons t i tu te over 50 percent of the

U.S. Catholic Church. Yet, of the nearly 350 bishops, only 8 are

Chicano; of the 5 4 , 0 0 0 U.S. Catholic pr ies ts , approx ima te ly 200

a re C h i c a n o ; and o f t he 1 0 7 , 0 0 0 n u n s , less t h a n 1 , 0 0 0 a re

Chicana.8

The 1970's was a watershed decade for Chicano Catholics.

With the mobilization of Chicano clergy and Chicana nuns,9 the

founding of national pastoral centers, the emergence of lay

movements, and the appointment of Chicano bishops, Latino

Catholics began to have an impact on the policies of the U.S.

Catholic Church. It is in this period that sectors within the

Church begin to serve as advocates for Latino empowerment.

The lack of a collective voice and the rise of the Chicano

Movement led Chicano clergy to form their own national

organization. In 1969, they founded PADRES (The Fathers), an

acronym for Priests Associated for Religious, Educational, and

Social Rights. PADRES announced it would be a "voice of the

voiceless" and took steps to make the Church more responsive to

the Chicano laity. Rather than being a group that only benefited

its membership, it sought changes in the traditional policies of

the Church. For example, PADRES called for the appointment of

Chicano bishops, requested subsidies for low-income parishes,

supported inner city projects, and requested educational support



in Chicano communities. Further, the organization proposed that

Catholic liturgy adapt to the needs of Latinos, the Church use

its influence to support the United Farm Workers Union in

California, and seminaries reflect Chicano seminarians and

parishioners in their curriculum (Sandoval 1983).10

The number of Chicano theologians at schools of theology is

negligible. This critical underrepresentation means that "doing

theology" is left to individual priests, lay theologians, offices

of Latino affairs, and national pastoral centers. The most

significant center of Chicano theological and pastoral planning

is the Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC) in San Antonio,

Texas. Founded in 1972, MACC is widely known for developing

Latino religious materials, publishing books on Chicanos,

training clergy and laity to minister to U.S. Latinos, and

serving as a Spanish language institute. In addition, the center

plays an important role in the dialogue between Chicano clergy

and Latin American liberation theologians--e.g., Gustavo

Gutiérrez (Peru), Enrique Dussell (Argentina), and Juan Luis

Segundo (Uruguay)—who teach courses and attend meetings at MACC.

Three significant lay movements have provided new avenues

for Chicano leadership to emerge and made it possible for Chicano

clergy to contribute to changes within the Church. The first lay

movement was the National Pastoral Encuentro (encounter)

organized in 1972, 1977, and 1985. Each encuentro represented a

national attempt to address issues that affect Latinos in the

Church and in society. During the 1985 encuentro over 200,000

Latinos participated in the development of recommendations that

were given to the U.S. Bishops. These recommendations guided the



bishops in writing a pastoral plan whose purpose was the

inclusion of Latinos in all aspects of the Church. More

importantly, the encuentro process helped organize Latinos into a

national force within the Church.

A second development was the formation of Chicano/Catholic

community organizations that linked Catholic parishes and

community organizing. Groups such as Communities Organized for

Public Service (COPS) in San Antonio, Texas, and United

Neighborhood Organization (UNO) in Los Angeles, California

adopted an Alinsky style of grassroots organizing by addressing

local problems and forcing local politicians to be accountable to

the Chicano community. The formation of comunidades de base, or

basic Christian communities was a third development. These small

groups study the Bible and link the words of scripture to the

conditions in which the participants live. The comunidades de

base bring together fellowship and engage in consciousness-

raising and community action. These lay developments, pastoral

centers, and the participation and leadership of Chicano clergy

and Chicana nuns have contributed to a U.S version of liberation

theology.

Since the 1970's, Latin American liberation theology has

influenced U.S. theological thought and practice. In Latin

America, liberation theology represents "a new way of doing

theology" by creating theology from the viewpoint of the poor

(Gutiérrez 1973; Segundo 1976). In the U.S. there is not one

liberation theology, but several strains of liberation theology

are developing: Black, Feminist, Chicano, and Jewish theologies



(Cone 1970, 1975; Rue the r 1983; Welch 1985; Ell is 1987). Each

g r o u p is r e - c r e a t i n g theology to f i t t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r

experiences.

