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ABSTRACT 
 

 Hispanic ministry is not a new topic. Our synod recognizes the need to reach a growing 

demographic in our country, and it has for decades. However, as this demographic has been 

growing in our country for several decades, Hispanic communities are no longer made up 

primarily of first-generation (foreign-born) Latinos but second- and third-generation Latinos 

have begun to dominate this demographic. As it is true within our nation’s communities so it is 

becoming evident within our synod’s congregations. Pastors serving in Hispanic congregations 

are witnessing the blessings of serving multiple generations with the gospel. With this blessing 

of multigenerational Hispanic families also come some apparent linguistic and cultural 

challenges. The former paradigm of carrying out Hispanic ministry entirely in Spanish has 

become ineffective in reaching every member of a Hispanic congregation as English is becoming 

the dominant language of many second- and third-generation Hispanics. The purpose of this 

thesis is to recognize and address the challenges faced when evangelizing and ministering to 

multigenerational and multilingual families within Hispanic congregations and the surrounding 

community. As both congregation and community evolve and multigenerational families 

develop, each Hispanic ministry must reevaluate its methods of worship, education, and 

outreach. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Paul said, “Unless you speak intelligible words with your tongue, how will anyone know 

what you are saying? You will just be speaking into the air” (1 Cor 14:9).1 He was talking about 

the spiritual gift of speaking in tongues but you get his point: “If no one knows what you are 

saying what good is it?” Martin Luther understood this point well during the Reformation as 

Mass was conducted in Latin, flying over the heads of the average layman. Unless intelligible 

words are spoken, how will anyone understand? So Luther’s solution: preach God’s Word in the 

vernacular. Just about a century ago our synod faced a similar challenge. German, the heritage 

language of our founding fathers, was used almost exclusively in synod publications and in 

worship but it eventually gave way to English, the dominant language. Today, you would be hard 

pressed to find a WELS congregation that still offers regular German services. Unless intelligible 

words are spoken, how will anyone understand?   

 At the turn of the twenty-first century we find ourselves in a time far different from 

Luther’s and in an America more diverse than that of our synod’s forefathers. However, Paul’s 

statement still holds true for us today—unless intelligible words are spoken, how will anyone 

understand? As a pastor finds himself in the cultural melting pot of a diverse community, the 

challenge to speak intelligible words becomes a lot more complex. The words spoken in an 

English-speaking congregation may be perfectly intelligible to the Christians in worship on 

Sunday morning. Those same words may not be so intelligible to the Korean immigrants down 

the street from church. The message that brought comfort to the hearts in the pews will likely 

sound like gibberish to the man who just moved from Mexico and now lives across from the 

church parking lot. Unless intelligible words are spoken, how will they understand?    

 Clearly there is a language gap between the English-speaking congregation and the non-

English speaking immigrants in the community, but what is the solution? You preach in English 

to the English congregation. You speak in Korean to the Korean congregation. You speak 

Spanish to the Hispanic congregation. And then everyone is happy! Well, not exactly. Not only 

are there linguistic differences between an Anglo, Korean, and Hispanic congregation but there 

are also cultural differences. It is not a profound observation; most people will recognize that 

reality. However, take it one step further: not only are there cultural and linguistic differences 
                                                

1All Scripture quotations in this thesis are taken from The Holy Bible: New International Version, Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011.  
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that exist between an ethnic2 congregation and its Anglo counterpart, but the same challenges 

may very well exist within that ethnic congregation itself.  

If a congregation is entirely Korean, Hmong, or Hispanic, how could there possibly be a 

cultural and linguistic barrier within the congregation? The barrier arises as a result of multiple 

generations within an ethnic congregation. As first-generation3 immigrants put down roots in the 

US and raise their families, second and third generations are born and assimilate into North 

American culture and language to various degrees. This dynamic might look something like this 

in a Hispanic congregation: Los abuelos prefieren puro español (grandparents prefer Spanish), 

mamá y papá could go either way, and the third-generation US-born grandchildren have a very 

limited understanding of Spanish, if they know any at all.  

The example given above is rather simplistic and not always true for every 

multigenerational Hispanic family. At the same time, it does represent a trend that occurs 

regularly in the Latino community in second and subsequent generations. In such a scenario it 

can be very difficult to communicate the gospel in a way that can be understood by many.  To 

highlight the words of Paul again, “Unless you speak intelligible words with your tongue, how 

will anyone know what you are saying?” The challenge is really more complex when you find 

yourself in a congregation where common ethnic heritage does not necessarily mean common 

language. Words that are intelligible to abuelito (grandpa) may not be intelligible to his 

granddaughter. The issue becomes even more complex when we consider assimilation and 

acculturation as it occurs from generation to generation. In short, it is not just a matter of 

translation but it is also a question of cultural preference and perspective.  

As the Hispanic population continues to increase in the US, many congregations find 

themselves in a diverse Latino community where ministering to multiple generations is a reality. 

The goal of this paper is to become aware of that reality and all its implications in order to 

maintain our overarching goal of sharing the gospel with all people. Therefore, we will consider 

the implications of both shepherding the souls within a congregation as well as reaching out to 

individuals in the surrounding community who are either foreign- or native-born Latinos. 

                                                
2 The word “ethnic” is used since this topic can apply to not only Hispanic ministries but to various cross-

cultural ministries in the US. However, the primary focus will be on Hispanic ministry. 
3 In this paper, “first-generation” refers to a foreign-born individual or family that has immigrated to the 

United States. “1.5 Generation” is used to refer to those who are foreign-born but have lived in the US from a young 
age. “Second-generation” refers to US-born Latinos, the children of foreign-born Latinos, and so on.   
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As both congregation and community evolve and multigenerational families become 

more prevalent, each Hispanic ministry must reevaluate its methods of worship, education, and 

outreach. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 We live in a country that has a rich history of immigration so linguistic and cultural 

phenomena that occur within multigenerational families of many ethnicities in America have 

been observed over the 19th and 20th centuries. Therefore, it should be no surprise that there is an 

abundance of literature in regards to cultural and linguistic shifts that occur within 

multigenerational families. The first part of this study will highlight research in the realm of 

bilingualism in America among many different ethnicities, and also specifically among the 

Hispanic community.   

 Sarah Shin’s Bilingualism in Schools and Society sheds a lot of light on challenges and 

pressures of society on bilingual individuals and families. Shin touches on many aspects of 

bilingualism, some of which are not pertinent to this thesis. However, I found her work 

especially helpful in debunking various myths concerning bilinguals and how those myths and 

common misconceptions affect the development and loss of a second language in the second-

generation. Chapter 5 has especially benefited my research as it deals with bilingualism and 

identity. This gave me a better understanding of how the second and third generation struggle 

with cultural identity and how it is linked to heritage language. Shin provides good food for 

thought on bilingualism and its cultural impact in terms of societal and secular matters rather 

than in ecclesiastical matters. For example, she probes the phenomena of bilingualism (or lack 

thereof) only as it pertains to the classroom or corporate world. I have applied to Hispanic 

ministry Shin’s observations concerning linguistic and cultural shift experienced by bilinguals. 

 Bilingualism in the USA: The Case of the Chicano-Latino Community, as you can tell 

from the title, is more specific to the Latino community. In this work, Fredric Field compares 

and contrasts the Latino community to other immigrant communities that have assimilated into 

American culture in the past. Field also gets under the surface of linguistic considerations and 

reveals the cultural implications of bilingual and multigenerational Hispanic families. It is a 

valuable source in understanding the issue and laying the groundwork for this thesis, but it still 
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does not address the implications that bilingualism and multigenerational families have on 

ministry as this thesis intends to do. 

 Other books and articles were helpful in gaining cultural and religious perspectives of 

Latino families and individuals from various generations (see bibliography), yet none addressed 

the topic as directly as this thesis aims to do.   

 A valuable source that does specifically address ministry implications in light of the 

multigenerational Latino community in America is A Future for the Latino Church: Models for 

Multilingual, Multigenerational Hispanic Congregations by Daniel A. Rodríguez. While 

Rodríguez’s work greatly parallels my thesis, he argues from the perspective of a US-born 

Latino who has experienced isolation from both his heritage culture and the American culture 

into which he was born. I am obviously approaching this study from a different perspective—

from the “outside looking in,” so to speak. The purpose of my study is not to argue that second 

and third generations must be served by offering a separate ministry for that demographic. 

Rather, I wish to address the needs of various generations within a congregation and how the 

pastor can meet the needs of all his members of various generations.  

Also, many churches in Rodríguez’s study are ones that originally started as Spanish-only 

congregations. The situation in the WELS is often quite different. Many congregations with a 

Hispanic ministry began as predominately Anglo, English-speaking (and even German-speaking) 

congregations. The congregations considered in Rodríguez’s study also boast attendance as high 

as 5,000 on a given Sunday. I am not aware of a Hispanic congregation of that size in the WELS. 

Simply put, what works in the congregations highlighted in Rodríguez’s study will not 

necessarily work in every congregation. Finally, while he brings very practical insight into the 

discussion, Rodríguez approaches the topic from an Evangelical theological perspective. You 

might pick up hints of social gospel theology in his writing. For example, he says, “This reality 

highlights the desperate need for churches that not only the preach the good news, but that are 

also committed to good works, especially relief, development and social justice… The gospel not 

only saves us for eternal life; it saves us to live an abundant life on earth.”4 He does not exclude 

the gospel but he does include something the gospel does not guarantee: an abundant life on 

earth. It might even seem that he puts spiritual needs on the same level as social needs. To state 

                                                
4 Daniel A. Rodríguez, A Future for the Latino Church: Models for Multilingual, Multigenerational 

Hispanic Congregations (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press Academic, 2011), 109. 
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the obvious, we approach this topic from a Lutheran perspective where we define the gospel as 

the message of full and free forgiveness won for us by Christ.  

 Finally, the dynamic challenge of the multigenerational family in Hispanic ministry is 

being discussed in our circles. However, to the best of my knowledge, nothing has been 

published that addresses this specific issue. Pastors serving in WELS Hispanic ministries 

throughout our country have recognized the challenge and are faithfully addressing it. Therefore, 

I give thanks to God for such men and that they have taken the time to share their experiences 

and insights with me through interviews.  

 

PART 1: UNDERSTANDING THE ISSUE 

Scriptural Basis 

 Why is a Lutheran pastor concerned with multiple generations as he carries out his 

ministry? Because Scripture is! Throughout his Word, God does not speak of his blessings as if 

they were restricted to one specific generation. He does not proclaim his truth just for one 

specific period of time. Rather, the truths of Scripture are proclaimed for all generations and for 

ages to come, and Scripture itself makes that clear.   

Throughout the Old Testament, and especially in the Pentateuch, phrases such as  

“generations to come”5 and “your children”6 are used. When the Lord made a covenant with 

Noah and his family immediately after the flood, he said, “This is the sign of the covenant I am 

making between me and you and every living creature, a covenant for all generations to come” 

(Gen 9:12). The same phrase is also used when a number of laws and customs are given. 

Also, consider the account of the Passover in Exodus Chapter 12. After the Lord has 

given detailed instructions on how the Passover Feast is to be carried out he adds this: “Obey 

these instructions as a lasting ordinance for you and your descendants” (Ex 12:24). But that is 

not all; he also highlights the personal nature of the interaction that would take place between 

two generations. “And when your children ask you, ‘What does this ceremony mean to you?’ 

then tell them, ‘It’s the Passover sacrifice to the Lord, who passed over the houses of the 

Israelites in Egypt and spared our homes when he struck down the Egyptians’” (Ex 12:26, 27). 

 Moses encourages the Israelites in the desert who will cross over into the Promised Land 
                                                

5 The Hebrew expression is typically a combination of דּוֹר and עוֹלָם or תָּמִיד.   
6 In Hebrew either טַף or בֵּן is used in the plural.  
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to remember and to teach to the generations that followed. “Only be careful, and watch 

yourselves that you do not forget the things your eyes have seen or let them fade from your heart 

as long as you live. Teach them to your children and to their children after them” (Dt 4:9). The 

examples have certainly not been exhausted, but the point is clear: the Lord entrusts his people 

with the task of instructing multiple generations in his Word. 

