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Executive Summary 
 
This report presents a portrait of the next generation of Latino/a religious leaders and examines 
how effectively their theological education is preparing them to lead and serve Latino/a 
communities throughout the United States. Through analysis of quantitative survey data and in-
depth focus group interviews, we identify the priorities and values that Latino/a seminarians will 
bring to their work as congregational and community leaders. We also analyze what institutional 
and curricular characteristics are most critical for preparing these future leaders to respond to the 
spiritual and material needs of Latinos/as in the United States. 
 
Our findings reveal that the majority of Latino/a seminarians pursue ministerial training and 
theological education out of a desire to be better equipped to serve their communities. Most 
come to seminary as experienced church and community leaders who are eager to gain further 
organizational skills and theological knowledge that they can take back and apply to the reality 
of Latinos/as in this country. The majority supports churches taking an active role in society, 
especially by advocating on behalf of poor and low-income people. Though most seminarians 
consider their education well worth the effort and sacrifice, our findings indicate that theological 
institutions can do more to create a welcoming and effective learning environment for Latinos/as. 
In particular, seminaries and theological schools need to make sure that Latino/a perspectives 
and voices are incorporated into their classrooms and institutional cultures, to teach students how 
to apply and translate their studies to a Latino/a context, and to offer more classes addressing the 
social and cultural issues that confront the communities these future religious leaders will serve.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C 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Introduction 
 
The rapid growth of the Latino/a population has drawn much attention to the socio-economic and 
cultural situation of Latinos/as in the United States. Though considerable variation exists within 
the US Latino/a community, Latinos/as as a group are poorer and have less access to social and 
civic resources than the non-Latino/a white population. According to US Census Bureau data, 
Latinos/as are more likely than their European-American neighbors to have less than a high 
school education, to be unemployed, to work in the service sector, and to live in poverty 
(Ramirez 2002). The Latino/a population is also comparatively young—34 percent are under the 
age of 18, compared to 22 percent of non-Hispanic whites (US Census Bureau), which limits 
their collective political power and wage-earning capacity. Further, data from the 2004 American 
Community Survey shows that more than a quarter (28 percent) of Latinos/as are not US-
citizens—a reality that impedes collective access to many social services and benefits. 
 
The considerable number of Latinos/as who are recent immigrants to the United States also 
heightens the socio-economic challenges confronted by the US Latino/a community. Data from 
the 2005 American Community Survey indicates that 40 percent (16.8 million) of the Latino/a 
population in the United States is foreign born (Pew Hispanic Center 2006). Jeffrey Passel’s 
analysis of recent immigration data estimates that there were 8.7 million unauthorized Hispanic 
immigrants in the United States in 2005 (6.2 million of whom came from Mexico alone), who 
account for roughly 78 percent of the estimated 11.5-12 million undocumented persons living in 
the United States (Passel 2006). These immigrants and their families tend to be poorer than 
native-born families—a recent Urban Institute study found that “53 percent of immigrant 
working families with children are low-income versus 26 percent of native working families” 
(Golden 2005)—and the legal, cultural, and language barriers they face make it difficult to 
navigate US social and financial systems.  
 
In response to this reality, churches in the Latino/a community are increasingly trying to respond 
to the social needs and concerns of their members and surrounding communities. According to 
several studies of Latino/a congregations, many of the churches in both long-standing and newly-
settled Latino/a neighborhoods address complex issues such as immigration, housing, education, 
employment, abuse, and addiction through both ad hoc responses and formal program initiatives 
(Peña et al. 2005, Cnaan et al. 2006, Sherman 2005). As new immigrants from Latin America 
continue to arrive, the need for such services is likely to increase, and Latino/a religious leaders 
will continue to be called upon to lead and oversee such community service initiatives, especially 
in urban and underserved neighborhoods. 
 
The critical role that pastors and lay leaders play in determining how a congregation responds to 
its community’s needs has been well documented (Cnaan 2002). While factors like 
congregational size and operating budget affect a church’s service capacity, numerous studies 
have shown that a congregation’s leaders have the biggest impact on whether and to what extent 
a church engages in community service ministry. A study of religious congregations in 
Philadelphia conducted by the Program for the Study of Organized Religion and Social Work at 
the University of Pennsylvania found that the presence of paid staff and full-time clergy was the 
most significant predictor of a congregation’s community service involvement (Cnaan et al. 
2006). This study also found that the social programs of churches with seminary-educated 
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pastors served a wider range of populations and needs than those offered by churches whose 
pastors had not received formal theological training. Edwin Hernández and his colleagues’ 
examination of effective Latino/a social ministries similarly found that pastoral leadership had 
the largest influence on moving a congregation into action (Hernández et al. 2006). Amy 
Sherman’s analysis of a study of Protestant Latino/a congregations likewise concluded that, 
“committed, competent, visionary leaders are the key resource necessary for viable outreach 
programs” (2006). 
 
In light of the important role that religious leaders play in initiating and sustaining church-based 
social services, this report examines how effectively the next generation of Latino/a pastors and 
lay leaders is being prepared to respond to the needs and realities facing the Latino/a community. 
After a brief explanation of the data sources used for this report, Part One presents a general 
demographic portrait of the Latino/a seminarians included in our study. Part Two examines 
Latino/a seminarians’ service and leadership experiences, vocational goals, and views about the 
Church’s role in society and considers what these findings reveal about the priorities, values, and 
ministerial self-understanding of future Latino/a pastors. Part Three analyzes the survey 
participants’ evaluations of their educational experiences and identifies the institutional 
characteristics that appear to have the largest impact on equipping Latino/a pastors and lay 
leaders for the ministries that await them. We conclude with a summary of our key findings and 
a list of actionable steps that our study commends. 
 

Data Sources For This Report 
This report is based upon two primary data sources: (1) a series of focus groups conducted with 
Latino/a seminarians from Fall 2002 through Spring 2003, and (2) a self-administered bilingual 
survey of Latino/a seminarians collected between Spring 2003 and Summer 2004. In all, nine 
focus groups were conducted in seven metropolitan areas, and included a combined total of 61 
Latino/a students enrolled at institutions affiliated with the Association of Theological Schools 
(ATS). The 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey was created by the Center for the Study of 
Latino/a Religion at the University of Notre Dame and sent to the 67 seminaries and schools of 
theology in the United States and Puerto Rico that together accounted for 82 percent of 
Latinos/as enrolled in theological education in academic year 2001-2002—the year immediately 
prior to our study’s commencement (enrollment data was provided by the Association for 
Theological Schools). A bilingual survey questionnaire was designed so that its responses could 
be compared with a survey that the Auburn Center for the Study of Theological Education1 
conducted in 1999 with seminarians of all racial and ethnic backgrounds. To ensure the highest 
response rate possible, we sent letters to the appropriate deans at each institution and recruited 
on-site coordinators to distribute the surveys and encourage student participation. We focused 
our study on Latino/a seminarians and students of theology who could or were planning to 
minister in the United States. Data was collected in two waves—first from Spring to early Fall of 
2003, and then during Winter to Spring of 2004. In all, 523 completed surveys were collected, 
which represents a 23.4 percent response rate. 