Today, there are a n u m b e r of Chicano theologians, pr ies ts ,

sisters, and laity involved in the process of r e i n t e r p r e t i n g

Cathol ic ism (Sandoval 1983; Stevens-Arroyo 1984; Ponce 1985;

Avalos 1986) and theology to ref lec t the Chicano exper ience

(Elizondo 1983; Deck 1986; Guerrero 1987; Isasi-Diaz and Tarango

1988). These w r i t e r s see l i be r a t i on theology as the product of

both the historical ind i f fe rence of the Catholic Church and the

social i n jus t i ce s Chicanos have faced in the Un i t ed States. For

Chicanos it has meant an understanding of Catholicism that f i t s

the Chicano/Latino reality and includes f inding the tools to work

f o r social j u s t i c e w i t h i n t h e C h r i s t i a n gospel . C h i c a n o

liberationists (followers of liberation theology) have adopted a

methodology of empowerment that includes four major tenents: 1)

understanding the Chicano/Latino reality in the United States; 2)

a n a l y z i n g t h e socia l , p o l i t i c a l , e c o n o m i c , a n d r e l i g i o u s

s t r u c t u r e s re levant to La t inos , 3) developing and i m p l e m e n t i n g

s t r a t e g i e s to a d d r e s s i n e q u a l i t i e s in the C h u r c h , i n the

c o m m u n i t y , and in society; and 4) r e f l e c t i n g c r i t i ca l ly on the

overall process in light of scripture. In sum, it is a process of

consciousness, analysis, action, and reflection.

FINDINGS

Since research on Chicano clergy is a new area of study and

this sample is unique because it represents a majority of all

Chicano priests and bishops in the Catholic Church, a descriptive



account of the findings is presented.

Chicano Clergy Profile

The following biographical data describes the Chicano

clergy who participated in the study. Almost three-fourths

(72.7%) of the respondents worked in a parish setting. Thirty-

eight percent (38.6%) served as pastor (38.6%) and 15 percent

served as associate pastor. The rest worked in a variety of

positions: vicar (7.1%); administrator, director, Offices of

Hispanic Affairs (4.3% each); and bishop, chaplin (3.6% each).11

The majority of priests in this study were located in the

Southwest United States, principally in California (30.7%) and

Texas (26.4%). Three other states with substantial numbers of

Chicano priests were Arizona (7.1%), New Mexico (6.4%), and

Colorado (5.7%) Outside the Southwest, Illinois (3.6%) and New

Jersey (2.1%) were the only states with more than 3 Chicano

priests.

Unlike the Chicano population in general, Chicano clergy are

well educated: one-fifth (20.3%) have a Bachelor of Arts degree,

two-thirds (66.4%) have a Master of Arts degree, and more than

seven percent (7.2%) have earned a Ph.D. Compared to the clergy

population as a whole, Chicano priests are relatively young with

nearly two-thirds between the ages of 31 to 50 years. The largest

age group is 31 to 40 (35.3%), followed by the 41 to 50 age group

(29.5%), and then the 51 to 60 group (21.6%).

To determine the socio-economic background of the

respondents, several questions were asked about the parents of

the clergy. Three-fifths of both parents had a grade school

10



educa t ion or less and about one-quar te r of the f a t h e r s ( 2 2 . 5 % )

and mothe r s ( 2 7 . 7 % ) had fou r years of h igh school or less.

Compared to about twelve percent of the mothers , seventeen

percent of the f a t h e r s had e i ther t rade school t r a i n i n g or some

level of college.

The parents occupat ional levels were collapsed into f o u r

g roups . 1 2 For f a t h e r s , the o c c u p a t i o n a l c a t e g o r i e s w e r e

p r o f e s s i o n a l s / m a n a g e r s ( 1 5 . 9 % ) , c l e r i c a l / s a l e s ( 2 3 . 5 % ) ,

c ra f t spe r sons /opera to r s ( 2 7 . 3 % ) , and service w o r k e r s / l a b o r e r s

( 3 2 . 6 % ) . A m o n g m o t h e r s , t h e o c c u p a t i o n a l l e v e l s w e r e

p r o f e s s i o n a l s / m a n a g e r s ( 5 . 8 % ) , c l e r i c a l / s a l e s ( 3 . 6 % ) ,

craftspersons/operators ( 4 . 4 % ) , service workers/ laborers ( 1 4 . 6 % ) ,

and housewives (71.5%).