The New Testament also addresses the multigenerational aspect of gospel proclamation. 

The Apostle Peter in his Pentecost sermon says, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in 

the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the 

Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your children” (Acts 2:38f.). The Apostles put this into 

practice in their ministry where multiple generations were more than likely under one roof. Peter 

had Cornelius and his family baptized in Acts Chapter 10. Paul and Barnabas proclaimed the 

truth of the gospel to a troubled jailer at Philippi and his family and the entire household believed 

and was baptized in Acts Chapter 16. The early church was concerned with multiple generations 

as it carried out the Great Commission and so are we as we do the same.  

Certainly the passages cited in this section have great application for Christian education, 

especially the Old Testament passages that encourage parents to instruct their children and so on. 

Nonetheless, the Scripture references above still speak of proclaiming the Word in a 

multigenerational setting and the Lutheran pastor likely finds himself in such a setting. As a 

pastor ministers to his flock and teaches and proclaims the Word of God, his encouragement will 

be the same as Moses’: “Do not forget these things” and “Teach them to your children and to 

their children after them.” This is true for the pastor who serves an Anglo congregation, and it is 

true for the pastor who shepherds a Hispanic congregation. What is unique for the pastor who 

serves a Latino community is that he finds himself grappling not only with a generational gap but 

a linguistic and cultural gap as well.  

   
Key Terms 

Hispanic/Latino. In tackling a subject that deals with Hispanic ministry, our first task is 

to define what exactly the term Hispanic means. The term was first used in the 1970 US census 

and later expanded to Hispanic or Latino in 2000. Latino is perhaps a more neutral term.7 The 

                                                
7 Fredrick Field. Bilingualism in the USA: The case of the Chicano-Latino community. (Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins Publishing Company, 2011), 13-14. 
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etymology of Hispanic could imply the heritage of Spain that is traced back to the Spanish 

conquest of Latin American countries centuries ago. However, one would hardly say that every 

Hispanic today would identify with a Spanish (European) heritage because of a great cultural 

diversity that exists among Latinos according to their country of origin. So, the disadvantage of 

the term Hispanic is that it attempts to lump many different cultures into one big group. For 

example, a Puerto Rican and a Mexican might both check the Hispanic/Latino box on a census 

form, but you would certainly not identify a Puerto Rican as a Mexican and vice versa. They do 

not consider themselves the same, nor should we. In short, the term Hispanic includes many 

different ethnicities (for example: Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, Colombian, etc.).  

The terms Latino and Hispanic serve as “umbrella” terms that focus on what unites 

Latinos; however, these terms at the same time mask a whole series of differences. 8 As we 

proceed with this paper, let us proceed with the caution that we are not lumping all Latino 

cultures into one group. We will, however, recognize the obvious similarity of the Spanish 

language and the linguistic shift that takes place in multigenerational families of various 

Hispanic backgrounds. With that said, the term Hispanic will suffice for this thesis. The terms 

Hispanic and Latino may be used interchangeably throughout the paper to refer to an individual 

or group that has direct or ancestral roots in a Latin American country.9  

Ministry.  As it is used in the Bible, ministry is synonymous with service. “The word 

‘ministry’ can refer to a wide variety of functions and offices, both secular and spiritual.” 10 

However, as there is one church there is one ultimate ministry that belongs to that church: the 

ministry of the gospel. “Christ assigned one task to the church: the office of preaching the 

gospel. The one task, or function, given to the church is to preach the Word and to administer the 

sacraments.”11  

As we compare and contrast ministry X to ministry Y, the gospel and its effectiveness 

will not and cannot change. We may use the term ministry to specify certain audiences (i.e. 

Hispanic ministry as opposed to Hmong ministry, or a campus ministry, etc.) but the message is 
                                                

8 Juan Fransisco Martínez. Walk with the People: Latino Ministry in the United States. (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2008), 16.  

9 I have noticed that many first-generation Hispanics will simply identify themselves according to their 
country of origin whereas second and beyond generations will prefer to call themselves “Latinos.” 

  
10 John F. Brug, The Ministry of the Word (Milwaukee: NPH, 2009), 4. 
11 Ibid, 3.  
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the constant unchangeable promise of salvation through Christ alone. Jesus was clear about that 

in the Great Commission: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I 

have commanded you” (Mt 28:19,20a). The audience that Jesus specified could not be broader—

all nations! But the task he entrusts to his disciples could not be narrower—the proclamation of 

his truth in Word (“all my commands”) and sacrament (“baptizing”).   

Therefore, when we refer to Hispanic ministry, we must keep in mind the God-given task 

remains the same: to preach the gospel. However, the cultural context in which the unchanging 

gospel is proclaimed is quite variable. This will require the gospel to be communicated in words 

and expressions that are intelligible, a task that becomes more challenging when we are 

presented with a multilingual audience.  

 Bilingualism. Of course bilingualism is the ability to speak two languages; however, 

there is more to bilingualism than the obvious. A common misconception is to define a person as 

a “true” bilingual only if they can speak two languages as if they were both native tongues.12 It is 

not just a matter of determining whether or not a person is bilingual but it is a question of 

determining to what degree a given person is bilingual. Given that there are varying degrees, “all 

[bilingual] speakers will fall somewhere on the continuum of proficiency in each language from 

completely proficient in one to almost no knowledge in the other.”13 A bilingual may also be 

more or less proficient in certain areas. For example, a bilingual individual may understand a 

language on a conversational level but they may not be proficient in reading or writing that same 

language. In each generation of a Hispanic family, there will be varying degrees of bilingualism. 

When several generations are brought together in one setting, communicating to the group as a 

whole becomes a challenge.   

Heritage vs. host language. Heritage language is used in regard to an ethnic or 

immigrant family and refers to the language that is spoken at home or by older generations of the 

family. A heritage language is not the primary or commonly spoken language in a given society. 

For example, Spanish is a heritage language for members of a Mexican family who have 

immigrated to the US. For a North American family that migrates to Mexico, English would be 

                                                
12 Sarah J. Shin, Bilingualism in Schools and Society: Language, Identity, and Policy (New York: 

Routledge, 2013), 4. 
13 Field, 44.  
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the family’s heritage language. The host language is essentially the opposite. It is the language 

that is primarily used in a given society in education, work, and basic social interactions. For the 

example of the Mexican family living in the US, English would be the host language. For the 

North American family living in Mexico, the host language is Spanish.  

Children and young adults who have moved with their parents from one country to 

another or who have been born to native-born immigrants will be influenced by both their 

heritage language and the host language to varying degrees. There will also be cultural 

influences from their ethnic heritage as well as from the host culture.     

Culture. The differences that typically arise from generation to generation in an 

immigrant family are not just linguistic but cultural as well, but what exactly is culture? There 

are countless definitions of culture, but for the sake of brevity, we will consider one that I found 

especially helpful: 

Because culture is not biological and innate, it is dynamic, fluid and open. …Culture goes 
beyond language, dialect, and speech. It includes everything that is passed on, 
experienced, and practiced. It involves information, education, techniques and inventions. 
It comprises customs, habits, aesthetic choices, beliefs, rites, traditions, myths, legends, 
superstitions, stories, songs, dances, jokes, tastes, inherited artifacts, prejudices, attitudes 
and values—in short everything that is part of one’s social heritage and environment.14 

As we move forward and use the term culture, keep in mind especially the last word in 

that quote: environment. Social environment defines culture.    

 
Hispanic Population in the US 

Anyone who has given some thought to the diverse demographics of the United States is 

likely aware of the constantly growing Hispanic population. By the year 2050 Hispanics will 

account for over one fourth of our nation’s population.15 The Hispanic population appears to be 

growing at a steady rate. The implication for ministry is clear: there is a growing need to reach 

this demographic with the gospel, and there will be for decades. As we seek to minister to this 

broad demographic, we will also want to be aware of the specific statistics that comprise the 

                                                
14 Pedrito U Maynard-Reid, Diverse Worship: African-American, Caribbean and Hispanic Perspectives 

(Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 2000), 18.  
15 Jeffery S. Passel and D’vera Cohn, “US Population Projection: 2005-2050” (Washington D.C.: Pew 

Research Center’s Hispanic Trend Project, 11 February 2008). 

The actual projection is that 29% of the 2050 US population will be Hispanic. Several sources I have read 
that specifically address the Hispanic population have noted this projection.  



 

  10 

larger group. In this section, we will consider various statistics that shed more light on the 

Hispanic population in the US.  

The following statistics are gathered from the Pew Research Hispanic Center’s Trend 

Project (formerly the Pew Hispanic Center) Statistical Report of Hispanics in the United States, 

2011.16 

Overall population. As of 2011, the Hispanic population numbered over 51.9 million  

accounting for 16.7% of the US population, compared to 12.5% in 2000 (see appendix A, figure 

1). That is an increase of a little over 16.7 million individuals. When you compare the increase of 

the Hispanic population to other ethnicities, you will see that this demographic is by far the 

fastest growing in the country. The population increase of White, non-Hispanics between 2000 

and 2011 was only 1.3% compared to a 47.5% increase of the Hispanic population (see figure 2). 

It is clear from just a glance at these figures that this demographic is rapidly growing and so is 

the mission field.   

Population based on country of origin. As we discussed earlier with the terms Hispanic 

and Latino, the label could not be broader. The group is comprised of people with many different 

national origins.17 The majority of Latinos in the US are by far of Mexican origin making up 

64.6% of the Hispanic population. The second largest group is of Puerto Rican origin at 9.5%. 

The third largest group, at 4.6%, claims “Other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino” (see figure 3 for the 

complete list of population by country of origin). We should also realize that some groups might 

be more concentrated in specific regions of the country. For example, the majority of the US 

Puerto Rican population is in the Northeast, especially in New York. Or take Miami for example, 

which is more densely populated with Latinos of Caribbean origin (i.e. Cuba, Puerto Rico, and 

Dominican Republic).18 Grace Lutheran Church in Falls Church, Virginia is a prime example of 

a congregation within our circles that serves a diverse group of Hispanics.19 The main point to be 

                                                
16 Seth Motel and Eileen Patten. “Statistical Report of Hispanics in the United States, 2011” (Washington 

D.C. Pew Center’s Research Hispanic Trends Project, 15 February 2013). 
17 Origin is a broad term and may refer to ancestry, lineage, heritage nationality, or country of origin. In 

other words, an individual identifies himself as a Latino of Colombian origin does not have to be born in Colombia.  
18 Maynard-Reid, 162. 
19 The Hispanic congregation at Grace Lutheran Church in Falls Church, Virginia is not made up primarily 

of Latinos of Mexican origin, rather the majority is from South America and Central America with a few families 
from Mexico and other Latin American countries. (Informal interview with Derek Bartelt, Vicar at Falls Church 
2012-2013). 
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drawn from these statistics is that while the majority of Hispanics in the US are of Mexican 

origin, there are various other ethnicities that may make up a Hispanic congregation. This may 

also vary depending on region.   

Foreign-born vs. Native-born. Native-born Latinos (those who were born in the US) 

outnumber foreign-born Latinos. In 2000 foreign-born Hispanics were 5% of the population and 

native-born Latinos were 7.5%. In 2011 the percentage of native-born Latinos increased to 

10.6% whereas foreign-born Latinos only increased to 6% (see figure 1). Therefore, the majority 

of Hispanic population growth can be attributed to native-born Latinos. The majority of the 

Hispanic population is also native-born. Naturally that means that second- and subsequent-

generation Latinos are becoming the majority in the Hispanic community. As of 2011, native-

born Latinos make up 63.8% of the entire Hispanic population, an increase from 2000. The 

percentage of foreign-born Latinos was 40.1% of the overall Hispanic population in 2000, but 

the percentage dropped to 36.2% (see figure 4). This statistic is indicative of the trend that Latin 

American immigration has already begun to decrease.  

Throughout the paper we speak in terms of first-, second-, and third-generation Latinos 

since it is common to encounter Latino families where all three generations are present. 

