Catholics, Evangelicals meet to address conflict in Chiapas
By Kenneth D. MacHarg
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To help address growing religious conflict in the troubled Chiapas region of Mexico, Catholic catechists and Presbyterian evangelicals have begun meeting to discuss long-brewing disagreements. 

“Political and religious leaders need to be looking to reconciliation,” says Van Sterk, a missionary of the Reformed Church in America who is facilitating the meetings. Sterk brought together leaders who have been working on a translation of the Bible in the local language for ten years. Participants discussed the return of refugees to their homes, justice for innocent Christians in jail, healing the wounds of death and division, and forgiveness.

These discussions are going on as evangelical leaders are reporting increasing threats and attacks against church members and pastors in the state.

Fifty indigenous families in the town of Huixtlan were threatened with expulsion in early June if they continued to practice their faith. A group of self-styled “Traditional Catholics” said that any non-Catholic religion “constitutes a threat against the traditional customs of the indigenous population of Chiapas.” The group threatened to kidnap or burn any evangelical pastor who led church services. 

Meanwhile, 72 Protestant families were expelled from the village of Plan de Ayala in March by the town’s Roman Catholic majority.  “Fourteen homes were demolished by the mob as the Protestants fled to the hills for refuge,” Seventh-day Adventist pastor Isaias Espinosa reports. Plan de Ayala has been practically sealed off from outside contact since a quarter of the local police department fled along with 20 evangelical families in May. Some 50 evangelical families who remain have been held as semi-hostages according to Hortensio Vázquez, a Seventh-day Adventist attorney. “The evangelicals are being harassed and threatened with expulsion again,” he says. Their children are not allowed to attend school nor can the adults go to their jobs. Vázquez fears the situation will erupt in violence, a situation that could prove deadly for the evangelicals since they are vastly outnumbered. 

“It appears to be a last-ditch effort by traditionalists to try and control evangelicals to keep them out,” said an evangelical observer in the area. “If they can’t keep the evangelicals out now, they’re fighting a losing battle,” he says, adding that over half the region’s villages now have evangelicals. “There is no way to stop the evangelical movement.”

Earlier, three members of a Pentecostal church in Alas de Aguila were detained and not fed for 48 hours for the “crime” of not contributing to a community religious festival that included drinking and other activities deemed inappropriate for evangelical participants. The three were released only after governmental intervention.

In its annual review of religious freedom around the world for 1999 the U.S. State Department reported a “long history of religious intolerance and expulsions in certain indigenous communities (in Mexico) whose residents follow traditional religious practices, and where religious diversity is viewed as a threat.”

The report said that the Evangelical Commission in Defense of Human rights claimed that municipal authorities have expelled 30,000 evangelicals from San Juan Chamula in the last 30 years. It concluded that while religious differences are often a prominent feature of such incidents, “ethnic differences, land disputes and struggles over political and economic power were more often the basic cause of problems.”

During his 1999 visit to Mexico, Pope John Paul II urged Catholics to more vigorously defend their faith against Protestant sects that have made inroads in Latin America. On previous visits to the region, the pontiff has said that evangelicals are spreading “like an oil stain” in the region and “threaten to pull down the structures of faith in numerous countries.” He also charged that some “sects are destroying the faith of the people”. 

Patrick Johnston, editor of Operation World says that evangelicals, especially foreign missionaries, are often portrayed as anti-Mexican spies. Catholics who mix traditional Mayan religious beliefs with Christianity often object to the Protestants who preach against syncretism. 

Meanwhile, the attempt to bridge the gaps by dialogue continues, but with some uncertainty. “The danger in digging into these issues is that old wounds will be reopened and must be treated with the love of Christ,” Sterk said. But the Zapatistas, a guerrilla group that began operations in Chiapas in 1994 with an armed uprising, say they are not interested in reconciliation. So far they have not taken part in Sterk’s meetings. Sterk said that convincing disparate evangelical groups to participate would be difficult, let alone getting Protestants and Catholics together. “You can’t force people to reconcile,” he says. “You can only invite them to join the process.  So, we’ll continue to invite them.”

Compass Direct contributed to this report. 
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