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OLD
WOUNDS

NEW
CHURCHES

TROUBLED BY SPAIN’S TUMULTUOUS RELIGIOUS 

PAST, EVANGELICALS THERE ARE OVERCOMING A 

NATIONAL WARINESS OF RELIGION.

By Cara Davis and Laura McClellan
Photographs by Robert Johnson
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Built on what could have 
been the site of a medieval 
mosque, the Almudena 
Cathedral in Madrid was 
completed in 1993, more 
than a century after con-
struction began. Showcas-
ing a number of contrast-
ing styles, the church’s 
outside includes classical 
and Gothic architecture, 
while the inside leans more 
modern, with a colorfully 
painted geometric ceiling 
and pop-art stained glass.
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In a country where kings and dictators abused 
the church over the centuries for their own ends, 
it is difficult to overstate the depth of the national 
wounds that present-day evangelicals in Spain 
must slowly overcome to share the gospel. It is an 
uphill battle, to say the least.

“We are not the type that backs down,” says 
Máximo Álvarez, director of the Spanish Institute 
of Evangelism in Depth. “We’re only a few but we 
have gone ahead.” 

The growth of the evangelical church in Spain 
was closely tied to the strength of the Spanish 
economy, which drew scores of Latin American 
immigrants beginning in the late 1990s. Latino 
believers planted and filled evangelical church-
es around Spain, and the evangelical population 
spiked roughly six years ago. Since entering a 
recession in 2009, the jobless rate skyrocketed to 
22 percent, and many of these immigrants began 
returning to their home countries. The exodus of 
Latino immigrants has now pulled the number 
of evangelical Christians in Spain backwards, to 
the point of Latino churches closing their doors, 
according to TEAM workers there.

IF PATIENCE IS A VIRTUE 
FOR MOST PEOPLE, IT IS 

A SURVIVAL SKILL FOR 
TEAM WORKERS IN SPAIN.
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Despite the influx of believers, the faith of im-
migrants generally failed to cross socioeconomic 
barriers separating them and native Spaniards. 
Even native Spaniards feel the challenge of sharing 
the gospel. Reaching Spaniards requires an ex-
traordinary amount of patience and commitment 
to building trust, says Angeles Savon Martin, a 
believer in Seville.

“They have to see that we are normal people 
and not trying to brainwash them,” Martin says. 
“Even when there’s a good relationship, the 
minute a religious topic comes up, they put up a 
barrier. But afterwards, they begin to ask, and at 
that point you can begin to talk to them.””

HISTORICAL BAGGAGE

The barrier to faith is deeply rooted in Span-
ish history. Christianity in Spain began with the 
apostle Paul’s missions in the Roman Empire 
and is still evolving today. In the year 711, during 
the rule of a Christian nomadic tribe called the 
Visigoths, an army of Arabs from northern Africa 
infiltrated the southern region, bringing with it 

Statues line the side of the 
Door of the Assumption at 
the Seville Cathedral, the 
third largest cathedral in the 
world and the largest built in 
the Gothic style. The statues 
sit above one of 15 doors and 
are located on the cathedral’s 
west facade.

LIVING IN A 
‘RELIGIOUS 
CRISIS’
Juan and Belén Fructos are devout Roman Catholics 
who live in Madrid. TEAM wanted to get their per-
spective on Christianity in Spain, as viewed through 
the lens of Catholic believers. Their answers reveal a 
surprising number of similarities in the ways Catholic 
Christians and evangelicals perceive the spiritual 
health of Spaniards.

Tell me what role God plays in your life?

Belén: We are a family but each person in our 
family lives out their religion a little differently. 
 
Juan: I grew up in a practicing Catholic family 
where it was normal to live out a religion with 
God, attend mass and live within the param-
eters of the Catholic practice. When I was 17 
years old, I disconnected with religion. When 
I was 22, I met Belén and because of her I 
returned. 

B: I didn’t force him. I showed him that God 
could be part of our lives.

J: So I’m a believer. I believe in God. I sense 
Him and feel Him. Honestly, I rely on Him 
more when I have problems. When I don’t 
have problems, I kind of forget about Him. 
But…I feel very comfortable and secure walk-
ing with God and helping my family walk with 
Him. I try to improve every day but I have a 
long way to go. As I mature, it’s easier to share 
with others that I enjoy being close to God. 
But it’s been a process.  

B: I grew up in a Christian family that was 
very, very convinced of our faith. It was really 
lived out in our home, especially through my 
mother. I had a spirituality, a special connect 
with God. I lived out religion personally and 
with my family. So, I have always been close 
to God. I have never left God. I was never far 

continue reading page 73
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a strong Muslim influence. The resulting battles 
for territory and influence between Muslims and 
Christians went on for centuries — at times, the 
Muslim presence was stronger, and at others, 
Christianity was. 