These f indings indicate that Chicano clergy are relatively

young , well educated, involved in par i sh /pas tor w o r k , hold few

adminis t ra t ive positions and are concentrated in Cal i forn ia and

Texas. Fur thermore , the vast major i ty of Chicano clergy are f rom

a working-class background.

Chicano-Catholic Relations

The f i r s t research question addressed in this study centers

a round the a t t i tudes of Chicano clergy toward Chicano-Cathol ic

re la t ions . Table 1 shows that most ( 9 2 . 8 % ) of the clergy who

responded ind ica ted that Ca tho l i c i sm has s t rongly i n f l u e n c e d

Chicano culture. Nearly two-thirds ( 6 3 . 7 % ) felt the Church was in

touch wi th the important issues a f fec t ing Chicanos in their local

diocese. A major i ty ( 5 7 . 6 % ) of the respondents, however, were not

sat isf ied wi th the way the national Catholic Church has responded

11



to the social problems of the Chicano community. Furthermore, 84

percent of Chicano clergy indicated that Chicanos did not have an

adequate voice in the decision-making process of the U.S. Church,

a n d a s i m i l a r n u m b e r ( 8 2 . 4 % ) f e l t C h i c a n o s have been

discriminated against by the institution.

These f i n d i n g s sugges t t ha t g a i n s a r e b e i n g m a d e f o r

C h i c a n o s in d ioceses w h e r e a b i s h o p is s u p p o r t i v e of

Chicano/Latino minis t ry and pastoral development. At a national

level, however, clergy feel that Chicanos do not have an adequate

voice in Catholic social policy and that discrimination continues

to exist at many levels of the Church.

Insert Table 1 about here

Support of Lay Movements and Pastoral Centers

The second research question examined the support of Chicano

lay movements and pastoral centers. Participation in the national

encuent ros showed an increase w i t h each encuentro . About 22

percent of the respondents participated in the f i r s t encuentro in

1972 and over one-quar te r ( 2 6 . 4 % ) of the c lergy par t i c ipa ted in

E n c u e n t r o II in 1977. Almost 40 percent ( 3 7 . 9 % ) took par t in the

third encuentro.

Over 92 percent of the c le rgy supported the e f f o r t s of

Chicano/Cathol ic c o m m u n i t y o r g a n i z a t i o n s , such as, U n i t e d

Neighborhood O r g a n i z a t i o n ( U N O ) and C o m m u n i t i e s O r g a n i z e d for

P u b l i c S e r v i c e ( C O P S ) . A l m o s t t w o - f i f t h s ( 3 8 . 6 % ) o f t h e

respondents worked with one of these organizations or a similar

one in t h e i r d iocese - -e .g , A u s t i n I n t e r f a i t h , El Paso

12



Interreligious Sponsoring Organization, The Metropolitan

Organization, and Valley Interfaith in Texas; Interfaith Task

Force in Colorado; and San Diego Organizing Committee, Santa Ana

Neighborhood Organization, and South Central Organizing Committee

in California. Two-fifths (40%) of Chicano clergy were involved

in U.S. comunidades de base, primarily in California and Texas.

About three-fifths (57.9%) of all respondents participated in

programs, such as, conferences, seminars, and coursework offered

at the Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC).

These findings confirm the importance of Chicano lay

movements and pastoral centers over the last two decades in the

development of liberation theology. Further, the data suggest

that Chicano clergy support, participate, and are influenced by

these new developments (see Table 2).

