Spain’s Historical and Spiritual Background

Even though Spain has traditionally been known as a “Catholic” country for many centuries, to regard the typical Spaniard today as a devout follower of Catholicism would be a very superficial mistake. In order to understand why this is so, it helps to know a little bit about the history of Spain. Christianity first entered Spain during the times of the Roman Empire. At this time, Mérida was the most important city in what was then known as Hispania. From the historical evidence we have, it would seem accurate to view the first Spanish Christians as sincere believers who had a personal relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ, many of whom were persecuted and even martyred for their faith. Among these were the 12-year-old girl from Mérida, Eulalia, who was brutally tortured and killed at the hands of the local governor representing the Roman Emperor Diocletian.

Unfortunately, within a relatively short period of time (70 or 80 years) legends began to spring up around the figure of Eulalia, and other “saints”, and little by little, the reverence the people showed for these “heroes of the faith” began to transform into “veneration” and eventually idolatry. At the same time, other traditions began to creep into churches near Rome and other parts of the Empire and little by little to make their way to Hispania. The records show, however, that many of these traditions were kept out of Hispania until a later date, when government authorities made special pacts with church leaders, and in the interest of unifying the Empire, religious practices from Rome were imposed.

For several centuries, Hispania came under the rule of various kingdoms of Barbaric invaders from the North of Europe, who accepted a false version of Christianity known as Aryanism, which denied the deity of Jesus. During this time, those who accepted “orthodox” Christianity engaged in bitter conflicts with the Aryans, and sincere Christian faith suffered at the expense of political intrigue, and, in many cases, violence and bloodshed. Finally, one of the Barbaric kings converted over to “orthodoxy”, and Spain was officially declared a “Catholic” country. By this time, however, sincere, authentic Christianity does not appear to have been widespread. The general corruption and moral laxity which characterized this time eventually opened up the door in the year 711 to the invasion of Muslim Moorish troops from the north of Africa, who swept through Spain, and conquered almost the entire peninsula in a matter of a few short months.

Muslim domination of Spain lasted for more than 700 years, with the last Moorish stronghold being “re-conquered” by “Christian” forces in the year 1492. During the time in between there were centuries of military conflict in which the “Christian” armies of the north little by little began to push back to Muslim occupation. During this period, “Christianity” unfortunately became joined with military conquest, greed for political power, and religious intolerance. This whole mindset eventually led to the declaration of the Spanish Inquisition, in which both Muslims and Jews were persecuted, and finally banished from Spain. Also, around the same time the Protestant Reformation began to make waves in Germany and the north of Europe, Protestants were added to the list of those hunted down by the Inquisition, and many born again believers actually lost their lives defending the faith they had come to find.

In 1492 the various medieval kingdoms which had occupied the Iberian peninsula joined together to form the new nation of Spain. And the driving social force which King Ferdinand & Queen Isabella used to forge this new national consciousness was a unflinching devotion to the Catholic religion, by this time strongly under the domination of the bishop of Rome. Thus, while evangelical faith, and sincere religious revival were spreading throughout other parts of Europe, it was pretty much squelched and kept out of Spain for what turned into centuries of spiritual darkness. There were several “saints”, such as Teresa of Avila, and St. John of the Cross, who seemed to have a sincere faith in the Lord. But, by in large, Christianity in Spain during this time period came to be one and the same with dead, formal traditions closely tied in with political power and intrigue.

In the 19th century, the first evangelical missionaries arrived in Spain, and began the work of spreading the Bible, a book that was at that time forbidden to  print and to read in the common language of the people. Modern times and new patterns of thought eventually penetrated through to Spain, and for two short periods, one towards the end of the 19th century, and another during the 1920s and early 30s, democratic government, and along with it, religious liberty, was declared in Spain. Towards the end of this second period, known as the Second Spanish Republic, the sentiments of the common people grew violent against the rich and the powerful, whom they felt were in league with the authorities of the Catholic Church. As a result, there were mass riots, churches were looted and burned down, nuns raped, and priests murdered.

Alarm set in among the more traditional sectors of society, and a military backlash, which eventually came under the command of General Francisco Franco, rose up to overthrow the young democracy, which had become overly influenced by communists, socialists, and anarchists. After 3 years of civil war, which many historians call the bloodiest war in human history, Spain came under the dictatorship of General Franco. Franco, as other Spanish rulers before him, at this time used the Catholic religion as a social force to unite the strongly divided country.

At this time, evangelical Christians, who represented only a tiny minority of the Spanish population were suspect of being disloyal to the new regime. Many fled the country in fear of reprisals, some were shot in firing squads, some thrown into prison, and others persecuted in more subtle ways such as losing their jobs, or having their families threatened. The government forcibly shut down many evangelical churches. Some, however, were allowed to remain open, provided they did not publicly evangelize or have any sign on the outside of their building identifying it as a church. At the same time, a massive propaganda campaign was launched with the help of Catholic authorities seeking to discredit Protestants and label them as “heretics” and an undesirable “sect”. In spite of persecution, though, many churches survived, and evangelical Christianity as a whole even grew during this period. Some true heroes of the faith who lived through this time are still alive today to tell the story of what they went through. We have personally heard stories of several of who spent time in prison for defending their faith during the Franco regime.

After 40 long years of right-wing dictatorship, a new day came in Spain in 1975 with the death of General Franco. King Juan Carlos, named by Franco as his successor, to the surprise of many, led the country through a process of democratic reform, and in 1978 a democratic constitution was proclaimed guaranteeing basic civil liberties, including freedom of religion. At this time, major social changes began to sweep through Spanish society. Moral taboos previously imposed by the Franco dictatorship, were quickly dismissed, and traditional, right-wing, Catholic Spain began to do an “about face” or “pendulum swing”, as far as moral and religious values are concerned.

During the first few years, there was a new openness, as well, to evangelical Christianity, and people were saved and churches planted as a result. The Baptist church in Badajoz, for example, came into being during this time. As the newness of religious freedom and other civil liberties began to fade away, however, the response to the Gospel began to dwindle. The majority of Spaniards, for the first time in their lives, were experiencing new civil liberties, and, at the same time, economic prosperity. The old perception of evangelicals as a dangerous cult group, or at best, an irrelevant minority, never was really wiped out. And, now that Catholicism was no longer forcibly “shoved down people’s throats”, the popular alternative was to reject religion altogether. 

In the past 20 years, the number of professing atheists and agnostics has dramatically increased in Spain. The majority, however, would continue to identify themselves as “non-practicing” Catholics. Among the young people who have grown up since the death of Franco, there is widespread ignorance about the basic teachings of the Catholic Church. They typically view the Catholic Church, and by association, any other church, as culturally out-of-date and irrelevant, wanting to impose an old-fashioned morality and lifestyle on contemporary society. It is revealing that “Catholic” Spain, in spite of the continued teaching of the Catholic Church against birth control, currently has the lowest birth rate of any country in the world. In general, modern Spaniards, and especially Spanish youth, are much more liberal in their views than typical Americans, especially in regards to questions of morality.

All in all, today, at the beginning of the 21st century, you will notice many similarities in the attitudes and behaviors of Spanish youth and unchurched American youth. The big difference, however, is that in America, at least, more or less everyone knows of evangelical churches, and sees them as a respectable segment of society, even though they may not be in agreement with the values they represent. In Spain, while there is the same antagonism towards traditional morality and social values, if not greater, there remains a widespread ignorance regarding evangelicals as group, and the basic message of the Gospel we are trying to communicate.