                                                
1 The Auburn Survey of theological students was conducted in 1999 among entering master’s level theological 
students. The data set reflects the responses of 2,512 respondents, which represents 25 percent of the total to which 
surveys were mailed. Go to www.auburnsem.org/study for more information about the survey or the Auburn Center 
for the Study of Theological Education. 
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PART ONE: 
DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF LATINO/A SEMINARIANS 

 
 

Denominational Affiliation 
Based upon the responses to our 2004 survey, the majority of Latinos/as enrolled in seminary (72 
percent) are Protestant, and 28 percent are Catholic—an inverse ratio to that found in the general 
US Latino/a population, 70 percent of which is estimated to be Catholic (Espinosa et al. 2003). 
Mainline Protestants are particularly over-represented in the Latino/a seminarian community, 
comprising 31 percent of Latino/a seminarians compared to just 4 percent of the overall US 
Latino/a population (Espinosa et al. 2003). Evangelical Protestant Latinos/as account for 41 
percent of Latinos/as in seminary compared to 16 percent of the general Latino/a community.2 
(See the Appendix for a detailed denominational breakdown of the respondents.)  
 
Even though the denominational breakdown of Latino/a seminarians is strikingly different from 
that of the Latino/a population at-large, our sample mirrors the religious affiliation found in the 
general US seminary population. According to the Association of Theological School’s head 
count data, 77 percent of seminaries and schools of theology, and 89 percent of theological 
students in the United States are Protestant, while just 11 percent of seminarians and 23 percent 
of such institutions are Catholic (Association of Theological Schools 2004). 
 
 

Gender 
The 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey data contain more than twice as many men as women. 
Some 69 percent are male and 31 percent female—very similar percentages to the gender 
breakdown of Latino/a students reported in ATS head count statistics (see Table 1). The gender 
ratio of Latino/a seminarians is also similar to the male-female ratio of white non-Latino/a 
seminarians. In contrast, the male-female ratio of both Latino/a and white master’s level students 
in the general educational population is nearly the reverse. As Table 1 shows, according to 
Department of Education statistics 63 percent of Latino/a master’s degree recipients in 2003 
were female, while just 37 percent were male. Thus while more Latinas pursue higher degrees in 
other subject areas than do Latinos, Theology remains a predominantly male field for both 
Latinos/as and non-Latino/a whites. In contrast, the gender gap in master’s degree attainment 
among African Americans in the general educational population does not exist in the aggregate 
African American seminarian student body. 

                                                
2 Discrepancies in the percent totals are due to rounding. 
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 Table 1  

Comparison of Gender Representation in 
Seminaries and General Master’s Degree 

Programs, by Race/Ethnicity  

  

Head Count Enrollment  
in US ATS-Affiliated Schools 

Fall 2003* 

Master’s Degree Recipients 
in All Fields of Study  

2002-2003** 
      
Latino male 71% 37% 
Latina female 29% 63% 
      
Black, non-Latino male 52% 29% 
Black, non-Latina female 48% 71% 
      
White, non-Latino male 66% 39% 
White, non-Latina female 34% 61% 

* Source: Association for Theological Schools, 2004  ** Source: US Department of Education, 2004 
 
Not surprisingly, women are the least represented among the Catholics in our sample and the 
most represented among the Mainline Protestants—a finding that directly corresponds to their 
differing stances toward the ordination of women.3 Specifically, Latinas comprise 41 percent of 
the Mainline Protestant Latino/a student body and just 22 percent of the Catholic equivalent. 
 
 

Age 
Our survey found that the majority of Latinos/as in seminary are almost evenly divided between 
their twenties and thirties (Figure 1). The average age of our respondents is 36—the same as that 
of white non-Latinos/as in the Auburn survey, and nearly five years younger than the average 
African American seminarian, who the Auburn survey found is approximately 41 years old. 
 

                                                
3 All of the denominations in the Mainline Protestant subgroup ordain women (see the appendix for a complete 
listing), while the Roman Catholic Church does not. 
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Figure 1: Age of Sample
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Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 

 
The age of Latino/a seminarians varies along both gender and denominational lines. The female 
Latina seminarian student body is somewhat older than the male—nearly one in five (19 percent) 
is in her 50s or older, compared to just 6 percent of the Latinos; and 70 percent of the Latinos in 
seminary are under 40, compared to 60 percent of the Latinas. Denominationally, Mainline 
Protestant Latino/a seminarians are older as a group than their Evangelical and Catholic 
counterparts (Figure 2); nearly half (47 percent) are over 40 compared to 27 percent of Catholics 
and 28 percent of Evangelicals.  
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Figure 2: Denomination by Age
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Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 

 
Though similar in age to their white non-Latino/a classmates, Latino/a seminarians made their 
decision to attend seminary somewhat earlier than the general seminary population. A little more 
than half of our sample (52 percent) decided to go to theological school after college, compared 
to 61 percent of the Auburn survey respondents, and 25 percent decided to attend seminary 
before starting college, compared to just 13 percent of Auburn respondents.  
 
 

Marital Status 
As with their age, the marital status of Latino/a seminarians is similar to that of their white non-
Latino/a equivalents. Slightly more than half (52 percent) of our sample and of the white Auburn 
survey respondents (53 percent) are married. By comparison, 44 percent of African-Americans in 
seminary are married.  
 
 

Ethnic Background and Country of Birth  
The students in our sample come from diverse backgrounds. Like the general US Latino/a 
population, the largest group (38 percent) of Latino/a seminarians is of Mexican descent—21 
percent identified as Mexican-American, and 17 percent as Mexican. Puerto Ricans comprise the 
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second largest group at 30 percent,4 followed by South Americans (12 percent), Central 
Americans (10 percent), Cubans and Cuban Americans (6 percent), and Dominicans (2 percent). 
Three-quarters of our sample are US citizens—56 percent by birth and 20 percent by 
naturalization. More than one-third (36 percent) was born on the mainland United States, 21 
percent in Puerto Rico, and 43 percent in another country. 
 