Insert Table 2 about here

Liberation Theology

The third research question addressed whether or not Chicano

clergy are influenced by liberation theology. In general, the

results indicate that almost 90 percent (87.2%) of Chicano clergy

were familiar with liberation theology; one-third (32.9%) were

quite knowledgeable and over one-half (54.3%) felt they had a

general idea of the theology. Knowledge about liberation theology

was acquired through a variety of methods, but most respondents

learned about it on their own rather than through formal

instruction: personal reading (75%), the media (64%), contact

with other clergy and theologians (58%), and workshops and

13



speakers ( 5 4 % ) . Other s ignif icant sources of in format ion were the

Mex ican A m e r i c a n C u l t u r a l Center ( 4 1 . 2 % ) , s e m i n a r y t r a i n i n g

( 4 0 . 4 % ) , and travels to Latin America (30.1%).13

L i b e r a t i o n theo logy has i n f l u e n c e d 70 p e r c e n t of the

respondents' personal ministries. Of this percentage, over one-

qua r t e r ( 2 7 . 1 % ) were s trongly i n f l u e n c e d and over t w o - f i f t h s

( 4 2 . 9 % ) were somewhat influenced. The major i ty (56 .7%) of clergy

fe l t that l ibe ra t ion theology o f f e r s an acceptable model for

Latin America and about one-f if th (17.9%) felt its relevance was

restricted to a specific sector of the population.

In the context of the United States, over two-f i f ths ( 4 4 . 6 % )

fe l t l ibera t ion theology could o f f e r an acceptable model of

Catholic f a i t h for Chicanos and o n e - f i f t h (20.15) stated i t was

acceptable for only a por t ion of the populat ion. The combined

responses indicate that almost two- th i rds ( 6 4 . 7 % ) of Chicano

clergy consider l ibe ra t ion theology an appropr ia te model for

Chicanos. Table 3 presents the f i n d i n g s on a t t i t udes t oward

liberation theology.

Insert Table 3 about here

Liberat ion theology is also concerned with socio-political

issues that a f fec t the Chicano community. Two questions addressed

soc ie ta l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n a n d U.S . p o l i t i c a l a n d e c o n o m i c

structures to determine the clergy's view of social inequality in

the society at large. Overwhelmingly, ninety-three percent of the

clergy f e l t Chicanos have been d i s c r i m i n a t e d aga ins t by m a n y

groups and institutions in the United States. Three - f i f ths ( 6 0 % )

14



of the respondents felt reforms in political and economic

structures were needed to benefit Chicanos. Over one-third

(35.5%) stated that radical changes were necessary and only four

percent of all respondents felt the present structures were fair

to Chicanos. These responses suggest that Chicano clergy are

aware of some of the structural conditions that affect the

majority of Chicanos (see Table 4).

Insert Table 4 about here

Regression analysis was used to further examine the

relationship between liberation theology and Chicano clergy. This

method demonstrates the correlations between a set of independent

variables and a dependent variable. Initially, it was argued that

lay movements and pastoral centers contributed to Chicano

liberation theology. Four independent variables were used in this

analysis: participation in comunidades de base. (CEB),

Chicano/Catholic community organizations, the encuentros, and the

Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC). The dependent variable

was whether or not liberation theology has influenced a person's

ministry.

Table 5 shows a correlation matrix of each independent

variable and the dependent variable. The matrix determines

whether any of the independent variables are highly correlated

with each other. Since the highest correlation coefficient

between MACC and encuentro is .206 the risk of multicolinearity

is neglegible.

Insert Table 5 about here

15



Table 6 shows the resu l t of mu l t i p l e regress ion based on

t he se v a r i a b l e s . The d a t a s u g g e s t tha t t h e r e is a s t r o n g

correlation between liberation theology and participation in lay

movement s and pastoral centers. Three of the f o u r independent

var iab les in this analysis — M e x i c a n A m e r i c a n C u l t u r a l Cen te r ,

comunidades de base, and encuen t ros — had a posi t ive a f f e c t on

w h e t h e r a p e r s o n ' s m i n i s t r y w a s i n f l u e n c e d by l i b e r a t i o n

theology. Support of community organizations revealed a lower and

statistically non-significant a f fec t on a person's minis t ry .

Insert Table 6 about here

These f i n d i n g s show that Chicano clergy are conscious of

Latin American liberation theology and that the development of a

U.S. l ibera t ion theology is hav ing an impact on the way c lergy

d e f i n e thei r personal m i n i s t r y . The resu l t s also suggest that

liberation theology is not an abstract idea but a consequence of

cr i t i ca l consciousness and personal exper iences . W h i l e Ch icano

clergy are a heterogeneous population and d i f f e r in their level

of support of l ibe ra t ion theology, c lear ly , the m a j o r i t y are

influenced by it.