However, we also have to realize that native-born Latinos in the US go way beyond the second 

and third generation. A number of Latinos (especially in the American Southwest) have been 

citizens of this country for well over a century. Many Latinos in the Southwest became residents 

of the US as a result of the Mexican-American War in the mid 1800s. A popular saying among 

this group is, “We didn’t cross the border, the border crossed us!”20 

In short, we draw from these statistics that native-born Latinos are becoming more 

prevalent and that has to be recognized as we carry out mission work in Hispanic communities. 

Language preferences. Distinguishing between foreign-born and native-born Latinos is 

also a matter of determining language preference and proficiency. For many who equate 

Hispanic ministry with doing ministry in Spanish,21 it may be a shock that many Latinos in the 

US would claim to speak only English at home or that they speak English “very well.” 38.8% of 

native-born Latinos between the ages of 5-17 speak only English at home and 48.9% in the same 
                                                

20 Rodríguez, 50. 
21 I too have assumed that Hispanic ministry equals ministry done in primarily in Spanish. Throughout the 

process of this research, I have become aware that that is not the case. At the same time, knowing Spanish is 
essential in carrying out Hispanic ministry, but so is English given the trends of language usage.   
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age group speak English very well.22  Only 4.9% of foreign-born Latinos between the ages 5-17 

speak only English at home, however, 63% of that same category speaks English very well. In 

other words, English is not the only language spoken at home but over half in that age group 

speak it very well. Therefore this group appears to be more bilingual than native-born Hispanics 

in the same age group. That percentage drops considerably, however, when we consider those 18 

years and older. Only 25% of foreign-born Latinos over 18 speak English very well (see figure 

5.1).  

The conclusion drawn from these statistics is that many Hispanics in the US speak 

English “very well.” Overall, approximately 25% of all Hispanics age 5 and older speak only 

English in the home. The percentages are considerably higher among native-born Latinos (see 

figure 5.2). Given the statistics highlighted in this entire section, it is fair to say that many 

Hispanics are native-born (i.e. second generation and beyond) and therefore many Hispanics 

speak English fluently if not primarily. The growing number of Hispanics in our country 

necessitates Hispanic ministry in our synod, and the growing number of native-born individuals 

within that population has us reevaluating how we do that ministry. 

 
Linguistic Shift from Generation to Generation 

 We already know that there is an apparent shift in language use from generation to 

generation, so now the question is why and to what extent that shift is taking place?  

 How this has been evident in other immigrant cultures in America. This is certainly not 

just a phenomenon that has been witnessed among Hispanics in recent decades. Many immigrant 

families have been undergoing language shift in America throughout the history of this country. 

Bilingualism researchers speak of a “three-generation rule” which “represents the normal course 

of language shift and shows how native/heritage languages can fall into disuse and eventually be 

lost on the community.”23 The language loss typically takes place over three generations as the 

second generation has grown up speaking the heritage language at home but English becomes the 

language of preference. As a result, the second generation raises their children speaking only the 

host language simply because that is the norm, and so the third generation has practically lost the 

                                                
22 Those who claim to speak “only English” and “English very well” are two different groups of people.  
23 Field, 62. 
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heritage language altogether.24 

 Language shift is by no means a new trend in American history. Rather, it is an inevitable 

cycle that every immigrant group has undergone. In the early 20th century there was an influx of 

Italian, Swedish, and German immigrants but as the number of such immigrants tapered off, so 

did their language.25 For example, many Anglos in America who have European descent will 

rarely speak the language of their ancestors (unless of course they are of British descent). You 

might say you are part Swedish or part German, but do you speak Swedish or German? More 

than likely you do not because there has been an obvious language shift since your ancestors 

came to this country generations ago.   

 The same language shift is no doubt occurring today for many second and later 

generations from a variety of ethnicities as well. In Sarah Shin’s Bilingualism in Schools and 

Society, she shares her own experience as a second-generation Korean American who underwent 

the same language shift as an adolescent. Pastor “Paul,” a Korean WELS pastor, commented that 

this phenomenon is prevalent among the Korean youth he has served, and was extremely 

prevalent among families who immigrated to the US 30 years ago. This shift means that the 

second generation prefers English and only has a basic understanding of Korean.26    

 What causes language loss or shift in subsequent generations? That is a complex 

question, but we will do our best to summarize the common reasons why language is lost on 

subsequent generations.  

 As we discussed above in regards to European immigrants, one reason is that there are 

simply very few first-generation native-speakers in the community so, naturally, the language is 

lost. However, language loss still occurs among the second generation even when a considerable 

community that still speaks the heritage language is present. Children typically favor one 

language over another either due to psychological or social reasons.27 Some social reasons for 

language disassociation may be due to some common misconceptions about bilingualism in our 

                                                
24 To a certain extent, I have experienced the three-generation rule firsthand. My mother was born in the US 

but her parents had recently arrived in the US from New Brunswick, Canada. Having very little comprehension of 
English, my grandparents raised her and my uncle in the only language they knew—French. Of course my mother 
and uncle later learned English and so did their parents. However the French language has been lost almost entirely 
on the third generation (i.e. my brother, my cousins and me). 

25 Field, 64. 
26 Interview with Pastor “Paul,” 10 October 2013. 
27 Field, 35.  
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society. One misconception is that immigrant parents should encourage their children to speak 

only English. “Parents are the key to preserving the heritage language, however many feel the 

pressure from a monolingual society to not foster a bilingual environment because it is 

erroneously believed that this hinders the development of their child’s social and linguistic 

skills.”28 Many immigrant parents may buy into that myth, perhaps because of societal pressure. 

That thought is echoed by Pastor “Paul” (mentioned above) who said, “Many [Korean] parents 

pushed their kids to learn only English because they needed a different life, but that caused 

segregation between parent and child.”29 

Another social reason may have to do with discrimination. Cultural identity is closely 

linked to language and those who wish to disguise their identity do so by choosing to not speak 

their native language. “A natural response of someone who is discriminated on account of his/her 

ethnicity is to disassociate him/herself from the language associated with that ethnicity by 

temporarily suppressing it or denying knowledge of it.”30 If an individual is ashamed of the 

culture that is tied to a specific language because of discrimination or other reasons, the easiest 

way to avoid that shame is to avoid that language. Pastor “Paul” admitted that Korean 

immigrants who came to the US 30 years ago or prior were disappointed with their country and 

lacked a certain national pride. Today, Koreans of younger generations like himself have a 

higher view of their country and culture. Therefore, they try to maintain the heritage language in 

their families. The US education system is also working in some areas to maintain heritage 

languages.31  

 What is unique about language shift among Hispanics? As noted in the statistical 

portion of this paper, it is clear that a language shift is also occurring from generation to 

generation among Hispanics. At the same time, the trends of language shift among Hispanics 

differ from other immigrant groups in the US. Earlier immigrant groups experienced what we 

called the “three-generation” rule above, but this is not necessarily the case with Hispanic 

immigrant groups today. Latinos are holding onto their heritage language longer than any other 

                                                
28 Shin, 206, 7. 
29 Pastor “Paul”, 10 October 2013. 
30 Shin, 99. 
31 Ibid, 77. 
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immigrant population in the past.32 Field provides his theory on why language shift among 

Hispanics has taken a slightly different course.   

[Northern European immigrants] adapted to a new language but they also shared certain 
physical characteristics and basic common Western European culture. The task of 
assimilating into American culture and language might be different for current Latin 
American immigrants who, to a great extent, share neither racial stock nor a common 
culture with Anglo America. The motivation to assimilate can run into severe obstacles.33 

To say that Latinos display a greater resiliency to language loss than immigrant groups of 

the past does not mean that they are failing to learn English. Rather, the difference is that they 

are more bilingual than past ethnicities that have immigrated. “One half of third-generation 

Latino adults report relatively proficient Spanish speaking abilities.”34 

We should, however, realize that proficiency is not synonymous with preference. Studies 

also indicate that many second- and subsequent-generation Latinos prefer English to Spanish for 

a large part of their social interaction and Spanish is primarily spoken in the home.35 For the sake 

of this study, we also recognize that Spanish is being used not only in the home of second- and 

third-generation Latinos, but also at church. In regards to that thought, one researcher notes, 

“The second generation of Latino congregations may be unique among ethnic groups in that they 

have a strong sense of ethnic pride and place a high degree of value on their mother tongue.”36 

 We continue to make the point clear that “Hispanic” is a broad category and includes 

many ethnicities, and so the question of language shift is rather variable among different 

ethnicities that fit under the “Hispanic” category. For example, Mexicans retain Spanish in the 

second generation at the highest rate among other Latino groups, while Cubans gain English at 

the highest rate. This is likely due to the fact that Mexicans are the largest group of Hispanics in 

the US.37 If that is true, then Spanish vs. English proficiency within a congregation may be quite 

variable based on the ethnic make up of the congregation and its surrounding Hispanic 

                                                
32 Rodríguez, 43.  
33 Field, 62. 
34 Pew Hispanic Center and Kaiser Family Foundation. “Bilingualism.” (Washington D.C.: Pew Research 

Center’s Hispanic Trend Project, 19 March 2004). 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ken R. Crane,  Latino Churches: Faith, Family, and Ethnicity in the Second Generation (New York: 

LFB Scholarly, 2003), 178. 
37 Van C. Tran, “English Gain vs. Spanish Loss? Language Assimilation among Second-Generation Latinos 

in Young Adulthood” (Social Forces 89, no. 1, September 1, 2010), 277. 
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community.  

 
Assimilation vs. Acculturation—Here, there or in between? 

Just as common as the language shift that occurs from generation to generation is the 

cultural shift that takes place. In fact, the two are practically inseparable for the immigrant 

family. The question we will consider as we do ministry among multigenerational congregations 

is: to what extent have families and individuals assimilated or acculturated? First things first, 

however: what is the difference between assimilation and acculturation? 

Assimilation has been defined as “a process of interpretation and fusion in which persons 

and groups acquire the memories, sentiments, and attitudes of other persons or groups; and, by 

sharing their experience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural life.”38 In 

other words, an individual assimilates when over time he or she becomes incorporated into the 

host culture, but at the expense of their heritage culture. Acculturation at times may be used 

interchangeably with assimilation but there is an important distinction that can be made. 

Acculturation is defined as, “A cultural modification of an individual, group, or people by 

adapting to or borrowing traits from another culture;” or also “A merging of cultures as a result 

of prolonged contact.”39 Acculturation, like assimilation, is a process by which an individual is 

incorporated into the host culture but a key word to focus on in the definition cited is “merge.” 