Acculturation 
To get a sense of how Latino/a seminarians relate to the dominant, non-Latino American culture 
we looked at language usage as a proxy measure of acculturation.5 We found that 60 percent of 
our overall sample is high acculturated (i.e., they use English primarily or exclusively) and 40 
percent is low acculturated (i.e., they use both languages equally, or Spanish primarily or 
exclusively). 
 
The language affinities displayed in Table 2 indicate that Latino/a seminarians represent the full 
spectrum of acculturation. Our findings also suggest that our survey respondents adapt their 
language usage to fit the context in which each action takes place, indicating that they live, 
study, and socialize in communities with different levels of acculturation. For example, a higher 
percentage reads primarily in English (49 percent) than either the percent who do so in Spanish 
(18 percent) or are bilingual (33 percent). A slightly larger portion speaks Spanish more often at 
home (41 percent) than either English (37 percent) or both languages (22 percent).6  
 

Table 2 
Latino/a Seminarians Acculturation,  

Measured by Language Use 7 

  Spanish Dominant Both equally English Dominant 
Read 18% 33% 49% 
Think 32% 28% 40% 
Speak at home 41% 22% 37% 
Speak with friends 23% 35% 42% 

Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 
 
Levels of acculturation differ depending upon a respondent’s age, with the youngest respondents 
measuring more highly acculturated than their older cohorts. Specifically, 80 percent of 20-
                                                
4 The high percentage of Puerto Ricans in our sample is due in part to our inclusion of seminarians enrolled at the 
Seminario Evangelico de Puerto Rico, who comprise 13 of the 30 percent of Puerto Ricans in our sample (the 
remaining 17 percent are studying in the mainland United States). 
5 Acculturation in this paper was determined using a scale developed by Gerardo Marin, et al. in “Development of a 
Short Acculturation Scale for Hispanics,” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences 9:2 (June 1987), pp. 183-205. A 
composite of English language usage scales, our Cronbach’s alpha was .93. Those who scored a mean of 2.99 or 
above are considered highly acculturated and those who scored below 2.99 are considered less acculturated. We 
excluded from this analysis the responses of Latino/a seminarians studying at Puerto Rican institutions since they 
live and study in a Spanish-dominant context and thus are not a viable measure of acculturation.  
6 Further analysis shows that the acculturation level (measured by language) of our respondents significantly 
correlates with nativity (.5 range). 
7 Per note 3 above, Table 2 includes only the responses of Latino/a seminarians studying in the mainland United 
States, since those at Puerto Rican institutions live and study in a Spanish-dominant context and thus are not a good 
measure of acculturation.  
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somethings reported language behaviors that identify them as highly acculturated compared to 58 
percent of those in their 30s, 42 percent of those in their 40s, and 50 percent of those in their 50s. 
 
Denominationally, Latino/a Catholic seminarians are slightly lower acculturated than their 
Protestant equivalents; 54 percent of the Catholics in our sample are high acculturated compared 
to 63 percent of Mainline and 65 percent of Evangelical Protestant Latino/a seminarians.  
 
 

Enrollment and Employment Status 
Latino/a seminarians attend school on a full-time basis at nearly the same rate as their African-
American counterparts—67 percent of our sample and 69 percent of African-American Auburn 
survey respondents were enrolled full-time. In comparison, 74 percent of white seminarians 
attend seminary/theological school full-time (Auburn survey of theological students). 
 
While white non-Latinos/as attend seminary full-time at a slightly higher rate than non-whites, 
Latino/a and African-American seminarians work considerably more hours at paying jobs while 
in school. As Table 3 shows, 46 percent of our sample and 43 percent of African-American 
seminarians work at least 26 hours/week at an outside job, compared to just 28 percent of white 
non-Latinos/as. 
 

Table 3 
Hours/Week Worked at a Paying Job by Seminarians,  

shown by racial/ethnic group 

  Latinos/as* African-Americans** 
White non-

Latinos/as** 
0 hours/week 21% 29% 27% 
1-10 hours/week 11% 11% 18% 
11-25 hours/week 22% 17% 28% 
26 or more hours/week 46% 43% 28% 

    
26-39 hours/week 12% NA NA 

40 or more hours/week 34% NA NA 
 N=467 N=211 N=1937 

* Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey  ** Source: 1999 Auburn Survey 
 
Our findings also show that more than a third (34 percent) of Latino/a seminarians work at least 
full-time while in school. Since the Auburn data only includes the hour ranges shown in Table 3, 
we do not know how many white or African American seminarians are employed at full-time 
capacity in comparison. 
 
The Latino/a Seminarian Survey also asked respondents whether they were currently serving in a 
paid or unpaid ministerial position. More than half of our respondents (55 percent) replied that 
they were—28 percent in a paid capacity and 27 percent without pay. Table 4 shows that most 
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Latino/a seminarians who work as ministers while enrolled in school do so in a part-time 
capacity. 
 
 
 

Table 4 
Hours Per Week Latino/a Seminarians Work  

as Part- or Full-time Ministers  

  Number 
Percent of Those 

Working as Ministers 
Percent of Total 

Sample 
< 10 hours/week 77 28% 15% 
10-25 hours/week 107 39% 21% 
26-40 hours/week 53 19% 11% 
> 40 hours/week 26 9% 5% 
no answer 13 5% 3% 
Total 276 100% 55% 
    N=276 N=501 

Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 
 
The likelihood of working in a ministerial capacity while in school did not vary according to the 
age or gender of the respondent, but did so along denominational lines. Of the three groups, 
Evangelical seminarians were the most likely to report working as part- or full-time ministers 
while in school—62 percent, compared to 57 percent of Mainline Protestants and 49 percent of 
Catholics. 

 
 
 
C 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PART TWO 
LATINO/A SEMINARIANS’ VOCATIONAL IDENTITY  

AND VIEWS ABOUT THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH IN SOCIETY 
 
Having sketched a general demographic profile of Latino/a seminarians, we now turn to their 
vocational self-understanding and attitudes toward the Church. The following section examines 
their service and leadership experiences, vocational goals and motivations, and views about the 
Church’s role in society in order to identify the priorities and values that these future religious 
leaders will bring to their congregations and communities. 
 
 

Vocational Goals 
Upon graduation, 43 percent of Latino/a seminarians intend to enter congregational ministry 
(including new church development and music ministry); 24 percent hope to pursue specialized 
ministry (e.g., campus/youth ministry, counseling/spiritual direction, and chaplaincy); and 23 
percent are headed on to further studies, teaching or church administration (the remaining 10 
percent did not specify their plans). Roughly 69 percent of our survey respondents are on the 
ordination-track, with 17 percent already ordained and 52 percent intending to be. In comparison, 
77 percent of African American seminarians and 60 percent of white non-Latino/a seminarians 
are or plan to be ordained (Auburn survey).  
 