DISCUSSION

This paper examined the present socio-religious dynamic of

Chicanos and the Cathol ic C h u r c h by h i g h l i g h t i n g the a t t i t u d e s

a n d e x p e r i e n c e s o f C h i c a n o p r i e s t s a n d b i shops . F r o m t h e

perspect ive of re l ig ion as a source of e m p o w e r m e n t , the data

presents new evidence that Chicano clergy, as one sector of the

C h u r c h , can be a catalyst in b r i n g i n g about changes in the

16



Church. In contrast to Grebler, Moore, and Guzman (1970) and Rye

(1977), this study shows that Chicano clergy are involved in

social action/lay movements and are conscious of the structures

of inequality. Their participation in religious-political

activities of the 1980's represents a collective leap from their

isolated actions of previous decades.

Clergy are aware of institutional racism within the Church

and have chosen to accompany the laity in their efforts to make

the Church more accountable to the Chicano laity. The findings of

this study provide evidence for recent Chicano theological

literature stating that "new ways of doing theology" must reflect

the cultural and historical context of Chicanos. Thus, the

data suggest that shifts made by the laity and the emergence of

liberation theology are creating the conditions and foundations

conducive for the development of a worldview critical of

oppressive structures.

The participation in lay movements and pastoral centers have

affected the ministry of a large number of clergy. These actions

by clergy and laity are part of the affirmation process taking

place within the Church, that is, Chícanos are no longer allowing

the Church to define religion on their behalf. Rather they are

becoming an active part of the process of redefining the Church

to benefit Chicano laity.

Although, Catholicism has traditionally supported the given

social order, this study empirically adds to the work of Gramsci

and Maduro, by showing that some religious leaders have

contributed to a break in traditional religious hegemony in
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their attempt to develop a counter-hegemony of Chicano liberation

theology. Overa l l , th is s tudy demons t r a t e s that Chicano clergy

k n o w about and are in f luenced by l ibe ra t ion theology and that

clergy generally accept a U.S. version of liberation theology as

an acceptable model for Chicanos.

CONCLUSIONS

W h i l e C h i c a n o c u l t u r e has h i s t o r i c a l l y been t ied to

Catholicism, it is only wi th in the last two decades that Latinos

h a v e had a co l lec t ive voice to i n t e r p r e t and r e i n t e r p r e t

Catholicism to reflect their social experiences. The emergence of

l i b e r a t i o n theology is not an isolated p h e n o m e n o n but a

consequence of clergy and lai ty t ak ing into account thei r

religious, political, and economic conditions. Since the current

political agenda of most Chicano organizat ions and leaders tends

to be reformist , the character of Chicano liberation theology has

been concerned w i t h self and social e m p o w e r m e n t , r a t h e r than

major structural changes.

A l t h o u g h , the n u m b e r of Chicano pr ies t s and bishops are

small, they are in a critical position to play a significant role

as l e a d e r s and p a r t i c i p a n t s in the p roces s of C h i c a n o

e m p o w e r m e n t . As a prophet ic social g roup , 1 ibera t ionis t c lergy

have the potential to mobilize Chicanos inside and outside the

Church. Already, their influence has affected the emergence of a

C h i c a n o l i b e r a t i o n theo logy t ha t i s b e g i n n i n g t o a l t e r

t r ad i t i ona l Cathol ic hegemony. The dialect ical r e l a t i onsh ip

between liberation theology, clergy, and laity is contr ibuting to

Chicano empowerment in the Catholic Church. This development has
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set the stage for active Church sectors to contribute to a larger

movement of social justice.
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NOTES

1. This paper was assisted by a grant from the Committee on
Public Policy Research on Contemporary Hispanic Issues of the
Inter-University Program and the Social Science Research Council.
I want to thank Armando Valdez, Olga Vasquez, and Maria Alaniz
for their valuable comments on this paper.

A version of this paper was presented at the 1988 Annual
Meeting of the Pacific Sociological Association in Las Vegas,
Nevada.

2. I use the term "Chicano" to describe persons of Mexican
descent who are living in the United States on a permanent basis.
When I use the collective terms "Latino" or "Chicano/Latino" I am
referring to persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central and
South American descent living in the United States. See Mirande
(1986:2-3, 241) and Acuna (1988:ix-xi) for a discussion of both
these terms.