Acculturation is different from assimilation in that one’s cultural heritage or aspects of it are 

maintained and the individual retains values of their cultural heritage while adapting to the host 

culture. Assimilation requires a departure from the cultural values of one’s heritage as the person 

is absorbed into the dominant culture. 40  

 A child of Indian immigrants highlights the difference between acculturation and 

assimilation by sharing his own experience:  

Assimilation undeniably helps immigrants acclimate to a new land and feel more 
welcomed. However, looking back, though assimilation was preferred by the immigrants 
of my generation, my parents’ generation took this assimilation process to be a desperate 
transition just so that I could “fit in.” My parents were appalled at how easily I chose to 
cast away from my Indian culture and embrace the American culture… I believe rather 

                                                
38 Rayond H.C. Teske and Bardin H. Nelson, “Acculturation and Assimilation: A Clarification” (American 

Ethnologist, Vol. 1, No. 2, May, 1974), 359.  
39 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/acculturation.   
40 Teske and Nelson, 365. 
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than resorting to assimilation, immigrants should acculturate and in this way add to the 
diversity of their new host nation; otherwise, they merely become one among an alien 
crowd, eliminating their true heritage.41 

The challenge of acculturating/assimilating is really summed up by the basic desire to “fit 

in.” Individuals that want to fit in with the majority will find themselves assimilating and 

suppressing their cultural heritage. The individual that wants to fit in with both the majority and 

minority culture will acculturate in order to find value in both cultures. At the expense of cultural 

heritage, the former seems to have been preferable among many immigrant groups. Language 

preference is perhaps the most obvious indicator of assimilation since language is intrinsically 

linked to people’s sense of who they are. For many immigrant families, the only real way to 

assimilate into American culture and society is to abandon their native tongue and speak only 

English.42 

Therefore, maintaining heritage language will also play a big role in maintaining cultural 

heritage. Those who have a higher proficiency and maintain their heritage language have an 

easier time identifying with their cultural heritage and have a more positive self-identity than 

people who disassociate with their heritage language. Those who never developed their heritage 

language “lamented not being able to connect with their heritage-language-speaking parents and 

extended family members at a deeper level.”43 A social worker and Hispanic community leader 

in Waukesha, WI recognized this very same lament from members of both first- and second-

generation Latinos in his community. “Parents have said ‘we don’t understand our children’ and 

the children are saying ‘we don’t understand our parents!’” When a disconnect occurs between 

parent and child, there are bound to be cultural differences and tensions between the two 

generations. For example, “Historically, Latino culture values respeto [respect] and dignidad 

[dignity] toward adults. [North American] culture is more informal with speaking to adults and 

some parents perceive that attitude from their children as disrespectful.” 44 Of course, there will 

                                                
41 Jay Patael, To Assimilate or to Acculturate?, (University of Maryland, Spring 2012 , available from 

http://www.english.umd.edu/interpolations/3460).   
42 Shin, 72. 
43 Ibid, 106. 
44 Interview with “Fred,” a second-generation Latino social worker for Waukesha County and chairman of 

The Waukesha Hispanic Collaborative Network (30 October 2013). During the interview, Fred often used the phrase 
“our culture” to refer both to the Latino culture and North American culture. Fred is a great example of acculturation 
of a second-generation Latino as he claims both cultures as his. Fred also commented on a workshop that the 
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be a certain degree of disconnect from generation to generation even when pressures to 

assimilate do not exist, but those gaps are magnified when parent and child do not even speak the 

same language (literally and figuratively). First-generation Hispanics may use terms like 

agringado45 to describe how their US-born counterparts have become Americanized.  

On the other side of the issue of assimilation and acculturation is the reality that even 

though one may have assimilated to the point of gravitating primarily toward the dominant 

language and culture, they still may not feel as if they are completely accepted into the majority 

culture. Their Latino roots cannot be denied. Daniel Rodríguez comments in his introduction that 

“the overwhelming majority of US-born English-dominant Latinos are still Latino at heart.” But 

at the same time he laments that as a third-generation Latino, he has been labeled “too Mexican” 

to be completely accepted by mainstream North America.46 So really, for many second-

generation Latinos cultural identity is neither here nor there; it is really in between or as 

Rodríguez calls it, “living in the hyphen.”47 

It is also interesting to note that a majority of second-generation Latinos who are born in 

the US will even identify themselves by the country of origin of their parents or grandparents 

rather than “American.”48 Again this presents the dilemma that a second-generation Latino finds 

himself somewhere in between as he searches for cultural identity. On the other hand, it may also 

display the importance of cultural heritage to the second-generation. This identity is also very 

fluid throughout the life of an individual. A case study of a young Guatemalan-American woman 

named Amalia reveals how her ethnic identity shifted as she transitioned into adulthood. For 

much of her childhood, when she had opportunity to interact with her Guatemalan relatives, she 

commonly referred to herself as “Guatemalan.” However, in college she identified herself as 

“American.” Amalia admitted that it was likely because she had little opportunity to speak 

                                                                                                                                                       
Waukesha Hispanic Collaborative Network put on to educate a few dozen families in the Latino community on the 
cultural differences between the two generations.   

45 Rodríguez and other authors considered in this study note the term agringado. It is derived from the word 
gringo, which refers to a white North American. We might translate it as “Anglicized” however agringado is often 
used pejoratively. 

46 Rodríguez, 16, 21. 
47 Ibid, 22. Rodríguez refers to his own experience as a Mexican-American but the dilemma of not feeling 

like neither a Mexican nor an American.  
48 Ibid, 49. 
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Spanish and did not have contact with other Guatemalans.49 Amalia’s story highlights the fact 

that acculturation is a complex process that does not happen on a continuum.50 In other words, it 

is not as simple as saying that a person is more American or Latino on a scale of one to ten. 

However, from the example of Amalia and other second-generation Latinos, it is safe to say that 

second-generation Latinos are influenced by two different cultures through an ongoing process 

of acculturation.  

While acculturation in the case of many young Latinos in America may cause the feeling 

of being stuck somewhere in between two cultures, there are at the same time some very positive 

aspects of acculturation. A second-generation individual has a wealth of insights to draw from 

either culture. For example, ethnographers note that the second generation has an advantage over 

natives in that they are able to draw from multiple frames of reference and cultural traditions to 

fashion strategies to deal with issues.51  

Also, as stated above, bilingualism is an asset for second-generation Latinos since they 

are able to communicate with a broader range of people and gain perspectives from two different 

cultures. In that case, a second-generation Latino is able to bridge the gap between the first and 

subsequent generations. Even if an individual is not necessarily proficient in Spanish, they will 

undoubtedly bring to the table a different cultural perspective than an Anglo. People who find 

themselves straddling two cultures are able to give insights of the Latino culture to North 

American Anglos and vice versa. This will also be an important consideration later as we address 

the issue of bridging the gap between first and third generations in a congregation and even 

between the Hispanic congregation and Anglo congregation worshiping at the same location.       

 
Ongoing Latin American Immigration 

 While we keep in mind the needs of second and third-generation Latinos, we are careful 

not to neglect the first-generation or foreign-born Latinos that continue to immigrate to the US. 

The goal of this thesis is not merely to address the needs of second- and third-generation Latinos 

apart from their first-generation parents and grandparents and brothers and sisters in Christ. 
                                                

49 Lucila D. Eck, “Allá en Guatemala": Transnationalism, Language, and Identity of a Pentecostal 
Guatemalan-American Young Woman” (High School Journal 92, no. 4, April 2009), 77-78.  

50 Gary Riebe-Estrella. "A Youthful Community: Theological and Ministerial Challenges" (Theological 
Studies 65, no. 2, June 2004), 302.  

51 Alba, Richard, Philip Kasinitz, and Mary C. Waters, “The Kids Are (Mostly) Alright: Second-Generation 
Assimilation--Comments on Haller, Portes and Lynch” (Social Forces 89, no. 3, March 1, 2011), 764. 
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Rather, the goal is to address the needs of several generations in one space and with one 

ministry. In the history of our synod we have seen that need taper off among German immigrants 

whose descendants have assimilated into North American culture. However, among the Hispanic 

mission field that does not seem to be the case, at least currently as immigration trends suggest.  

Bilingualism researchers have noted, “On-going immigration provides a fresh supply of 

native speakers and replenishes the numbers of first-generation bilinguals, who act as models of 

proficiency in Spanish.”52 To us that translates into a “fresh supply” of foreign-born souls in our 

communities and in our congregations who need the gospel preached in their native tongue. 

Although Latin American immigration has begun to decline, there is still an ongoing need to 

minister to first-generation monolingual Latino families. At the same time, the number of 

second- and third-generation Latino families is on the rise. Therefore, it is an undeniable reality 

that a pastor working in Hispanic ministry will have to meet the needs of a variety of individuals. 

Some have become assimilated and acculturated to a high degree. Others simply have not.     

 The Pew Research Center projects that 82% of the population increase from 2005 to 2050 

will be due to new immigrants and their US-born descendants. 47% of the overall population 

growth in that period will be from new immigrants to this country.53 In short, immigration in this 

nation is not tapering off in the near future but it will continue to shape our nation as it has in the 

past. While second and subsequent generations account for the majority of the Hispanic 

population, as we noted earlier, we still have to recognize that the population of foreign-born 

Latinos will remain sizeable. It is projected that by 2050 foreign-born Latinos will still account 

for about one third of the Hispanic population. One third of Hispanics will be second-generation 

Latinos (children of foreign born Latinos) and the remaining third will be of the third generation 

and beyond (see figure 6). 

 
Summary 

The statistical, linguistic, and cultural observations that have been made up to this point 

shed light on the reality of a diverse and multigenerational Hispanic population in the US. The 

tensions that arise between generations due to language shift and acculturation/assimilation in the 

younger generations will present a Lutheran pastor in such a situation with obvious challenges. 
                                                

52 Field, 62.  
53 Jeffery S Passel and D’vera Cohn, “US Population Projection: 2005-2050” (Washington D.C.: Pew 

Research Center’s Hispanic Trend Project, 11 February 2008.) 
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At the same time, he will also be presented with the blessing of being a servant and ambassador 

of Christ who proclaims the Word of God to multiple generations in spite of a variety of 

challenges and differences.  

 

PART 2: NEEDS AND PERSPECTIVES OF MULTIGENERATIONAL FAMILY IN MINISTRY 

In Part 1 we discussed the cultural and linguistic preferences that vary across a 

multigenerational family in more general terms as they are observed in society. We now narrow 

in on how these needs and perspectives affect a Hispanic ministry where multiple generations are 

present in the congregation and in the community.   

 
“Where do I belong?” 

The question is much easier to answer for the first-generation member. First-generation 

Latinos prefer and even require a ministry that is conducted entirely in Spanish. They prefer a 

congregation that reflects their culture and their language, especially in a country where they are 

out of that element. A Hispanic congregation is therefore very inviting for first-generation 

Latinos. The same has been true in history as ethnic congregations in the United States have been 

a resource where “intimate, close, face-to-face interaction with co-ethnics took place.”54 No 

matter how cross-cultural you become, you will still be able to identify most easily and feel “at 

home” with those who share your native language and culture. Many Latino immigrants who 

face an array of challenges and pressures of living in a new country desire a congregation that 

provides that sort of familiarity. Coming to church not only provides spiritual relief, but even 

relief from the culture shock they may be experiencing on a daily basis. Of course our primary 

goal is to provide spiritual relief through the gospel but, in order to do that, a setting in which 

people feel comfortable is essential.    

What about the children and grandchildren of those first-generation Latinos who have not 

yet found their comfort zone? Some may be perfectly comfortable with a ministry done entirely 

in Spanish; others simply may not. Earlier in regards to acculturation and assimilation we 

discussed the lament of younger generations who have lost their heritage language and lack an 

intimate connection to their grandparents and relatives. Is this lament occurring for the second-

generation children and adolescents in our Hispanic congregations? They see their parents 

                                                
54 Crane, 8 



 

  22 

worshipping in a heritage language and connecting to others but they lack the ability to connect 

in the same way. Will this disconnect from the language and cultural identity of their parents 

inadvertently create a feeling of disconnect at church because the ministry at their congregation 

is done entirely in Spanish? These are real questions a pastor of a Hispanic ministry must 

consider as he serves in a multigenerational setting. 

The inability to communicate with foreign-born relatives and fellow members not only 

causes regret and frustration for native-born Latinos, but at times it could even cause tension 

between the two groups. One WELS pastor highlighted this tension: “Grandma and grandpa will 

get upset and say to their children, ‘Why didn’t you teach your kids Spanish?’ and it puts strain 

between grandparents and grandchildren.” In a few cases, the older generation in the 

congregation even began to look down on and judge the younger Latinos that did not know 

Spanish.55  

So answering the question, “Where do I belong?” is a lot more ambiguous for a second- 

or third-generation Latino. As stated in Part 1, the desire to assimilate or acculturate is really the 

desire to fit in. The desire to fit in does not always come to fruition for second-generation 

Latinos in a complete way as they often find themselves neither here nor there. Of course we 

remember that we are considering a generalization and every individual will be at a different 

place as they determine their own identity. Either way, we are equipped with a unique tool. We 

have the privilege of proclaiming the gospel to those who may be grappling with who they are 

and where they belong culturally. The pastor who recognizes this struggle gets to point out their 

Christian identity—who they are in Christ. Paul wrote to the Galatians, “So in Christ Jesus you 

are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 

yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male 

and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26-28). 