Our analysis found a considerable difference among male and female Latino/a seminarians’ 
ordination plans. As Figure 3 illustrates, 86 percent of Latinos are on the ordination track (22 
percent are already ordained and 64 percent plan to be) while just 40 percent of Latinas are (6 
percent currently are, and 34 percent plan to be).  



 15 

22%

6%

17%

64%

34%

54%

9%

36%

17%

6%

24%

12%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Currently Ordained Plan to be Ordained Not planning to be

ordained

Unsure/not an option

Figure 3: Ordination Plans by Gender

Male (N=324)

Female (N=143)

Total (N=499)

 
Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 

 
This gender discrepancy in ordination plans is partly related to the fact that some denominations 
do not ordain women. For example, 100 percent of the Catholic women in our sample indicated 
that they will not be ordained (65 percent said they do not plan to be, and 35 percent chose 
“unsure/not an option”) while just 33 percent of female Mainline Protestants did so (18 percent 
said they were not planning to, and 15 percent that they were unsure/not an option). Still, 36 
percent of the total group of women in our sample said they “do not plan to be ordained,” 
compared to just 9 percent of the Latinos. Since the survey allowed respondents to differentiate 
between “do not plan to be ordained” and ordination being “not an option,” this difference 
suggests that there is a marked gender difference in the vocational aspirations of Latino/a 
seminarians that is rooted in more than denominational polity, raising important questions about 
why women are less likely to seek ordination and what, if anything, seminaries and religious 
communities can do to address this. 
 
 

Motivations for Pursuing Theological Education 
To get a sense of what motivates Latinos/as to pursue theological training, we asked survey 
participants to rate the level of importance of a series of possible reasons for attending seminary. 
Table 5 shows the percent of each racial/ethnic group who rated each factor “very important,” 
and indicates that Latino/a seminarians have similar motivations to those of their non-Latino/a 
classmates. All three groups are most driven by a sense of call from God and a desire to serve 
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others. Other leading motivations are personal growth and spiritual fulfillment, while very few 
are driven by concern to please family members or mentors, or to achieve social status. 
 

Table 5  

Motivations for Attending Seminary  
Rated “Very Important” or 

“Important,”  
shown by race/ethnic ity  

 Latinos/as* 
African-

Americans** 
White non-

Latinos/as** 
Sense of call from God 96% 98% 93% 
Desire to serve others 95% 96% 92% 
Desire for personal growth 90% 91% 82% 

Desire for spiritual fulfillment 89% 91% 81% 

Desire to bring about change in the religious 
community 73% 75% 59% 

Intellectual interests in religious/theological 
questions 68% 67% 70% 

Desire to lead a worshipping community 68% 67% 58% 

Desire to preserve my religious tradition 51% 50% 41% 
Desire to bring about change in society in a 
conservative direction 44% 39% 30% 
Desire to bring about change in society in a 
liberal direction 36% 42% 28% 
Desire to please family 8% 10% 3% 
Desire for social status 5% 4% 1% 
Desire to please mentor 2% 6% 2% 
 N=523 N=216 N=1962 

* Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey  ** Source: 1999 Auburn Survey 
 
Our focus group findings also reveal that service is a primary reason for Latinos/as to pursue 
ministerial formation. Several participants talked about being moved to ministry by a 
commitment to serve, and said they went to seminary so they would have more to offer their 
communities as a result. A woman in Chicago explained how her experience teaching in her 
church had prompted her to go to seminary, since “When you work as a catechist, you realize 
that you are not ready for several things. You need to have the skills to give the service that 
people deserve… You have to be more knowledgeable and more skilled and prepared in order to 
give the best.” A man from Michigan, who began his studies after years of ministry, also talked 
about how his education was helping make him a better minister, and noted “if I would have 
known all these things all those years when I had my ministry, I would have some different 
experiences to give people, [and] be much better experienced.”  
 
Unlike this desire to serve, our survey found that comparatively few Latino/a seminarians are 
concerned with directly moving society in a particular ideological direction. While more 
respondents identified with changing society in a conservative direction (44 percent) than doing 



 17 

so in a liberal direction (36 percent), only 19 percent ranked either of these a “very important” 
vocational motivation.8 Even though changing society had a considerably smaller impact on 
Latinos/as’ decisions to attend seminary than did service and calling, Latino/a seminarians were 
more likely than either their white non-Latino/a or African-American counterparts to say that 
moving society in a conservative direction was important (Table 5). In contrast, African 
Americans were the most likely to say making society more liberal had been an important 
motivation for pursuing theological study—42 percent rated this “very important” or 
“important,” compared to 36 percent of Latinos/as and 28 percent of whites (Table 5). 
 
Educational motivation is another area in which some considerable differences emerged along 
demographic lines within our sample. A considerably larger percent of the high acculturated (73 
percent) indicated that intellectual interests in religious/theological questions was an important 
motivator for going to seminary, compared to 62 percent of the low acculturated. In terms of 
gender, only 36 percent of Latinas said that making society more conservative was an important 
motivating force behind their decision to go to seminary, compared to 49 percent of Latinos. 
Denominationally, substantial differences arose around the desire to preserve one’s religious 
tradition or wanting to change one’s religious community—78 percent of Catholics said a desire 
to preserve their religious tradition was an important motivator behind their decision to attend 
seminary, compared to just 46 percent of Mainline and 38 percent of Evangelical respondents. 
Conversely, 79 percent of Evangelicals and 76 percent of Mainline Protestant respondents said 
they were motivated to attend seminary by a desire to bring about change in their religious 
community, compared to 62 percent of Catholics.  
 
We found significant denominational differences as well with regard to how important the 
opportunity to impact society in a particular ideological direction was to one’s decision to attend 
seminary. Specifically, 53 percent of Evangelicals rated making society more conservative an 
“important” or “very important” reason for going to seminary compared to just 35 percent of 
Catholics and 40 percent of Mainline Protestants. The denominational differences regarding 
moving society in a liberal direction were smaller but still noteworthy—43 percent of Mainline 
Protestants, 38 percent of Catholics, and just 31 percent of Evangelicals said this was an 
“important” or “very important” educational motivation. 
 
These findings correspond with the political and theological views of our survey respondents. As 
Table 6 illustrates, the majority of Evangelical respondents characterize themselves as political 
and theological conservatives (58 percent and 56 percent respectively). In comparison, the 
majority of Catholics (59 percent) identified as politically moderate and nearly half of Catholics 
(48 percent) said they are theologically moderate. The Mainline Protestant respondents show the 
greatest ideological diversity within their cohort, with similar numbers of self-identified political 
liberals (31 percent) as political conservatives (28 percent), and nearly equal numbers of 
theological moderates (39 percent) as theological conservatives (35 percent).  
 