3. There has not been a social science investigation of
Chicano clergy to date, however, several internal studies by
pastoral centers, dioceses, and religious offices were conducted
to identify and acquire demographic data on Latino priests ("A
Survey of National Priests..." 1979; "Ministry Among Hispanic
Americans" 1980; Rodriguez 1986).

4. The exact number of Chicano priests is unknown. In 1978
Soto estimated there were less than 200 priests, and Sandoval
estimated the number declined to approximately 180 by 1983. My
estimation of 200 is based on a national mailing list sent to 277
Latino clergy born in the United States. From my returned
questionnaires, 75 percent of them were Chicano, arriving at the
figure 208. Taking into account the 8 Chicano bishops, I
concluded there are 200 Chicano priests (See Cadena 1987).

5. The sample frame was was made up from four sources: 1)
Directory of Hispanic Priests... (Rodriguez 1985), 2) The Official
Catholic Directory (1986), 3) Los PADRES mailing list, and 4)
personal contacts of the project director.

6. The instrument was designed using a variety of sources.
Hurtado (1975) and Mosqueda (1979) were helpful on questions
regarding Chicanos and the Catholic Church, and Smith's (1982)
study of Chilean priests was consulted for questions on
liberation theology.

7. In 1970, Fr. Patricio Flores was appointed auxilary
bishop of the archdiocese of San Antonio, Texas. Nine years
later he was elevated to archbishop of San Antonio.
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8. In addition, there are 11 other Latino bishops and
approximately 1,700 Latino priests that are not Chicano (See
Rodriguez 1986).

9. Chicana sisters founded LAS HERMANAS (the Sisters), a
national organization of Latina sisters and lay women in 1971.

10. By the 1980's, PADRES refocused its objectives to
broaden its membership, develop new forms of urban ministry, and
sensitize clergy to Chicano/Catholic culture. The organization
became increasingly concerned with policy issues, such as,
recruitment and training of Latino seminarians, and in-service
training of seminary programs on Latino issues. PADRES was also
involved in professional lobbying efforts in Washington D.C.
supporting and opposing legislation that affected Chicanos (e.g.
opposing guest-worker programs, Simpson-Mazzoli and Simpson-
Rodino Bills, etc.)

11. The majority (52.1%) of priests were diocesan priest
compared to those in a religious order (47.9%).

12. The occupational levels were determined by the Hodge-
Siegal-Rossi Prestige Scale used in General Social Surveys, 1972-
1978: Cumulative Codebook (Davis 1978).

13. The percentages do not add up to 100 percent because the
category options were not mutually exclusive.
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TABLE 1

Chicano Clergy and Chicano-Catholic Relations

Variable and Category Frequency Percentage

1. Catholicism has strongly influenced
Mexican American culture.

1 Strongly agree 95 68.9
2 Agree 33 23.9
3 Disagree 9 6.5
4 Strongly disagree 1 .7

2. The Church is in touch with the
important social issues which affect
Mexican Americans in my diocese.

1 Strongly agree 18 13.0
2 Agree 70 50.7
3 Disagree 37 26.8
4 Strongly disagree 13 9.4

3. Mexican Americans have an adequate
voice in the decision-making process of the
Catholic Church.

1 Strongly agree 4 2.9
2 Agree 18 13.0
3 Disagree 78 56.5
4 Strongly disagree 38 27.5

4 . M e x i c a n A m e r i c a n s h a v e b e e n
discr iminated against by the Church.

1 Strongly agree 27 19.9
2 Agree 85 62.5
3 Disagree 22 16.2
4 Strongly disagree 2 1.5

5. In general, how satisfied are you with
the way the Catholic Church has responded
to the social problems of Mexican Americans?