The 15th century brought the rule of Ferdinand 
and Isabella, whose joint reign united the nation 
under Roman Catholic beliefs. In the early 1480s, 
they established the Spanish Inquisition, an effort 
to solidify Roman Catholicism’s status as the 
national religion by forcing Jews to convert or 
be expelled from the country. In 1492, Ferdinand 
and Isabella also led the fall of Granada, the last 
remaining flourishing Muslim culture in Spain, 
finally completing the Christian “Reconquista” 
(Reconquest) of the country. Though Muslims 
were at first granted religious tolerance, a decade 
later, they faced the same fate as the Jews.

Protestant Christianity began with the Refor-
mation in 1517 by Martin Luther and his 95 theses. 
It spread rapidly in Europe, particularly Germany, 
thanks to the dawn of the printing press, but a 

Cathedrals dominate the 
landscape of many Spanish 
cities. In the town of Osuna, 
the Colegiata was built in 
the 16th century and houses 
a number of paintings by 
famous Spanish painter 
Jusepe de Ribera.
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away. Now that I’m older, I need him more 
and more. When I’m driving in the car, I’m 
often praying. I shouldn’t say this, but some-
times when I’m in a meeting and I’m really 
tired, I’m actually praying. He is very present 
in my life. 

J: In our family, the spiritual reference point is 
Belén. She helps us stay on track. It’s some-
thing positive. I notice that when I’m more 
focused on spiritual things and closer to God, 
emotionally I’m stronger, the way I function at 
work is better, I’m able to handle issues and 
conflict better.

In your opinion what does the average 
Spaniard think about religion and God?

J: We are seeing that the current society is go-
ing towards “being comfortable.” Materialism. 
Not wanting to be interrupted. Not feeding 
the spirit. People are starting to view religion 
as something antiquated. It’s not viewed as 
“modern thinking.” 

B: We are living in a religious crisis today. It’s 
not easy to connect and share with different 
groups because of different beliefs. The typical 
Spaniard is very open, very friendly and fun. 
But he is also very selfish. For example, if my 
friend is sick, I will call them. But, don’t ask 
me to go visit because it will mess up my 
schedule. That mentality reflects the majority 
of Spaniards.

J: In Spain there is another peculiar situ-
ation. It’s the political evolution. And, this 
political evolution has determined a certain 
distancing from religion. Part of Spain is 
anti-religious because they connect it with 
40 years of dictatorship [Franco 1939-1975]. 
Now, religious freedom means that I don’t 
need religion as something that is part of 
my life.  In Spain, there is an anti-religious 
current and when I say “anti-religious,” I 
mean “anti-Christian.” Because today Islam, 

unified and powerful Catholic opposition in Spain 
largely kept Protestantism at bay. 

Catholicism remained the dominant religion 
in Spain for centuries to come, receiving signifi-
cant help from dictator Francisco Franco in the 
mid- to late 20th century. After his victory in the 
Spanish Civil War, Franco rose to power in 1939 
and upheld Roman Catholicism as the country’s 
established religion. Spain did not become a con-
stitutional monarchy until his death in 1975. 

Franco’s oppression of his people, as well as past 
persecution of other religious groups throughout 
Spain’s history, is so intrinsically associated with 
Catholicism that many Spaniards today are adverse 
toward religion. A growing number self-identify as 
agnostic or atheist, making Spain a post-Christian 
society like much of the rest of Europe.

COMMITMENT ISSUES

Though the politics and history of religion are 
a large part of the barrier to knowing Christ in 

A UNIFIED AND 
POWERFUL CATHOLIC 
OPPOSITION IN 
SPAIN LARGELY KEPT 
PROTESTANTISM AT BAY.

continue reading page 75
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(clockwise) Maria José, 
Urbano, and their son Elias; 
friends Nazaret, Alba, and 
Celia; José María (Pepito); 
Josefa; Desiré, Adrián, old-
est son Samuel, and Juan

MEMBERS OF THE EVANGELICAL 
CHURCH IN UTRERA, SPAIN
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Hinduism, yoga…modern religions…are 
accepted but people feel that Christianity is 
prehistoric. Everything else is more “in style.” 

B: There is, however, a group within the 
younger generation that tries to live out their 
faith. They try to live in community. They have 
high standards. But, that requires a lot of 
commitment. This is where it breaks down. The 
typical young person today studies, studies, 
studies and doesn’t have time to invest in 
religion. They don’t try to use the little free 
time they have for God.

Religion class in Spain is Catholicism. The kids 
who don’t want to go to religion class are of-
fered another type of values…but not values 
from a religious perspective. So, you choose 
the Catholic religion or nothing. 

What would you say are some obstacles 
that keep typical Spaniards from know-
ing God?

B: Education. Not lack of education, but 
a school environment that doesn’t teach 
religion. Parents in their 30’s today don’t want 
religion for their kids. The say, “When the 
kids grow up and are older, if they want to, 
they can choose.” But, if you don’t teach them 
when they are young, they won’t be able to 
choose. And, when they are 15 or 16, they will 
reject religion and say “no.” 

If you heard that someone was looking 
for God, what would you do?