Latinas were more likely to characterize themselves as theologically liberal and Latinos more 
likely to identify as theologically conservative (Table 6). Interestingly, the gender difference in 
political identification is not that significant (both 38 percent of the men and 34 percent of the 
                                                
8 Since the survey questionnaire used the terms “liberal” and “conservative” without defining them, respondents’ 
answers about moving society in either direction reflect their own interpretations of the terms. 
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women identify as politically conservative), despite our finding noted above that Latina 
seminarians are much less likely to say they were motivated to attend seminary by a desire to 
move society in a conservative direction.  
 
Reasons for attending seminary was one of the few questions where a significant difference 
emerged in our sample along acculturation lines, with the high acculturated reporting more 
conservative theological and political stances than the low acculturated (Table 6). However, we 
did not find a correspondence between a respondent’s acculturation level, their theological 
stance, and whether or not they were motivated to go to seminary by the desire to move society 
in a conservative or liberal direction. In other words, though the high acculturated were likely to 
be theologically and politically conservative and the low acculturated were likely to be 
theologically and politically moderate, a person’s acculturation status had no bearing upon 
whether or not he or she rated moving society in a conservative or liberal direction an important 
reason for attending seminary. 
 

Table 6 
Latino/a Seminarians Self-Identified Political and Theological 

Views, Overall and by denomination, gender, and acculturation  
  Political views   Theological views 
  Conservative Moderate Liberal   Conservative Moderate Liberal 

Overall sample (N=511) 36% 43% 21%  41% 39% 20% 

  
Evangelicals (N=210) 58% 33% 9%  56% 33% 11% 
Catholics (N=140) 14% 59% 27%  26% 48% 26% 
Mainline Protestants 
(N=153) 28% 41% 31%  35% 39% 26% 

  
Women (N=147) 34% 42% 24%  31% 41% 28% 
Men (N=334) 38% 43% 18%  47% 38% 15% 

  
Low Acculturated (N=172) 30% 52% 18%  36% 44% 20% 
High Acculturated 
(N=266) 43% 38% 19%  50% 33% 17% 

Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 
 
 

Views about the Church’s Role in Society 
Another indicator of what role Latino/a seminarians are likely to assume in their communities is 
their understanding of the Church’s role in the broader society. To get a sense of this, we asked 
survey respondents to indicate their support or opposition to a series of activities and 
collaborations in which churches might participate. As Table 7 illustrates, the majority of 
respondents are in favor of churches engaging in these activities, indicating a generally positive 
view toward the Church taking an active role in society. Most respondents favor religious 
congregations working with the government to assist the poor, and a considerable majority favor 
churches receiving government funds for such services. Most also support churches making 
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public statements about community concerns, and smaller but significant numbers believe that 
churches should both host meetings with public officials and form interfaith alliances (Table 7). 
 

Table 7 

Latino/a Seminarians’ Views about Churches Working 
with Government, Making Public Statements, and 

Allying with non-Christians  

“To what extent do you favor or 
oppose religious congregations:” Favor 

Neither oppose nor 
favor Oppose 

Working with government agencies to 
provide better services for low-
income families 88% 8% 4% 

Making statements to public officials 
on topics of community concern 84% 11% 6% 
Receiving government funds to help 
provide services to the poor 81% 10% 9% 

Sponsoring meetings to which public 
officials are invited 69% 19% 12% 

Forming alliances among different 
religions 65% 15% 19% 
 Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 
 
Though our respondents are generally favorable toward the Church engaging in these activities, 
their views vary according to their demographic background. For almost every activity, older 
respondents were more likely than their younger colleagues to be highly supportive, with the 
percentage of those who “strongly favor” such actions steadily increasing with each decade.  
 
In terms of denominational differences, Evangelicals were the least supportive of churches 
engaging in the activities listed in Table 7. Only 76 percent favoring making statements to public 
officials, compared to 91 percent of Catholics and 88 percent of Mainline Protestants. The most 
significant denominational variance in this area arose around forming interfaith alliances, with 
89 percent of Catholics favoring such efforts compared to 68 percent of Mainline Protestants and 
47 percent of Evangelicals. These denominational findings prevail even when controlling for age 
and country of birth.  
 
Denominational support for these activities also varied in intensity. For example, Mainline 
Protestants were the most likely to strongly favor working with government agencies to provide 
services for low-income families (78 percent, compared to 67 percent of both Catholics and 
Evangelicals), while Catholics were more enthusiastic than either of the two Protestant cohorts 
about receiving government funds to help provide services to the poor (68 percent of Catholics 
strongly favor this vs. 57 percent of Mainline Protestants and 52 percent of Evangelicals). Here 
controlling for country of birth reduced the significance of the differences between the Mainline 
and Catholic respondents, indicating that place of birth is as likely an explanation for their views 
about collaborating with the government as their denominational identity. However Evangelical 
Latino/a seminarians’ comparatively low support for churches collaborating with the government 
remained significant even after controlling for age and nativity. 
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Survey participants also showed generally strong support for the Church advocating for social 
causes, as Table 8 illustrates. More than two-thirds of respondents said that churches should be 
“a lot more active” in every area except genetic engineering and bringing religious values to bear 
on public policy. About half of the respondents still indicated that the Church should be a lot 
more active.  
 

Table 8  
Latino/a Seminarians’ Views about Churches 

Advocating for Soc ia l Causes  

“To what extent should 
religious groups be more or 
less active:” 

A lot more 
active 

Somewhat 
more 
active 

Neither more 
nor less active 

Somewhat 
less active 

A lot less 
active 

Promoting a greater sense of 
community 82% 16% 2% 0% 0% 
Raising awareness about racial 
discrimination 72% 17% 9% 2% 0% 

Giving poor people a voice in 
public affairs 72% 19% 8% 1% 0% 

Making Americans more 
aware of hunger 71% 19% 9% 1% 0% 
Protecting the environment 68% 19% 11% 2% 1% 
Encouraging people to 
volunteer 66% 28% 5% 0% 0% 
Bringing religious values to 
bear on public policy 56% 25% 12% 2% 3% 
Addressing concern about 
genetic engineering 51% 23% 18% 2% 3% 

Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 
 
Here, too, attitudes toward churches overtly advocating on behalf of social causes varied 
according to Latino/a seminarians’ denominational affiliation. Of the three denominational 
categories, Mainline Protestants were the most likely to say the Church should be “a lot more 
active” encouraging people to volunteer (75 percent compared to 66 percent of Catholics and 62 
percent of Evangelicals), raising awareness about racism (88 percent, compared to 78 percent of 
Catholics and 58 percent of Evangelicals), and protecting the environment (80 percent, compared 
to 74 percent of Catholics and just 54 percent of Evangelicals). Catholics and Mainline 
Protestants were nearly equally enthusiastic about increasing awareness about hunger (82 percent 
and 79 percent, respectively, said the Church should be “a lot more active” in this area compared 
to 57 percent of Evangelicals).  
 