The unity of the Christian Church that Paul expresses in Galatians serves as a great 

reminder when considering potential tensions and differences among a group of believers in the 

visible church. As all Christians are sons and daughters of God, a group of Christians makes up a 

family. A congregation that sees itself as a family, for that is what they are, is a great 

encouragement to believers regardless of ethnicity. That value is even magnified in a Hispanic 

congregation since Latinos place a high value on la familia (family). That is a great blessing that 
                                                

55 Interview with Pastor Timothy Otto, 19 November 2013. 
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rises above all the challenges we have considered so far. In his study of several Hispanic 

congregations in the Midwest, Crane notes:    

Given the importance that Latinos place on familial relationships, it is no surprise that 
Latino religious identity is also cast in terms of la familia… Latino congregations are like 
extended families, with open displays of warmth and affection, with people referring to 
each other as hermano [brother] and hermana [sister]. Latino congregations are therefore 
places where the cultural notions of family are enacted and celebrated.56  

While certain gaps exist between the generations in a Hispanic congregation, having an 

environment that fosters the importance of la familia gives a sense of belonging even when those 

gaps exist.   

 
Worship 

Worship is the setting in which la familia of believers is gathered together most regularly; 

therefore we consider the needs and perspectives of multiple generations in this setting. First of 

all, what is Christian worship? Christian worship is a believer’s thankful response to God’s grace 

and forgiveness. Therefore, worship is really two-fold since it involves receiving forgiveness 

from God and the believer’s response in thanksgiving and prayer. This takes place in the life of 

every individual Christian and not only does it take place in a private and personal way, it takes 

place publicly where believers gather; God speaks, and his people respond.57  

What guides Christian worship, and even defines our Lutheran worship, is the 

predominance of the gospel. The gospel is at the very heart and core of worship and it is the 

governing principle of Lutheran worship.58 The gospel is the one universal aspect of Christian 

worship that cannot change. At the same time, the form or style of worship (i.e. liturgy, music, 

etc.) is quite variable. Scripture does not prescribe specific styles of worship in the New 

Testament; it is a matter of Christian freedom. Each group of Christians is free to worship God 

according to their circumstances of time and culture.59 So how is Latino worship in our 

congregations going to be the same as an Anglo congregation? The message is the same! How 

will it be, at the same time, quite different? The cultural differences will no doubt be reflected in 
                                                

56 Crane, 180. 
57 Gary Baumler and Kermit Moldenhauer (Editors), Christian Worship: Manual (Milwaukee: NPH, 1993), 

3,4. 
58 Douglas R. Groll, La Adoración Bíblica: Enfoques Hacia la Adoración Hispana (St. Louis: CPH, 2005), 

30.  
59 Ibid, 23. 
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the language (verbally and bodily), the music, and the interaction between the congregation and 

the pastor. We will briefly consider what shapes Latino worship. 

Popular religion refers to the religious practices and customs of a certain group that have 

been determined by cultural and historical factors. So, the popular religion of the Latin American 

culture helps us understand what shapes Hispanic worship styles and preferences. Many Latinos 

come from a predominately Catholic background, but Latino Catholicism is quite different from 

the Roman Catholicism we encounter in North America. Latin American popular religion has not 

only been shaped by the Catholicism introduced by the Spanish conquistadores of the 16th 

Century, but also by the indigenous religious customs that had been in place long before. Popular 

religion of Latin America has been described in terms of syncretism, where Christian theology 

and indigenous beliefs have blended. We could speak in great depth about the theological 

implications of Latin American popular religion, but we are primarily concerned with how 

popular religion influences Hispanic worship.60  

 Fiestas are a prime example of how popular religion influences Hispanic worship. 

Rodolfo Blank writes, “Mexican festivals, such as public ceremonies with ecclesiastical services, 

processions, food and drink, dancing, floral decoration, artificial flames, costumes and music, 

combine elements of Christian rites with traditional forms of indigenous ritual” (my 

translation).61 One example would be the Mexican tradition of quinceañeras (the celebrations of 

a girl’s 15th birthday). The fiesta mentality is not only displayed at special ceremonies, but also 

in regular worship services. I have observed this at St. Peter Lutheran Church in Milwaukee on 

Sundays when I attended the Spanish service. Worshipers enter church as if they are coming to a 

party. They greet fellow worshipers with excitement and joy. The fiesta mentality is carried into 

the worship service as the songs are often upbeat and accompanied by piano, guitar, and 

sometimes drums. Worshipers may even sway and audibly tap along to the music as they sing. 

During the sermon, there is no such thing as a rhetorical question as answers are freely shared 

with the preacher. Finally, at the end of the service, the fiesta is not quite over as worshipers will 

greet each other after the benediction with the words paz de Cristo (the peace of Christ), hug and 

                                                
60 For more on Popular Religion, read Rodolfo Blank, Teología y Misión en América Latina (St. Luis: CPH, 

1996), 71ff.  
61 Ibid, 80. 
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maybe even a kiss on the cheek.62 The fiesta phenomenon can also be summed up like this:  

When Hispanics come to worship, they come to a family fiesta. Hispanic worship is a 
festive celebration when the extended family gathers together to praise God and celebrate 
having one another as family. It is therefore just as festive as the birthday party or 
graduation celebration in the dominant culture.63 

 As we recognize the importance of fiesta in a Latino’s worship experience we are not just 

turning church into a party. We allow the more emotive and expressive characteristics of the 

Hispanic culture to be a natural part of worship. We should also clarify that enthusiasm and 

emotionalism are not the main focus as one might see in Pentecostalism, or in other evangelical 

Latino churches as well. The fiesta mentality is one reason Pentecostalism appeals to the popular 

religion of Hispanics.64 In fact, many Hispanics are leaving the Catholic Church and pouring into 

such congregations in the US.65 Regardless of the audience, in Lutheran worship the gospel has 

to predominate, otherwise worship just becomes a party with some Christian music. We also 

have to keep in mind Paul’s encouragement that when it comes to worship, “everything should 

be done in a fitting and orderly way” (1 Cor 14:40). Worship can be orderly, gospel-centered, 

and fiesta-spirited all at the same time. Therefore, Hispanic worship as it is observed in our 

circles is most certainly Lutheran worship.66   

Second- and third-generation perspectives on Hispanic worship. We have considered 

Hispanic worship preferences in general, but how do US-born Latinos weigh in on the 

discussion? The language in which the service is conducted is the first need often addressed. 

“Hispanic children and young people who are not fluent in Spanish will be marginalized by 

Spanish-only worship experiences unless some portion of the worship service is in English.”67 

                                                
62 It is typical for a man to kiss a woman with whom he is acquainted on the cheek. This is also common 

between two woman when the greet each other. Men often greet each other with just a hug.   
63 Maynard-Ried, 182. 
64 Ibid, 174. In addition to the “emotional” appeal of Pentecostalism, this denomination may also draw in 

Hispanics because it provides the hope that life’s challenges can be addressed immediately (i.e. faith healings and 
etc.…).  

65 Elizabeth Dias, “The Latino Reformation” (Time Magazine: 15 April 2013, 20-28). 
66 An anecdote that highlights “Lutheran-ness” of Hispanic worship in the WELS: Perhaps one of the most 

memorable Reformation services I have been to was a joint Hispanic Reformation service at Christ Lutheran Church 
in Milwaukee on 1 November 2013. Lutheran hymns were sung in a lively way with piano, guitar and drums, 
confession and absolution were part of the dialogue, the gospel predominated in the entire service and in the sermon, 
and grade school students even performed a Reformation drama of Luther at the Diet of Worms. The service was 
truly Lutheran. It was truly Latino. It was edifying even for a Lutheran gringo like me. 

67 Rodríguez, 150. 
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Well then, why not send them to the English service? Many of our Hispanic Congregations in the 

WELS are attached to a larger Anglo congregation so it is a pertinent question.  

 It may seem like a very logical option to mainstream highly assimilated native-born 

Latinos into the English-speaking Anglo congregation and many well-intentioned leaders have 

suggested that. After all, from what we have discussed in terms of language and assimilation, 

second- and third-generation Latinos often prefer to speak English over Spanish. Culturally 

speaking, they have also become very much Americanized.  

For, while the operative language of the majority of US Latino youth may be English and 
their cultural world may be moving decidedly in the direction of becoming increasingly 
egocentric, their religiosity, as that aspect of their culture most resistant to acculturation, 
is most likely still strikingly Latino/a.68  

The solution of attending the English service might make sense if language is the only issue, but 

often it is not. Just because a native-born Latino more than likely prefers to use English does not 

mean he or she will be more comfortable in the Anglo worship service. There remains that strong 

influence from their cultural heritage and Latino popular religion that has been passed down to 

them from their parents and grandparents.  

 From the example of Amalia, the case study of a Guatemalan-American young woman, 

we also see this to be true. Amalia had become quite acculturated into US culture and had 

learned English quite well in the US. However, when asked if she prayed in English or Spanish, 

Amalia said, “I feel he [God] doesn’t understand me in English. Like I’m being fake in 

English.”69 Her worship preference was so deeply influenced by her family’s culture. Even 

though Amalia had become quite acculturated and comfortable in English and eventually 

identified herself as “American,” she still felt that the only way to worship God was in Spanish 

in her Latino congregation. In Amalia’s case, she was quite bilingual so language for her was not 

an issue. But what about other native-born Latinos who are not proficient in Spanish? 

 There is still something familiar about Hispanic worship style and the familial 

environment of a Hispanic congregation for second- and third-generation Latinos. The pastor of 

the Hispanic congregation at Risen Savior Lutheran Church in Orlando, FL shared his 

experience: 

                                                
68 Riebe-Estrella, 314, 15. 
69 Eck, 75. 
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Most of our Spanish congregation is functional in English and all the youth are primarily 
English-speakers. I thought the logical thing was to encourage the Spanish group to 
attend the English services. I tried to unite the two groups into one service. And the 
Spanish group just stopped coming entirely. My assumption was that the biggest 
difference was language. But although many of them could worship and understand 
English, they didn’t want to go to worship at 10am. It was too early. They liked our 
service at noon. Also, they didn’t want to leave their group whom they have come to love 
like family. They also didn’t want to stop singing their favorite worship songs in 
Spanish.70 

In another conversation with the same pastor, he commented that even for the children who did 

not really understand Spanish there was still something about singing Spanish hymns that felt 

like home. The quotation above also highlights the importance of the family atmosphere and 

distinct worship style that are found in Hispanic worship. Language is not the only factor that 

determines one’s perspective and preference concerning worship.  

At the same time, language is still a factor that cannot be ignored entirely. There is a clear 

need for more English in worship as the second and third generations in a congregation have lost 

the ability to speak Spanish fluently at various rates. US-born Latinos who become frustrated 

that they cannot understand what is going on in worship often leave the congregation and do not 

transition into the English service of the Anglo congregation because they are still Latinos at 

heart. Another WELS pastor shared an example of this happening in his congregation. The 

children came to church with their parents, but their kids just could not understand the service so 

they eventually stopped coming.71 So the need is clear. Worship has to be intelligible to 

individuals. It also has to be culturally relevant to Latinos of various generations.  

 
Education 

Determining needs and perspectives of a multigenerational family in a Hispanic 

congregation will be a little more straightforward since much has already been said concerning 

language and cultural implications in a multigenerational setting. In this brief section we are 

referring to the primary forms of education typically carried out in a congregation, such as adult 

Bible class, Sunday School, catechism and Bible information classes (BIC). 

One extremely variable factor to consider is the level of education of individuals in a 

                                                
70 Interview with Pastor Ben Sadler, 28 October 2013. 
71 The Pastor and the congregation will remain anonymous. Later in the interview it was shared that this 

same family has returned to worship since more English components were added to the Hispanic service.  
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congregation. Foreign-born Latinos statistically have a lower educational level than native-born 

Latinos (see figure 7). There will likely be a variety of educational levels among such individuals 

within a congregation. Another thing to consider is that first-generation Latinos will more than 

likely prefer and require education such as BIC and Bible study to be in Spanish. Likewise, the 

second and third generations will likely prefer and even require English over Spanish for 

instruction. For such individuals in adult Bible classes or BICs, material will need to be provided 

in English or bilingually when there is a combination of foreign-born and native-born Latinos in 

one setting.  