B: I would preach through my example. If 
people see that you love them…help them…
care for them…they draw near to you. Then, 
you can start talking with them and sharing 
with them. If you talk to a Spaniard who 
doesn’t really believe, he will listen to you…
but won’t understand. But, if you help him 
through meeting needs, he will realize that 
God is in that “helping” and will realize that 

Spain, many are wary on more practical grounds. 
Spaniards who claim to be religious in a general 
sense are common, but those who live out their 
faith, practice it in daily life and attend mass or 
church regularly are few and far between. Re-
ligion seems demanding and time-consuming. 
Many people in Spain feel they do not have the 
time for it.

Longstanding traditions are gradually erod-
ing, as fewer marriages take place in the Roman 
Catholic Church — a requirement under Franco 
— and two out of every five marriages are simply 
performed through the judicial system, according 
to Miguel Angel Caballo Aranda, a 28-year-old in 
Osuna, Spain. Holy Week is no longer regarded as 
a religious observance of Christ’s journey to the 
cross, but a vacation from work and an excuse to 
party. In 2006, even Pope Benedict XVI — whose 
position used to be so revered that none would 
speak ill of a Pope — encountered protesters as his 
motorcade made its way through Valencia. Par-
ticularly for younger generations, religion often 
appears antiquated and ritualistic, little more 
than the rituals of baptism and mass, which often 
seem pointless.  As the younger generation grows 
disillusioned and disinterested, the average age of 
practicing Christians continues to rise. 

Traditionally, the northern half of Spain has been 
particularly uninterested in God, Aranda says. 
There, religion has generally been reduced to a 
way to make money from tourists exploring church 
architecture and history. But in the last eight years, 
southern Spain has been following suite. 

BREAKING THE BARRIERS

So how does a believer begin to engage people 
so uninterested in following Christ?

Part of the answer, at least, lies in building 
relationships. Spanish culture is very relation-
ship-based, a boon to growth in movements like 
Mormonism and Jehovah’s Witnesses, which often 
attempt to reach people door-to-door. Evangelical 
missionaries and pastors are working toward one-
on-one approaches to evangelism by having coffee 
with individuals, inviting people into their homes, 
and even going door-to-door and offering to pray 
for people, which Álvarez says fits more organically 
with the character of Spain.

continue reading page 77
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Gathering outside after 
service, the congregation in 
Utrera wants to proclaim 
the truth of Jesus Christ to 
their community. Under the 
leadership of Pastor Pedro 
Adorna, they strive to create 
a warm and welcoming en-
vironment for everyone.
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it came about because of God, not because of 
you or him. A Spaniard needs a lot of contact, 
connection…a lot of relationship. What he 
can’t see, doesn’t help him.

Why do you think that relationship is so 
important?

J: This is a country based on relationships. A 
very social society, needing connection. It’s 
fundamentally important to have developed 
trust with people in order to share something 
so incredibly personal as the topic of religion 
or a relationship with God. If one doesn’t start 
from a “relationship of trust,” the Spanish 
character makes it almost impossible to have 
a conversation relating to religion or God. 
Talking about God or religion is normally not 
part…I would even say, is never a part of a 
normal conversation. With Spaniards you can 
talk about soccer but never about God. 

What would that process look like for a 
Spaniard who wants to know God?

B: A Spaniard doesn’t get to that point unless 
it’s a miracle brought about by God. In gener-
al, the Spaniard has armor around him. If he 
wants to know God, he needs to find a guide 
for his life. He needs to find a good “coun-
selor.” Because the typical Spaniard doesn’t 
automatically open his heart to God, he needs 
someone beside him who can help open his 
heart. He needs someone to live life with him, 
pointing out God in the daily.

Belén ( far left) and Juan ( far right) enjoy 
visiting in the living room of their friends 
Paul and Liz Bowman (center).

“A very high number of people will say, ‘yes, 
pray for me, pray for us’,” Álvarez says. “Some 
might even pray with us, while others will let us 
inside their home. However, if you say you want 
to evangelize but you don’t mention the prayer, 
many people won’t let you in. When you mention 
the prayer, they let you inside because you have 
shown concern about something very close to 
them, which is not so much salvation but their 
own needs.”

Spaniards need to see the gospel in action to be-
lieve it. A nonbeliever in Spain may listen to talk 
about God, but will not retain it until a believer 
demonstrates that talk. 

Even if reaching people with the gospel is an 
uphill battle, Álvarez is patient. He says believers 
in Spain are not easily discouraged and find great 
strength in the power of prayer. “We continue to 
go ahead little by little. Whether our neighbor-
hood or whether our town is very evangelized, 
our mission is still not finished,” Álvarez says. “If 
the prayers were a matter that occupied space, 
imagine? There are millions of people praying 
for Spain.”

A NONBELIEVER IN SPAIN 
MAY LISTEN TO TALK 
ABOUT GOD, BUT WILL 
NOT RETAIN IT UNTIL A 
BELIEVER DEMONSTRATES 
THAT TALK.