As with collaborating with government and interfaith groups, Evangelicals were the least likely 
to say the Church should be “a lot more active” in most of the areas listed in Table 8, including 
giving poor people a voice (57 percent, compared to 82 percent of Catholics and 84 percent of 
Mainline Protestants) and bringing religious values to bear on public policy (48 percent 
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compared to 64 percent of Catholics and 61 percent of Mainline Protestants).9 This latter finding 
is especially interesting in light of the considerable influence that white Evangelical para-church 
organizations currently exert on public policy and electoral politics. But it is also important to 
consider that the survey asked respondents to provide a comparative answer—that is, to indicate 
whether and to what extent churches should be more or less active in these areas. Thus it is 
possible that the apparent denominational differences in views toward “bringing religious values 
to bear on public policy” might stem from respondents answering according to the relative 
influence that they perceive their group to currently have on such matters. Still, the findings from 
both questions (Tables 7 and 8) suggest a general tendency among Evangelicals to be less 
strongly supportive of churches advocating for social concerns and taking explicit public stances 
on the social issues surveyed about (i.e., poverty, racism, the environment). 
 
Though we found that denominational alignment consistently correlates with Latino/a 
seminarians’ views about the Church’s role in society, level of acculturation also seems to 
impact our respondents’ opinions in some of these areas, though not as consistently as 
denomination does. For example, 66 percent of the low acculturated strongly favor churches 
receiving government funds to help provide services to the poor compared to 50 percent of the 
high acculturated. The low acculturated were also more enthusiastic about religious groups 
working to protect the environment (77 percent said the Church should be “a lot more active” 
doing so vs. 56 percent of the high acculturated), bringing religious values to bear on public 
policy (64 percent of the low acculturated said the Church should be “a lot more active” vs. 48 
percent of the high acculturated), and addressing concerns about genetic engineering (63 percent 
of the low acculturated strongly favor this vs. 43 percent of the high acculturated). 
 

Latino/a Seminarians’ Service Experiences 
As we discussed above, the desire to serve others is one of the most important motivations for 
Latino/a seminarians to seek ministerial preparation. This commitment is reflected in the service 
that our study participants have given to both their religious and local communities. As Table 9 
shows, 83 percent of Latino/a seminarians have taught in a local church, 75 percent have been 
congregational youth group leaders, and 70 percent have led small group ministries and worship. 
Notably, half of Latino/a seminarians have been leaders of social action ministries, compared to 
just 27 percent of African-American and 26 percent of white non-Latino/a seminarians.  

                                                
9 Here, too, these denominational differences toward the Church’s role in society remained significant even when 
other variables (e.g., age and nativity) were controlled for. 
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Table 9 
Religious Leadership Experience of 

Seminarians, shown by race/ethnicity  

  Latinos/as* 
African-

Americans** 
White non-

Latinos/as** 
Teaching in a local church 83% 73% 72% 
Congregational youth ministry 75% 69% 64% 
Small group ministry 70% 59% 62% 
Worship/liturgy 70% 74% 67% 
Social action ministry 50% 27% 26% 
Non-congregation based youth organizations 47% 46% 40% 
Religiously related camping 45% 15% 33% 
Campus related organization 34% 20% 31% 
Teaching in a religious school 33% 16% 16% 
Short-term study/work/travel abroad 31% 12% 15% 

 * Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey  ** Source: 1999 Auburn Survey 
 
In terms of service outside of an explicitly religious setting, 74 percent of Latino/a seminarians 
have served as community service volunteers, with 33 percent reporting that they have been 
“very active” as such. While Latinos/as’ rate of community service involvement is very similar 
to their non-Latino/a equivalents (Table 10), Latino/a seminarians report considerably lower 
rates of involvement in civic or social clubs than do non-Latino/a seminarians.  
 

Table 10  
Non-Religious Serv ice Experience of 

Seminarians, shown by race/ethnic ity  

  Latinos/as* 
African-

Americans** 
White non- 

Latinos/as** 
Community service volunteer 74% 75% 71% 
Political or social action groups 38% 48% 38% 
Civic or service clubs 31% 47% 42% 

* Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey  ** Source: 1999 Auburn Survey 
 
When the demographic profile of Latino/a seminarians is taken into account, interesting 
variances in the extent and nature of service involvement emerge. A higher percent of Latino 
men (58 percent) have been community service volunteers than Latina women (49 percent). 
Latinos are also more likely than Latinas to be very active in political and social action groups 
(24 percent compared to 14 percent of women), though the difference in involvement narrows 
when all levels of engagement are considered (36 percent of women and 38 percent of men have 
been somewhat-to-very active in such groups). 
 
Denominationally, Mainline Protestant Latino/a seminarians are more likely to have been 
congregational youth group leaders (86 percent) than either Catholics (66 percent) or 
Evangelicals (72 percent). All three denominational subgroups have similar small groups of 
“very active” people in civic or service clubs (19 percent of Mainline Protestants, 18 percent of 
Catholics, and 16 percent of Evangelicals), though Evangelicals were the most likely to say they 
were “not at all active” in such groups (76 percent compared to 61 percent of Catholics and 65 
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percent of Mainline Protestants). Catholics were the most likely to have been involved in 
political or social action groups (45 percent, compared to 31 percent of Mainline Protestants and 
21 percent of Evangelicals), and, as with civic or service clubs, Evangelicals were the least likely 
to be involved (74 percent said they were “not at all” active in political or social action groups, 
compared to 48 percent of Catholics and 58 percent of Mainline Protestants). Regression analysis 
found that these denominational effects for civic involvement retain significance even after 
controlling for age, gender, and place of birth.  
 
Involvement in both civic or service clubs and political or social action groups also varied along 
age lines. Seminarians aged 50 or over are considerably more likely to have been somewhat-to-
very involved in such organizations than their younger classmates, even when the denomination 
and nativity of the respondent is taken into consideration. These age variations might reflect 
cultural shifts and the gradual decline in the popularity and prevalence of such clubs and groups 
that other researchers have documented (see Putnam 2000). Generational differences were also 
apparent in levels of community service volunteering, only in this case younger respondents 
were the most likely to have been community service volunteers (roughly 60 percent of those in 
their 20s and 30s, compared to 46 percent in their 40s and 43 percent in their 50s). (This trend 
also held when we controlled for denomination and country of birth.) 
 