The needs of Latino youth in education are rather simple to identify since they have 

already become accustomed to secular education in the dominant culture and language.  

While they may speak Spanish at home, or at least understand their parents who speak to 
them in Spanish (though they respond in English), English is the language they use in 
school… Because of their almost constant immersion in English outside of the family, 
their English vocabulary far outstrips in size and sophistication the Spanish vocabulary.72 

At younger ages, certain children may be less proficient in English depending on what 

language is used at home most frequently. English proficiency will increase for those children as 

they advance in school, but younger children in a Sunday School setting may need or be more 

comfortable if both Spanish and English are used. I have noticed this at Saint Peter during 

children’s sermons. Questions will be asked in English and Spanish, and some children will 

respond in Spanish, some will respond in English. The children who respond in Spanish are often 

the younger ones in the group; the older children almost always respond in English.     

The need of a young Latino in catechism class is likely more consistent. By the time a 

child has reached the sixth or seventh grade, all of their instruction has been in English. The 

Spanish that they might know is likely more conversational, and not academic. Therefore, they 

will benefit more from instruction that is done in English. The comment of one pastor sums up 

this section’s point quite well. “My thought is that the younger generations will continue to be ok 

with worship in Spanish but will prefer Bible instruction in English.”73 Given all that we have 

discussed so far concerning language preference of younger generations, that conclusion is no 

surprise.   

At the same time, what we said in the section on worship is also true for education; 
                                                

72 Riebe-Estrella, 314. 
73 Interview, 5 November 2013. 
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language is not the only factor. What one researcher said about secular education can also apply 

to religious education; “Teachers need to be aware of a variety of Latino experiences in order to 

be more effective in the classroom.”74 Children and adults alike who are from the second and 

third generation have various backgrounds. The variety of experiences might be thought of in 

terms of cultural customs and values that are practiced in the home. The variety may also be 

witnessed in terms of country of origin, which brings to the table a variety of cultural and 

linguistic differences among Latinos. The list of examples could go on for pages. What is true for 

any educator is also true for the pastor educating his flock with God’s Word; he must know his 

students and where they come from in order to best serve them.  

Finally as we discuss education as it pertains to Hispanic ministry among the generations, 

it is important to remember that Christian education does not only happen at church. Above we 

discussed the importance of family especially for Latinos and how it influences their 

involvement in church. The home and family also has a profound influence on an individual’s 

religious education. A Roman Catholic source especially notes the influence that women in a 

Hispanic family have on religious education: “Women are the center and pillars of the families, 

and Latino popular Catholicism is definitely woman-emphatic.”75 A first-generation Latino 

prospective member, with whom I had been conducting in-home BICs, mentioned his 

grandmother to me several times. He almost always started by saying, “My grandmother, she 

was two hundred percent catholic, and she would say…” Then he would proceed to share the 

beliefs that his grandmother impressed upon him. Those beliefs were not always biblical, but the 

point illustrates the influence this man’s family had on his religious education.   

 A WELS pastor also shared a similar thought with me concerning the influence of 

family. There are several families in his congregation where grandparents attend with their 

grandchildren. He highlighted the importance of family support since some families in our 

Lutheran churches feel pressure because they are not attending a Catholic church. “What mom 

and grandma think about our church carries a lot of weight with the families I have 

encountered.”76  

                                                
74 Eck, 70. 
75 Valerie Torres, "La Familia as Locus Theologicus and Religious Education in Lo Cotidiano [Daily Life]" 

(Religious Education 105, no. 4, July 2010: 444-461) 447.   
76 Interview, 5 November 2013. 
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In this paper we address the challenge of having multiple generations in one place; but at 

the same time it is the greatest blessing. Having three generations present in one congregation 

may appeal to Latinos who place high value on family. Just as God highlighted the importance 

that Israel teach their “children and their children’s children” and to instruct for “generations to 

come,” so we recognize the value of the Hispanic family in the Christian education of the 

younger generations.  

 
Outreach 

 Up until this point we have spoken of multigenerational families in the context of the 

congregation; but the mission fields of the surrounding community are ripe for the harvest as 

well. The trends of multigenerational Latinos also have many implications for outreach.  

Latino Reformation. As stated earlier in this paper, a majority of the Hispanic population 

has been identified as Catholic. However, many Latinos in America are leaving the Catholic 

Church to have their spiritual needs met elsewhere.  An article titled The Latino Reformation 

made the cover of Time Magazine in April, 2013. The article highlights the recent trend of 

Latinos joining “protestant” churches, or becoming evangélico.77 The term protestant or 

evangélico is very broad, and so Lutheranism is often lumped into the same category. The 

variety of Protestantism that is experiencing the most growth among Latinos is Pentecostalism.78 

While Latinos are flocking to evangelical churches with an atmosphere and theology far different 

from what they will find in our WELS congregations, we do well to note this trend and the 

opportunities it presents. The fact is that many Latinos in America are looking elsewhere, other 

than the Roman Catholic Church, to meet their spiritual needs. The percentage of those who are 

affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church decreases significantly among subsequent generations 

of US-born Latinos and affiliation to a protestant denomination increases respectively (see figure 

8). Native-born Latinos who depart from the tradition of their Catholic ancestors are in need of a 

congregation that respects both their cultural heritage and language preference. 

Culture of Poverty. Another important point highlighted in Time Magazine’s article is 

                                                
77 Evangélico among Latinos is not synonymous with evangelical as in the evangelical theology. It may be 

used in broader terms as protestant is often used to distinguish from the Catholic Church. See Rodríguez, A Future 
for the Lation Church, 28.  

78 Dias, 28. 
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that the “evangélico boom is inextricably linked to the immigrant experience.”79 Many Latinos in 

the US have either immigrated or have been born into immigrant families. That immigrant 

experience is often characterized by a culture of poverty. Rodolfo Blank in his book, Teología y 

Misión en América Latina, reminds us “There exist differences between the evangelist and the 

evangelized on the level of worldview.” In other words, the worldview of a middleclass Anglo 

varies greatly from that of the average Latin American immigrant because of social experience 

and status. Blank advises, “In order to evangelize effectively among [people of lower 

socioeconomic class], who for generations and generations have been poor and marginalized, it 

is indispensible to know something concerning that which is called “culture of poverty” (my 

translation).80    

In order to understand a little more about the theory of culture of poverty, we consider 

five key characteristics: 

1. There is an orientation toward the present and not the future. The future is uncertain. 
2. There is the idea of fatalism and resignation. It is understood that poverty has been 

determined by God, luck, or a cosmic law like karma. 
3. Space is more important than time. For members of the middle class time is money. 

For those who live in a culture of poverty, this is not the case. There is time for 
personal relationships. 

4. The concept of the limitation of good [fortune] predominates. All the desirable things 
in life, such as land, wealth, health, etc.… exist in limited quantities and cannot meet 
the needs of everyone in society.  

5. Members of the community search for their security in establishing relationships of 
dependence with family and friends (my translation).81   

Understanding these key perspectives is essential to reaching out to Latinos who come 

from a culture of poverty. Individuals in such a community have in mind the “here and now” as 

material needs confront them every day. We have a unique opportunity to address their needs not 

only in terms of here and now but especially in terms of “now and in eternity.” In order to bridge 

that gap between present material needs and eternal spiritual needs, we keep in mind the factors 

listed above that shape worldview.  

The culture of poverty is not only experienced by immigrants from Latin America, but 

also their children and grandchildren. Latino youth in America have a need not unlike other 

                                                
79 Ibid, 24. 
80 Blank, 125.  
81 Ibid, 126-128. 
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inner-city minority groups in America. “Like children of immigrants before them, the challenges 

faced by second-generation Hispanic children, teens and young adults are not new. They must 

deal with dropout, poverty, etc.”82 Many Latino youth in America identify with the same culture 

of poverty as their immigrant parents or grandparents. While many of their needs are material 

and social, what is at the heart of the issue is the underlying need to hear the gospel.  

 As we discuss a culture of poverty, we are careful not to lump all Latinos into the same 

social class. In fact, there are many upwardly mobile Latinos, especially of the second and 

subsequent generations.83 Nonetheless, they are still part of a minority culture that has been 

characterized by poverty and discrimination for over a century. “The legacy of 150 years of 

cultural conflict, marginalization and discrimination has alienated many US-born Latinos from 

institutions of the dominant group, including the church.”84 This reinforces the importance of 

doing outreach among native-born Latinos. They too are part of the harvest field and they share a 

common need with all mankind regardless of socioeconomic class—a relationship with God.  

 Desire for Relationship. We have already discussed the importance of familial 

relationships. What we said earlier in Part 1 about Latinos and family is also true in outreach. It 

is also interesting to note that a culture of poverty also influences a Latino’s desire to find their 

security in dependent relationships. That is really what characterizes a Christian’s relationship 

with God. For true peace and security we depend on the relationship we have with God through 

Jesus. True security is found in the fact “that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, 

not counting people’s sins against them” (2 Cor 5:19a).  

In Hispanic Realities Impacting America: Implications for Evangelism and Mission, 

Daniel Sánchez emphasizes relationship over religion when reaching out to Latinos. Having a 

relationship with Jesus, he argues, “is the most effective way to help them have the spiritual 

resources they need to face the challenges of life on this earth and have a strong sense of 

assurance about their eternal destiny.” 85 As we meet people wherever they may be in order to do 

                                                
82 Rodríguez,105. 
83 Passel and Cohn. US-born Latinos are more likely to have higher educational and socioeconomic levels 

than their foreign-born counter parts.  
84 Rodríguez, 76. 
85 Sánchez, 110. As he makes this point, Sánchez implies that a “decision for Christ” and a personal 

experience is what makes a relationship with God possible. On that we cannot agree. The relationship we have with 
God is through faith, and that is not by our work (Eph 2:9 and 1Cor 12:3b). At the same time Sánchez appropriately 
highlights the key spiritual need of all people—connecting them to Jesus for comfort in this life and in eternity.     



 

  33 

effective outreach, we must recognize their needs and where they come from, both socially and 

culturally. Then we may serve them more effectively with the gospel and connect them to Christ.  

 
Summary 

 In this section we have considered the perspectives and needs of multiple generations as 

they pertain to Hispanic ministry. Hispanic congregations are rich with cultural heritage that 

transcends generations. Furthermore, where God’s Word is proclaimed faithfully, a message is 

heard that transcends all generations and cultures.   

We already know, from a glance at the trends in population growth, that US-born Latinos 

are a growing part of the Hispanic population. However, first-generation Latinos remain a part of 

the mission field. The challenge that this presents to a congregation carrying out cross-cultural 

ministry among Latinos is that its programs are often compartmentalized; there is the “English” 

ministry and there is the “Spanish” ministry. This dichotomy is most evident in the area of 

worship. For example, a congregation that offers both a Hispanic (Spanish) worship service and 

an English service offers no in-between for second- and third-generation Latinos. The second 

and especially the third generation might not feel entirely comfortable in a Spanish-only service 

because the vast majority of their social interaction is done in English. On the other hand, they 

may not feel comfortable in the English service dominated by Anglos because of their cultural 

heritage. It is not simply a matter of picking one side of the congregation over the other. Also, it 

is not necessarily realistic for every WELS congregation to navigate the in between by simply 

adding a third service, so we often find multiple generations in one setting. How then do we 

address the issue of multigenerational Latinos as it arises in our communities and congregations 

in order to minister to all generations effectively? 

 

PART 3: ADDRESSING THE ISSUE 

 Proposing one solution to the challenge of shepherding multiple generations in one 

congregation is far too ambitious, and even impossible. It may even be presumptuous coming 

from one who has a very limited experience in Hispanic ministry. Rather, in this final section we 

will consider what could be done or what has been done already in our synod to address the 

multigenerational factor in Hispanic ministry. For this we draw on the experiences of various 

WELS congregations as well as some observations from outside our circles.  
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Also, as we address the issue we must realize that one size does not fit all. Some 

congregations simply might not be experiencing this challenge yet because the core group is 

primarily made up of first-generation Latinos. Christ Lutheran Church in Milwaukee is an 

example of this. Even the youth in the congregation are comfortable with Spanish and even 

converse in Spanish after church.86 Saint Peter Lutheran Church in Milwaukee, less than one 

mile down the street, is serving multiple generations and is currently grappling with the 

challenges that exist.   