1 Extremely satisfied 2 1.5
2 Satisfied 26 19.0
3 Neutral 30 21.9
4 Dissatisfied 65 47.4
5 Extremely dissatisfied 14 10.2
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TABLE 2

Chicano Clergy and Recent Developments within the Church

Variable and Category Frequency Percentage

1. Since 1972 there have been three
National Hispanic Encuentros. Did you
participate in any of them?

Encuentro I (1972)
1 Yes 31 22.3
2 No 108 77.7

Encuentro II (1977)
1 Yes 37 26.4
2 No 103 73.6

Enceuntro III (1985)
1 Yes 53 37.9
2 No 87 62.1

2. Mexican Amer i can /Ca tho l i c C o m m u n i t y
organizations, such as, United Neighborhood
O r g a n i z a t i o n ( U N O ) in Los A n g e l e s and
C o m m u n i t i e s Organ i zed fo r Publ ic Service
(COPS) in San Anton io , are o r g a n i z i n g in
many cities th roughou t the Un i t ed States.
In genera l , do you support or not support
these effor ts?

1 Support 121 92.4
2 Not support 10 7.6

3. Did you participate in these or other
similar organizations?

1 Yes 45 32.1
2 No 95 67.9

4. Have you w o r k e d w i t h "Comun idades de
Base" in the United States?

1 Yes 56 40 .0
2 No 84 60 .0

5. Have you participated in any programs at
the Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC)
in San Antonio, Texas?

1 Yes 81 57.9
2. No 59 42.1

27



TABLE 3

Chicano Clergy and Liberation Theology

Variable and Category Frequency Percentage

1. In Latin America, Liberation Theology is
developing in certain sectors of the
Church. How familiar are you with Latin
American Liberation Theology?

1 I am quite knowledgeable 46 32.9
2 I have a general idea 76 54.3
3 I know little about it 14 10.0
4 I am not familiar with it at all 4 2.9

2. If you are familiar with Liberation
Theology, how have you learned about it?

A Seminary 55 40.4
B Travels to Latin America 41 30.1
C Seminars, workshops, speakers 74 54.4
D Personal reading 102 75.0
E Mexican American Cultural Center 56 41.2
F Contact with clergy/theologians 79 58.1
G Media, newspapers, magazines 87 64.0

3. H a s y o u r p e r s o n a l m i n i s t r y b e e n
influenced by liberation theology?

1 Yes, strongly influenced 36 27.1
2 Yes, somewhat influenced 57 42.9
3 No 40 30.1

4. In general, do you feel Liberation
Theology offers an acceptable model of the
Catholic faith in Latin America?

1 Yes 76 56.7
2 Yes, but only for a sector

of the people 24 17.9
3 No 17 12.7
4 Don' t know 17 12.7

5. Based on what you know, do you believe a
U.S. L i b e r a t i o n Theo logy can o f f e r an
acceptable model of the Catholic fa i th for
Mexican Americans?

1 Yes 62 4 4 . 6
2 Yes, but only for a sector

of the people 28 20.1
3 No 24 17.3
4 Don't know 25 18.0
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TABLE 4

Chicano Clergy and Ethnic,
Political, and Class Relations

Variable and Category Frequency Percentage

1. M e x i c a n A m e r i c a n s h a v e b e e n
discriminated against by many groups
and institutions in the U.S.?

1 Strongly agree 75 54.3
2 Agree 54 39.1
3 Disagree 7 5.1
4 Strongly disagree 2 1.4

2. How do you feel about the present
political and economic structures of
the United States in regards to
Mexican Americans?

1 The political and economic
structures are fair to
Mexican Americans. 6 4.3

2 The political and economic
structures need reforms to
benefit Mexican Americans 83 60.1

3 The political and economic
structures need radical
changes to benefit Mexican
Americans 49 35.5
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TABLE 5

Correlation Matrix, Means and Standard Deviation
of Liberation Theology and Independent Variables

Liberation CEB Community Encuentro MACC
Theology Orgs.

CEB .335

Community .091 .028
Orgs.

Encuentro .327 .194 .037

MACC .357 .195 .128 .206

Mean 1.992 1.598 1.110 1.732 1.370

St. Dev. .751 .492 .361 .445 .485

N=127
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TABLE 6

Multiple Regression Analysis on the Influence of
Liberation Theology on a Person's Ministry

Independent
Variables

CEB

Community
Organizations

Encuentro

MACC

R2=.25

Standardized
Coefficients

(BETA)

.240

.043

.225

.258

Unstandardized t
Coefficients

(B)

.366 2.960 **

.089 .544

.380 2.777 **

.400 3.159 **

N=127

*p<.05; **p<.01
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