These age group variances in social and civic engagement at times coincide with denominational 
differences. For example, Mainline Protestants, whose cohort contains a larger representation of 
older seminarians than found in the other two groups, are the most likely of the three 
denominational groups to have worked in social action ministry (60 percent have led such efforts 
compared to 49 percent of Catholics and 44 percent of Evangelicals), which corresponds with 
our finding that older Latino/a seminarians are more likely than their younger colleagues to have 
been social action ministry leaders (64 percent of 40-somethings and 60 percent of 50-
somethings have led such ministries, compared to 42 percent of 20-somethings and 47 percent of 
30-somethings).  
 
But though these differences might be related to generational differences in views about the role 
of the Church and its leaders,10 the denominational trends remain significant even after 
controlling for respondent’s age. So, too, though the comparative lack of Evangelicals’ 
involvement in social action ministry and civic and political action groups might reflect the 
simple fact that they have had comparatively fewer years in which to gain such leadership 
experience, our analysis shows that their denominational affiliation independently corresponds 
with lower levels of involvement. Thus the denominational differences in views about the 
Church’s role in society that we saw above are quite likely at play here, with the higher levels of 
Latino/a Catholic and Mainline Protestant seminarians’ social action experience reflecting their 
more positive views toward religious groups and leaders advocating for political and social 
issues. 
                                                
10 Dean Hoge and Jacqueline Wenger’s study of Catholic priests in the United States uncovered some interesting 
generational differences between younger and older priests particularly in the area of ecclesiology and priestly 
identity. For example, younger priests tend to favor hierarchical governance and to understand themselves as being 
essentially different from the laity with much greater frequency than their older colleagues. Though these findings 
reflect theological and ecclesial shifts specific to the Catholic Church, they provide an example of how ministers’ 
self-understanding and views about the Church can vary along generational lines. See Dean R. Hoge and Jacqueline 
E. Wenger. Evolving Visions of the Priesthood. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press. 2003.  
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Social Service Activities of Churches at which Latino/a 
Seminarians Work 
In order to gauge the relationship between Latino/a seminarians’ opinions about the role of the 
Church in society and the kinds of ministries they and their congregations are engaged in, we 
analyzed the social service activities of the congregations where Latino/a seminarians work on a 
part- or full-time ministerial basis. Table 11 shows the program areas addressed by seminarians’ 
congregations in the last five years, broken down by the respondents’ denominational grouping.  
 
Interestingly, our previous finding that Evangelicals are comparatively unenthusiastic about the 
Church taking an active role in social advocacy did not translate into a lack of concrete community 
service engagement on the part of their congregations. As Table 11 shows, the churches at which 
Evangelical Latino/a seminarians minister are as involved in social service provision as the 
congregations of both their Catholic and Mainline Protestant counterparts. The average number of 
programs offered per congregation (4.4) varied unsubstantially along denominational lines—4.6 
per Catholic respondent, 4.5 per Evangelical respondent, and 4.2 per Mainline respondent. 
 
Some differences of note emerged in the kinds of social services offered by each denominational 
subgroup, though in several instances apparently large percent spreads did not prove to be 
statistically significant—most likely because of the small sample size for each group. Catholic 
seminarians are significantly more likely than Protestants to work at a church involved in cultural 
holiday celebrations and community festivities, and substantially more likely than Evangelicals to 
work at churches that run senior citizen programs. Mainline Protestants reported significantly 
higher levels of congregational counseling services than Catholics. And Catholic and Evangelical 
respondents alike reported significantly higher levels of congregational involvement than Mainline 
Protestants in both English language or citizenship classes as well as in general community 
outreach. 



 25 

 

Table 11 
Social Service Activities of Churches at which Latino/a Seminarians Work,  

Shown by Denominational Family  

“In the last five years, which of the following activities has your 
church been involved with?” 

Catholic 
(N=65) 

Mainline 
(N=76) 

Evangelical 
(N=99) 

Children, youth, and seniors       

  After school youth programs for teenagers 22% 16% 20% 

  
Church/community sports groups and/or recreational 
excursions  26% 28% 39% 

  Day-cares or child care centers 12% 25% 17% 
  Organizing senior citizen programs + 26% 21% 12% 
Counseling/prevention       
  Counseling services +  43% 61% 58% 
  Efforts to reduce incidences of family violence  26% 34% 36% 
  Drug/alcoholic rehabilitation programs 22% 22% 30% 
Community outreach        

  
Efforts to bring the community together (e.g. cultural 
holiday commemoration, community festivities) ** 62% 33% 44% 

  Efforts to reduce community violence  20% 18% 28% 
 Other community outreach * 12% 4% 16% 
Social Services/Advocacy        
  English or citizenship classes * 28% 12% 25% 
  Food co-ops, soup kitchens 42% 45% 32% 

  
Helping members have better access to basic social 
services (health programs, Medicaid) 25% 16% 20% 

  Helping newly arrived immigrants get established 43% 30% 28% 
  Helping provide shelter for the homeless 22% 16% 14% 

  
Job training and/or helping community members secure 
jobs, better wages or working conditions 17% 21% 21% 

  
Organizing international disaster relief/humanitarian 
assistance 22% 16% 10% 

  Voter registration 8% 9% 8% 
* Significant at .05 or less; ** significant at .01; + significant between two of the three cohorts 
Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 
 
The community services offered by these congregations benefit both their immediate recipients 
and the seminarians who work at these churches. These programs provide students with practical 
experience, expose them to the challenges they will face as congregational leaders, and prepare 
them to respond to the spiritual and material needs of the Latino/a community.  
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The benefits of such hands-on experiences were a frequent topic in the focus group 
conversations, in which several students noted how their involvement in creating and negotiating 
links between their churches and the outside community was critical to their understanding of 
ministry. A woman in Chicago talked about how her work with community service programs had 
helped her discern her call to ministry. She told her group: 
 

I am in charge of two programs in the community. One is where we try to prevent 
infant mortality. The other one [addresses]…intensive parenting and substance 
abuse and domestic violence. All of these experiences have helped me to follow 
what I call my ministry… In every face; in every answer; sometimes in the 
flowers that we bring to these people I see God’s divine work. 

 
A man in Fort Worth talked about how important it is for ministers to be prepared to reach out to 
Latinos/as and respond to their concrete needs: 
 

About half the people in this area are Latino/a and a lot of them are recent 
arrivals. They don’t have the same needs as someone who’s been here for ten 
generations. We’re talking about immigration issues, basic food, clothing, and 
shelter issues. And if you’re going to love these people in the name of Christ, you 
can’t just say…“be warm and be fed, God bless you; come to our monthly food 
drive, but other than that, we’re not going to relate to you in your language; we’re 
not going to get to know you.” 

