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a new reformation?

encountering the risen Lord

How are people to encounter 
God? In one part of his 
book Hearing God’s Words 

– exploring biblical spirituality (2004), 
CMS Vice-President Peter Adam draws 
attention to Luke 24. 

The stunning evidence of the empty 
tomb was not of itself convincing that 
Jesus was God-incarnate. The women 
and Peter were “perplexed” and 
“amazed” (4 and 12), says Luke, but 
physical evidence was not enough. 

The Emmaus road encounter with 
Jesus was a heart starter for the two 
disciples involved. But their personal 
experience, and the recounting of it to 
the other disciples still left room for 
wondering (36).

Even after the ‘breaking of bread’ 
in Emmaus (30 and 35), and the very 
presence of Jesus eating before them, the 
disciples still had trouble distinguishing 
the risen Christ from a ghost! (37).

Visual evidence and personal 
experience, even in the name of Christ, 
is sadly all that many people look for 
in their search for faith in God. Some 
pursue historic religious rites and 
rituals, hoping that these things will take 
them within reach of God. Others look 
for personal experiences and reassuring 
displays of God’s power to affirm that 
God is at work for their good.  

But Luke points beyond these. The 
three stories in Luke 24 are tied together 
by the word and promise of God. To 

In Medieval times evangelists took 
the gospel to the pagan peoples 
of northern and western Europe. 

Their ecclesiastical leaders advised them 
that certain pagan buildings could be 
used for worship and pagan customs 
‘Christianised’, so that it wouldn’t be 
so strange and difficult for people to 
convert. As a result, magical elements, 
festivals dedicated to saints instead 
of demons, ritual chants and revered 
icons were incorporated into church 
practise.

The Medieval church grew and 
ecclesiastical authorities exercised 
power over both religious and civil 
life. Money and power were corrupting 
influences on the leaders of what had 
formerly been a monastic system that 
emphasised humility and poverty. 

As the pressure for reformation 
was building in Europe in the fifteenth 
century, Christopher Columbus 
discovered the new world, and what 
had happened over a millennium in 
Europe occurred in 200 years in Latin 
America.

The conquistadores conquered with 
both the sword and the cross. Indigenous 
peoples were given the choice between 
conversion and death. For those who 
took the former option, the resulting 
religious practise incorporated elements 
of local indigenous religions, with 
harvest festivals being turned into saints 
days – or even local Spanish dignitaries’ 
birthdays – and local gods being replaced 
by foreign or local saints and Madonna 
veneration. 

Superstition and magic continues to 
be evident in much religious practise in 
South America. A few answered prayers 
can turn a deceased popular hero into a 
folk saint. The most renowned example 
in our area of northern Argentina is 
‘Gaucho Gill’ (Cowboy Will). After his 
death some locals decided to use his 
name as a mediator in prayer. There 
are now sanctuaries to Gaucho Gill 
all over Argentina. Some are more 
established sites in cities where people 
go to pray, light a candle or buy a red 
ribbon to hang in their cars or houses 
for good luck. There are many other 

makeshift sanctuaries on the road side 
where people stop to leave the Gaucho 
a cigarette. ‘San la Muerte’ or ‘Saint 
Death’ – a hideous skeleton in black 
robes – is a macabre variation with a 
significant following. Some people hide 
a figure of San La Muerte in their baby’s 
christening robes, though this practise is 
frowned on by the official church.

Turning to Christ
Living in the unpredictable environment 
of regular economic and military 
upheavals, of poor health and education, 
and governments that are often corrupt, 
people look for a hope that they aren’t 
finding in the traditional church. As 
the gospel has been preached in a more 
open and popular way, many thousands 
have come to faith in Christ.

Is this the reformation that the Latin 
American church missed out on in the 
sixteenth century?

Unfortunately, much of the renewal 
movement still bears many of the 
marks of the old syncretistic church. 

A shadow of a cross over Antofagasta, Chile.

Terry Blowes writes

When the risen Jesus met his disciples he pointed them back to the word and promise of God. John Thew writes.
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in the God who has been revealed in 
Jesus, unfolded in the word. 

The greatest gift we can offer the 
people of Latin America is to pray 
and work in partnership with them, 
providing personnel who share in the 
great task of the church – reaching all 
nations with the message about Jesus 
– the good news that satisfies as it joins 
people to the loving God.  

John Thew is the Federal Secretary 
of CMS -Australia.

encountering the risen Lord

the women at the tomb, the angel 
points them back to the words of Jesus: 
“Remember what he told you”. (6) To 
the Emmaus disciples, Jesus himself 
pointed them to “all that the prophets 
have declared” (25). To the collected 
disciples, Jesus again refers them back 
to his words, and “the words of Moses, 
the prophets and the Psalms” (44). Jesus 
opened the disciples’ minds so they 
could understand the scriptures (45). 

This issue of Checkpoint centres on 
Latin America, a continent Christianised 
only 500 years ago, but missed by 
the reformation. It’s a continent of 
passionate people who celebrate all 
things richly. But it is a continent full 
of hearts that need to root their faith 

The hunger for mystic and magical 
elements is very strong, as churches 
that offer healing and other miracles 
fill with eager audiences. 

Ritualistic elements are notable. 
One church in Resistencia wafts ‘gold 
dust’ – glitter, we suppose – through 
the air conditioning system; oil was 
sprinkled over Corrientes from a 
small plane in order to “anoint the city 
for God”. Another church uses holy 
water and salt to assure healing – at a 
significant price.

Many churches seek new methods 
to reform. Famous men and women pass 
through town espousing techniques 
such as “binding territorial spirits”; 
breaking out of spiritual bondage 
through prayer battles, unctions, 
and models of discipleship based on 
‘apostles’ discipling 12 people who 
disciple 12 others and so on. For a while 
these techniques have an enthusing 
effect, but this is often short-lived 
when the proponent moves on, if the 
technique does not have a sound 
biblical foundation.

As we shared the battle for souls 
with many local pastors we were aware 
of how deeply they love the Lord and 
long to be able to build a stable and 
solid church.

“We don’t need help at evangelising 
– we’re good at that. What we need 
is help to understand and teach the 
Bible,” was the comment that we 
often heard. 

Few pastors have any theological 
education, so that all over South 
America there is a need for trained 
teachers to help local leaders understand 
and teach the Bible. 

In our little corner of Argentina 
we have been involved in the small 
beginning of an Expobiblia (Expository 
Bible study); doing the Moore College 
Preliminary Theological Certificate 
course with a small group; training 
students in inductive Bible study; 
teaching Doctrine I at a local Bible 
school; and helping to establish 
expository preaching seminars. 

In our basic work of running student 
cell groups our main aim has been to 
teach students how to read and respond 
to the Bible for themselves. Many things 
were said to us as we farewelled people in 
Argentina, but one of the most common 
was, “Thank you for teaching me how 
to read the Bible. It has changed my 
whole life.”

This is the core of reformation. 
Reading the Bible. Understanding the 
Bible. Obeying the Bible. Through 
it, God reveals himself in Christ, 
and reveals to us, all that we need to 
know. 

There are great possibilities for 
well-trained and well-placed Australian 
teachers to have an enormous effect for 
reformation in South America.

Peter and Terry Blowes 
have returned to 
Australia after serving 
in Argentina since 
1986.

When the risen Jesus met his disciples he pointed them back to the word and promise of God. John Thew writes.