We also have to keep in mind the goal of the pastor who serves multiple generations. 

Crane, in Latino Churches: Faith, Family, and Ethnicity in the Second Generation, and others 

observe that the Hispanic congregation serves as a cultural resource to help Latino youth 

maintain their culture and heritage language.87 That may very well be the case. The preservation 

of one’s heritage is certainly something to be valued; however it is not a pastor’s task to preserve 

cultural heritage and ensure language maintenance. Our mission is to address the spiritual needs 

of each individual within a congregation with the gospel. To achieve that, English may have to 

be used with some and Spanish with others.  

 
Reevaluating Hispanic Ministry 

Whether we speak of worship, education or outreach as one reevaluates Hispanic 

ministry, we must ask the question: “Where are people at?” No doubt they are in many different 

places when it comes to language preference and assimilation. Gary Riebe-Estrella notes in his 

essay A Youthful community: Theological and Ministerial Challenges,  

Effective pastoral ministry to US Latino youth must take into account the acculturation 
process that these young people are experiencing. This means locating them on the 
multidimensional model and so responding to the different rates of acculturation 
occurring in the different aspects of their lives.88 

I would add to that thought and say that pastoral ministry to Latinos of all ages must consider the 

acculturation process of every member and family. Having in mind the experiences that have 

shaped the lives and identities of those in the congregation allows the pastor to better serve 

individuals and the congregation as a whole.  

                                                
86 Tim Flunker and Tim Otto confirmed this about Christ Lutheran Church in separate interviews.  
87 Crane, 8; also see Torres, 455 and Eck, 75. 
88 Riebe-Estrella, 315. 



 

  35 

 Another thing to keep in mind as we evaluate and reevaluate ministry efforts is the 

biblical principles that guide Christian freedom. In Part Two, under Worship, we discussed 

Paul’s guideline that “everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way” (1 Cor 14:40). 

Earlier in his first letter to the Corinthians, at the end of Chapter 10, Paul speaks about a 

Christian’s freedom to eat certain meats purchased in the market even if those meats may have 

been sacrificed to idols. While it may be entirely “permissible”89 for a Christian to do so, it may 

not be beneficial. In exercising one’s freedom Paul says, “No one should seek their own good, 

but the good of others” (1 Cor 10:24). Love and concern for our brothers and sisters in Christ is 

the key guideline for exercising Christian freedom. Paul wraps up this thought by saying, “Do 

not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God—even as I try to please 

everyone in every way. For I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they 

may be saved” (1 Cor 10:32,3).  

Paul is not simply saying he is trying to please everyone who walks through the church 

doors. Ministry in multigenerational Hispanic congregations is not just about making everyone 

happy. It is, on the other hand, about seeking the “good of many” and addressing their specific 

needs “so that they may be saved.” Reevaluating ministry efforts has in mind the eternal 

salvation of souls as leaders seek new ways to communicate the same gospel message.    

 
Worship 

 As one reevaluates worship style or mechanics, they must not confuse what can change 

and what must remain constant in worship. The distinction is best stated below:  

I argue that constancy—those common factors and universals at the core of worship—
must be balanced with diversity, particular practices grounded in a local setting. What 
remains essential and constant in all cultural traditions must not be the mechanics of the 
liturgy, for these lend themselves to cultural adaptation. It must be those core elements 
that transcend both time and space.90 

What remains constant? The gospel! The gospel transcends time, culture, ethnicity, and 

language. But the gospel is nonetheless communicated through human languages. Overcoming 

that linguistic barrier is often key in communicating the gospel in a multigenerational setting.     

                                                
89 The 1984 edition of the NIV reads, “Everything is permissible,” in 1 Cor 10:23. The 2011edition reads, 

“I have the right to do anything.” 
90 Maynard-Reid, 42. 
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Case studies in Daniel Rodríguez’s book, The Future for Latino Churches, highlight 

Hispanic congregations in the US that had been worshiping in Spanish for decades. The common 

thought among those congregations was that Hispanic ministry must be done in Spanish. The 

same thought has been echoed by leaders in our circles as well:  

For the longest time in our synod, we had a well intentioned philosophy, that was born 
out of ignorance, that if you deal with people who speak Spanish you do everything in 
Spanish all the time. This was because we had carried out mission work south of the 
border and that was the model we had. And we applied the same principles north of the 
border because that’s what they want, so we thought.91 

The congregations in Rodríguez’s book realized the need to adapt in order to reach 

Latinos of the second and subsequent generations who did not fit the Spanish-only ministry 

model. That meant offering a worship service to Latinos that still appealed to their cultural 

heritage, but that were done in English.  Perhaps the prime example of this taking place in the 

WELS is Pan de Vida/Bread of Life Lutheran Church in Santa Ana, CA. Pan de Vida started in 

2001 with Spanish services to reach the Latinos in that community. Four years later they added 

an English service to accommodate Hispanics who preferred English and their friends and 

families who were used to that culture. Currently, the first service is in Spanish and the second 

service is nearly identical, except it is in English.92 

Other Hispanic congregations in the WELS differ from Pan de Vida in Santa Ana in that 

they have been born out of existing Anglo congregations. Therefore, the English service is going 

to be quite different from the Spanish service in atmosphere and worship style. In Part 2, we 

considered the example of Risen Savior Lutheran Church in Orlando, FL. The pastor took time 

to carefully reevaluate the current worship and members even seemed to be on board with 

switching to an English service since most of them spoke English. However, many stopped 

attending. The big issue was the time of the service, but also the music and the language. People 

were simply more comfortable worshiping in their cultural context with language and music that 

reflected that. The blessing that arose from that trial and error period is that it strengthened the 

Hispanic congregation. As “Spanglish” is common among its members, so English is splashed 

                                                
91 Interview with Board for Home Mission Hispanic Outreach Consultant, Timothy Flunker, 8 October 

2013. 
92 Information gathered from interviews both with Pastor Flunker and Pastor Foley from Pan de Vida. 

Worship services may be viewed online in both English and Spanish at www.pandevidbreadoflife.com.   
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into the worship service. The bit of advice the pastor at Risen Savior shared was to “preach how 

the people speak in the home.”93 

Other congregations are attempting various solutions in order to incorporate multiple 

generations into one service. When I first began to attend St. Peter Lutheran Church in 

Milwaukee in 2010, the worship service was done entirely in Spanish with the exception of the 

children’s sermon. The presence of multigenerational families has necessitated a reevaluation of 

worship. Today, songs are still sung in Spanish and the liturgy is conducted in Spanish but 

English is incorporated into the service. The theme of the service is typically stated in English as 

well as Spanish. Introductions to each Scripture reading are given orally in both English and 

Spanish. Children’s sermons are done bilingually. In the fall of 2013, English was gradually 

introduced into the sermon at first by projecting a translation paragraph by paragraph as the 

sermon was preached in Spanish. At the start of 2014, Pastor Tim Otto began preaching his 

sermon bilingually.94 The liturgy and songs remain primarily in Spanish. There has been very 

positive feedback from the younger and older generations to the adaptations that have been 

made. Perhaps this is because the older generation is seeking the good of their children and 

grandchildren in order that they too may be edified by worship and remain in God’s Word. 

Evaluating Bilingual Services. Bilingual services are a logical way to accommodate both 

English and Spanish-speakers in one setting, but are they ideal? I have encountered somewhat 

mixed thoughts on that question from pastors of Hispanic congregations in the WELS and from 

outside sources as well. In Bilingual Liturgy: A US Latino Perspective, Jorge Presmanes takes a 

middle-of-the-road stance and cautions against bilingual services that are intended to be merely a 

quick fix. He further argues that bilingual liturgy should be the “exception, not the rule.”95 In 

other words, bilingual services, he claims, should be reserved for special occasions and special 

                                                
93 Interview with Pastor Ben Sadler, 28 October 2013 and follow up on 29 October. The advice to “preach 

to the people as they talk at home” was advice from a colleague in the ministry. 
94 Having an English translation projected during the sermon seemed to be helpful at St. Peter. It was 

almost like watching a Spanish movie with English subtitles. You could hear the tone of voice of the preacher and 
see his body language, but you could also understand what he was trying to say, thanks to the “subtitles.” The down 
side to the translation being projected is that the younger members were not able to keep up or stay focused the 
entire sermon. As a result, the transition was made to preaching bilingually. Such a task is challenging but what I 
have observed is done very well. A thought is said in Spanish and again in English without disrupting the flow of the 
sermon.  

95 Jorge L Presmanes, “Bilingual liturgy: a US Latino perspective,” (Liturgical Ministry 16, June 1, 2007),  
139. 
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services where it is necessary to bring together two monolingual groups. One example might be 

an ordination or festival service. St. Peter Lutheran Church traditionally has a bilingual 

Thanksgiving service. Christ Lutheran Church in Denver, CO also offers a bilingual service on 

Thanksgiving in addition to a bilingual Ash Wednesday service.96 

The examples given above are intended to address audiences from an Anglo congregation 

and Hispanic congregation in one setting, but what about regular bilingual efforts that attempt to 

keep families together and attract English-speaking Latinos? From Rodríguez’s case studies he 

concludes that “logistics of bilingual services not only exhausted the pastoral staff and worship 

team, but they also left many members and guests frustrated and bored.”97 Several WELS pastors 

have shared similar sentiments concerning bilingual liturgy. Christ Lutheran Church, Denver, 

began by doing bilingual services every Sunday but “it became quite tedious each week to go 

back and forth between languages.” Some pastors expressed that bilingual worship can be done 

well, but they seemed to suggest it with reluctance. Another pastor shared his opinion that many 

have tried to do bilingual worship, but it often fails to meet the needs of the majority. And yet 

another commented “bilingual corporate worship tends to not work as well, as it doubles the time 

component and halves the paying attention component.” The consensus I have gathered from 

several interviews is that bilingual services may be useful but not on a regular basis. (For 

samples of bilingual services for special occasions, see Appendix B)  

 
Education  

Tackling the linguistic barriers in this area has already been identified in Part 2. 

Addressing the issue as it arises in this area of ministry can therefore be summarized more 

succinctly. One pastor highlighted the importance of Sunday School to educate children in his 

congregation, especially the ones who do not know Spanish. An effective Sunday School 

program requires willing and faithful members to help staff and coordinate it. Teachers may also 

have to be bilingual depending on the group of children. Pastors interviewed reported that 

catechism instruction for teens is primarily taught in English.   

For adult education there may be several different options. Small group studies and in-

home settings may be one effective way to instruct multiple generations. The benefit of the small 

                                                
96 Interview, 5 November 2013. 
97 Rodríguez, 79. 
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group Bible study is that the leader can address the group as they would commonly address one 

another. If English is spoke in the home or in that group, of course the Bible class will be led in 

English. If Spanish is the preference, then Spanish it is. If both, then why not los dos? The 

setback of small group Bible studies is that it may take much preparation on the part of the pastor 

if there are various groups.  

Another approach is to offer one large group adult Bible study in which the leader is 

proficient enough to conduct it in both Spanish and English. Bilingual Bible studies have been 

offered recently at St. Peter Lutheran Church immediately following the worship service. A 

study guide is provided with passages and questions in English and Spanish (see Appendix C). 

Readers alternate between Spanish and English, questions are asked in both languages, and the 

students respond in their language of preference. Sometimes it is English, sometimes it is 

Spanish, and sometimes it is both.  

 
Outreach   

Reevaluating outreach efforts of a Hispanic ministry presents the question: “Are we 

reaching out merely to people who speak Spanish, or also to Latinos that have lived in the US 

their entire lives and strongly prefer English?” That might strike you as an obvious question. Of 

course we want to reach everyone with the gospel! At the same time, carrying out outreach that 

aims only at Spanish-speaking Latinos and making use of resources that are printed only in 

Spanish overlooks a large number of Latinos in the US.  

The first step in achieving that may simply be to print outreach materials in both Spanish 

and English. In her study of bilingualism in America, Shin notes that bilinguals are more likely 

to respond to advertisement that also uses English, even if they do understand Spanish.98 Now, if 

we apply that to outreach to Latinos, we may be reaching a broader range of people. Taking that 

into account also means the possibility of reaching more individuals with the gospel. In the fall 

of 2013, Trinity Lutheran Church in Waukesha, WI sent out nearly 4,000 post cards into the 

surrounding community as the congregation is in the early stages of Hispanic outreach. The same 

information was provided on the front and back; English on one side and Spanish on the other 

(See Appendix D). 

Trinity Lutheran Church also serves as a great example of a WELS congregation that has 

                                                
98 Shin, 37. 
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reevaluated its outreach strategy to reach the Latino population in its neighborhood. Trinity has 

existed as a congregation for over 125 years and has no doubt seen a change in demographics 

over the past century. However, the Latino population is not a recent addition to Waukesha’s 

community. Rather, the Hispanic community dates back to 1920s when Latino migrant workers 

and their families left the fields and came to work more permanently in factories. Today it is 

estimated that 15,000 Latinos live in Waukesha County, and the majority of them live right in the 

City of Waukesha.99  

Therefore, the multigenerational component is very much a part of the Latino community 

in Waukesha. I have also witnessed that component in Waukesha personally as part of Trinity’s 

outreach effort. I have spoken to many Latinos who have lived in Waukesha their whole lives 

and who no longer speak Spanish. I spoke with one woman during a canvass who lamented the 

fact that she never learned Spanish: “But that was the way our parents brought us up, they 

wanted us to be American.” On the other hand, I have encountered many foreign-born Latinos 

who have recently moved to the area. Some have come from Milwaukee because a smaller city 

like Waukesha, they observed, is más tranquila (more laid-back/peaceful).  

Given the Latino community of Waukesha, this presents Trinity, and other congregations 

in similar communities, with the opportunity to reach Latinos from multiple generations. One 

family specifically comes to mind. I met a mother during a canvass one evening. Her Anglo 

neighbor from across the street said, “Go knock on that door over there, they all speak Spanish.” 

So I did. Her daughter, about 10, answered the door and I introduced myself in Spanish and 

English and she politely informed me that she did not speak Spanish and the rest of her family 

spoke English as well. The mother came to the door and, sure enough, she spoke English like a 

North American because that is where she grew up. This particular woman expressed the desire 

to have her children baptized. She wanted it done in a church where the service could be done in 

Spanish and English because her parents did not know English, but her children did not know 

Spanish. There is an opportunity to serve three different generations all in one family. Only time 

will tell how God will bless that opportunity, but it is just one example of the multigenerational 

component that has us rethinking the way we do outreach among Latinos.      

Another consideration is how worship might factor into a congregation’s outreach. In 

Time Magazine’s article, referenced earlier, the leader of New Life Covenant Church in Chicago 
                                                

99 Walter Sava and Anselmo Villarreal, Latinos in Waukesha (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2007), 7.  
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is quoted: “We started English services to reach third-generation Hispanics who love their 

culture… but prefer to hear a sermon in English.”100  This is a great example of the synergism 

between worship and outreach. The purpose of adding an English service was not just to meet 

the needs of families within the congregation, but also to reach un-churched second- and third-

generation Latinos. Pan de Vida in Santa Ana, also referenced earlier, provides a similar 

example of how an added English service might serve as an outreach opportunity to bring friends 

and family members to the service that appeals most to their language preference.   

Finally, outreach is primarily concerned with meeting the spiritual needs of individuals 

with the gospel. That is how we define evangelism—sharing the gospel. However, outreach 

efforts may address other needs, material and social, in order to build relationships for the overall 

purpose of evangelism. In Part 2 under Outreach we discussed the social concerns of Latino 

youth who find themselves in at-risk urban areas. Youth programs may be a viable opportunity to 

reach younger generation Latinos and their families with the gospel. Such a program already 

exists to reach African American youth in the inner city of Milwaukee. Lighthouse Youth Center 

is a WELS sponsored organization that provides children and teens with after-school tutoring 

and recreation. In addition to meeting the social concerns of the youth it serves, the organization 

states, “Most importantly, the truths of Scripture will be taught, and the love of Christ will 

permeate everything we do.”101 Such a program would equally benefit Latino youth in 

Milwaukee’s south side.  

 
Final Considerations  

 In this section, we will briefly discuss a few final thoughts to consider as one is both 

faced with the challenge and blessed with the opportunity of serving multiple generations of 

Latinos through one ministry.   

Striving to be appropriately flexible. “Appropriately flexible” seems to be a new 

buzzword used by the seminary faculty. The goal is to train seminarians that will be flexible 

pastors, but appropriately so. Perhaps we can look to the apostle Paul as a prime example of what 

it means to be “appropriately flexible.” As he speaks about his freedom to preach the gospel, he 

concludes by saying, “To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to 

                                                
100 Dias, 23. 
101 http://www.lighthouseyouthcenter.com/about-us/.  
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all people so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 Cor 9:22). Paul recognized the 

need to meet people where they were at as he carried out mission work. To the Jews, he became 

a Jew, to the Greeks a Greek, to slaves a slave. That is, he evangelized to people in their cultural, 

linguistic and social context. Paul was flexible. But he was also appropriately flexible. He did not 

bend to the point that the gospel was changed or diluted in any way. When it came to preaching 

the gospel in all its truth and purity, Paul could not be flexible. He told the Galatians, “But even 

if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let 

them be under God’s curse!” (Gal 1:8).  

Therefore, as we strive to reach Latinos of many different generations and backgrounds, 

we strive to be appropriately flexible. This may mean tweaking the way things are done currently 

if need be. It may require some departure from the former strategies that worked decades ago to 

do Hispanic ministry. Perhaps a pastor rethinks the way he does worship in order to preach the 

gospel clearly to everyone. He may have to be flexible in the way he teaches Bible study so that 

the same pure doctrine that was taught to grandma and grandpa is taught to the younger 

generation as well. He may have to adapt to the needs of the family he meets through an outreach 

effort in order to share the good news with the entire household. The one who is appropriately 

flexible bends to meet the needs of individual for the sake of the gospel, and he does it in such a 

way that helps preach the gospel more clearly and to more people. 

Holistic Approach. In congregations that have an Anglo service and a Hispanic service, it 

is as if two separate congregations exist and simply share a location and a budget. The Anglo 

Congregation is certainly doing great mission work by seeing the need to reach Latinos in their 

community. However, it might still appear as if there are two separate congregations: an English 

and a Hispanic. Because of that, the possibility for a second- or third-generation Latino to cross 

over to the English service is less likely because it seems like two different churches.     

For some congregations, it is simply the situation where two different pastors serve the 

two congregations separately, and God be praised that the same gospel is being proclaimed to 

two different demographics. At the same time, it can be a great a blessing to have a pastor or a 

pastoral team that serves both the English and the Spanish speakers in the congregation. For 

example: there is one pastor who preaches at both the English and the Spanish service, or two 

pastors who preach at both services on alternating Sundays. This will enable a more holistic 

approach to the ministry of the congregation and help erase that dichotomy that two different 
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churches exist on the same campus. Likewise, it will make second- and third-generation Latinos 

more comfortable transitioning back and forth between the two services if the same pastor or 

pastoral team is leading both services.  

Such an approach has proved effective in certain congregations to accommodate 

multigenerational Latino families and multiple generations of Latinos in the community. 

Rodríguez proposes the holistic model of ministry in his book. He states, “In order to maintain 

unity in a multi-lingual church, there must be one vision, and it is the pastor’s duty to cast and 

nurture that vision, which he cannot do unless he is fluent in both English and Spanish.” 

Congregations like Christ Lutheran Church in Denver, Pan de Vida in Santa Ana, and other 

congregations in the WELS exemplify a more holistic approach to ministry. At Christ Lutheran 

Church, Latino teens will often attend the English service and their parents or grandparents will 

attend the Spanish service. The two services are not entirely different. Members are hearing the 

same sermon, just in their language of preference, and they are being served by the same pastor 

who has developed a relationship with all three generations.102 The same is true for Pan de Vida, 

which essentially duplicates the Hispanic service for the second service in English.  

Bridging the gap. As we reevaluate Hispanic ministry in the light of multigenerational 

congregation and community, there will exist certain linguistic and cultural gaps. Pastors may be 

able to bridge the gap to some extent by adapting and reevaluating certain areas of their ministry 

in order to shepherd the broad range of souls that are under his care. Just as essential in bridging 

those gaps is being able to utilize certain lay people who have a unique ability to navigate that 

gap between the first and subsequent generations. Often they are the second-generation Latinos 

who have acculturated into American culture and language, yet have not departed from their 

cultural heritage or language. Training such individuals to be lay leaders in the church is a 

valuable resource to tap into so that the greatest heritage, this is God’s precious Word, may 

continue to be passed down for generations to come.  

Finally, speaking of “bridging the gap,” let us keep this in mind: our Savior has bridged 

the biggest gap for us already. The infinite gap that once lay between sinful man and holy God 

was bridged once for all when Jesus laid down his life for the sins of the world. That is the very 

reason we do ministry, in the entire world, among all people, and for every generation. Christ is 

                                                
102 Some of the information about Christ Lutheran Church has been shared by various pastors, and is also 

based on personal observation from vicar year in the Denver area.   
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the Savior of all and in him all believers are one. In spite of certain gaps that may exist between 

cultures and generations, in Christ we have the most unique bond that ties every believer of 

every culture and generation together. We pray that God would continue to enable us to preach 

the very gospel that binds so many together through faith in Christ.       

 

CONCLUSION 

The title of this thesis is “The Effect of Multigenerational Families in Hispanic Ministry.” 

Identifying the effect is certainly complex and variable, if it were not, this paper would be much 

shorter. However, to concisely state the effect of multigenerational families in Hispanic ministry 

it will suffice to say that a Spanish-only approach is giving way to different methods to 

accommodate subsequent generations of Latinos. If you were to ask me several years ago what 

was the most important tool (besides the gospel) one needs to do Hispanic ministry, I would have 

said “Spanish.” Today I would say English is an equally important tool in ministry to Hispanics.  

One of the blessings I have found through this research is that there are many pastors who 

are more than willing (and certainly more qualified than I) to share their experiences and advice. 

That is one of the blessings of our small synod; it is easy to network with others who are in a 

similar niche of ministry and who can share what has worked well and maybe not so well. 

Finally, it is easy to look at the numbers, trends and cultural/linguistic phenomena that 

shed light on multigenerational issues in Latino families and in Latino communities. Yet it is 

nearly impossible to suggest a one-size-fits-all solution. Every congregation is in a unique 

community and is made up of a unique group of people. Nonetheless, as we look into the future, 

it is safe to say that if a Hispanic congregation is not currently presented with the challenge of 

ministering to multigenerational Latinos, it will be in the decades to come as families mature and 

give birth to subsequent generations. As this happens more and more in Hispanic congregations 

and communities in the US, worship, education and outreach will be adapted to maintain the 

timeless goal of the Church: to preach and teach the unchanging gospel in a changing world. God 

be with us as we endeavor toward that goal.    

 
En Cristo, our Savior! 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A –Tables and Charts103 

Figure 1 

 
Figure 2 

 

                                                
103 Tables and charts in this Appendix A are taken from Seth Motel and Eileen Patten’s “Statistical Report 

of Hispanics in the United States, 2011” unless otherwise stated. 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

 
 

Figure 5.1 
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Figure 5.2 

 
 
 

Figure 6 
 Hispanic Population by Generation; Actual and Projected 
    1960 to 2050104 
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Figure 7 
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Washington D.C.: Pew Research Center’s Hispanic Trend Project, (4 April 2012) 
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Appendix B – Samples of Bilingual Liturgy106 
 

 

                                                
106 Provided by Pastor Timothy Flunker 
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