 
In discussing the need for such preparation, some focus group participants expressed concern 
that ministers be adequately trained to deal with the complexity of social issues, and noted that 
well-intentioned but ill-prepared church workers can sometimes do more harm than good. A 
woman in Chicago talked about the need for more services for domestic violence victims and 
stressed the need for the people who work with them to be properly trained: “We are seeing a lot 
of need for shelters for women… There is a lot of abuse. This week I have seen five women with 
their kids [and] it is very difficult to find shelters; there is only one run by one church, so it is full 
most of the time…[and] there are not a lot of people trained to deal with them in an effective 
way.” In this vein, a man in the San Antonio discussion praised his education for exposing him 
to a theology that prioritized the poor, but noted that it had not given him the practical skills to 
translate that theology into action: 
 

My master’s degree has kind of motivated me to get involved… this school has 
changed my mindset and the way I treat the marginalized and the poor. I know at 
the very least I’m going to be very sensitive to their needs. But I don’t think [this 
school] has prepared me to turn that into something more practical and more 
concrete. I don’t know that they’ve given me any special skills to be able to do 
that. 

C 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PART THREE: 
EVALUATING HOW EFFECTIVELY LATINO/A SEMINARIANS ARE BEING 

PREPARED TO SERVE AND LEAD THE LATINO/A COMMUNITY 
 
The next stage of this report examines how effectively seminaries are preparing Latino/a students 
for the reality they will face as ministers and community leaders. This portion of the report also 
identifies the environmental and institutional characteristics most strongly associated with 
making seminarians feel that their theological education equips them to serve the Latino/a 
community.  
 
Our survey data indicate that Latino/a seminarians have a generally positive view of their 
institutions and the education they are receiving there. When asked about the “practical 
preparation for ministry” their schools provide, 46 percent of respondents rated their institutions 
as “excellent” and 39 percent “good,” while just 12 percent said “fair” and 3 percent “poor.”  
 
The majority of survey respondents indicated that their seminaries are effectively preparing them 
for service to the Latino/a community. Nearly 83 percent agreed that “theological education 
gives me tools to understand and better serve the Latino/a community” and 79 percent indicated 
that their education had influenced their involvement in social ministry. Only 28 percent agreed 
with the statement “the more time I spend in graduate education the more distant I become from 
the Hispanic/Latino community.” 
 
But though the positive educational evaluations in our sample vastly outnumber the negative 
ones, the respondents who report that their seminaries are not sufficiently preparing them to lead 
and serve in the Latino/a community constitute a significant minority that merits attention. To 
learn whether and how their experiences differ from the seminarians who reported positively 
about their education, we compared how the two groups responded to a series of statements 
about their institutions. We then identified the institutional characteristics that help explain their 
differing assessments. Table 12 shows the factors that satisfied and dissatisfied Latino/a 
seminarians differed significantly over in evaluating their schools. 
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Table 
12 

Latino/a Seminarians’ Evaluation of their Institutions,  
Shown by those who say their seminary is equipping them to serve the 

Latino/a community, and those who say it is not.1 

    

“YES, seminary is 
equipping me to serve 

the Latino 
community” 

N=415 

“NO, seminary is 
not equipping me to 

serve the Latino 
community" 

N=88 
Positive evaluative statements  

  
Many courses include minority group perspectives 
*** 58% 27% 

  
My seminary has an adequate number of Latino/a 
faculty *** 41% 19% 

  
Non-Latino/a faculty members are knowledgeable 
about Latino/a theological and cultural thinking *** 60% 38% 

  There is a welcoming environment for Latinos/as *** 84% 64% 
  Professors are open to diverse ideas *** 88% 70% 

  
My seminary has an adequate number of Latino/a 
students ** 50% 31% 

  
The library has sufficient works in Latino/a theology 
** 56% 38% 

  
The library has sufficient Spanish-language 
theological works ** 41% 24% 

  
There are many opportunities for faculty and students 
to socialize with one another ** 69% 54% 

  
Faculty members are sensitive to my academic and 
professional interests ** 90% 78% 

  My seminary is active recruiting Latino/a students * 53% 38% 

  The seminary offers a flexible academic schedule * 80% 69% 

  
There is a strong sense of community, a feeling of 
shared interests and purpose on campus * 79% 68% 

  
I have never been insulted or threatened by other 
students because of my Latino/a background * 89% 79% 

  Faculty are sensitive to students’ personal problems * 85% 76% 

Negative evaluative statements 

  
The curriculum does not meet my ministry interests 
* 23% 35% 

* significant at .05 or less; ** significant at .01 or less; *** significant at 001 or less.   
Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 

1 Table 12 includes only the responses of Latino/a seminarians studying in the continental United States, since those 
at Puerto Rican institutions live and study in a Latino-dominant context and thus are not a good measure of the 
experience of Latino/as studying in majority non-Latino/a contexts. The exact question asked was: “Is your 
theological education giving you tools to understand and better serve the Latino/a community?”    
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As Table 12 indicates, hearing and seeing Latino/a perspectives reflected in the classroom, and 
feeling understood by the professors and welcome in the general environment, are the most 
significant predictors of a Latino/a student sensing that their education equips them to serve the 
Latino/a community. The factor with which the satisfied and dissatisfied students’ responses 
most differed was the inclusion of minority perspectives in many courses (58 percent vs. 27 
percent, respectively), indicating how crucial it is for seminaries to hear the diverse experiences 
and worldviews of its students in both the classroom and the institution’s general environment. 
This same emphasis is evident in the difference between the two groups’ responses to questions 
about the presence of Latino/a faculty, non-Latino/a professors who know about Hispanic 
theology, a welcoming environment, and professors who are open to diverse ideas. 
 
The importance of increasing the number of Latino/a students and teachers at theological 
institutions is obvious given the significant impact that the presence of Latino/a faculty, students, 
and perspectives has on whether a student feels adequately equipped to serve the Latino/a 
community. According to recent Association of Theological Schools statistics, only 4 percent of 
students and just 3 percent of full-time faculty at ATS-accredited institutions in the United States 
are Latino/a (Association of Theological Schools 2006). Nearly half of our sample said their 
institution does not have an adequate number of Latino/a students and 56 percent said there are 
not enough Latino/a faculty members. Furthermore, over 40 percent said that the non-Latino/a 
faculty members at their schools are unfamiliar with Latino/a theology and culture, that the 
curriculum fails to include minority perspectives, and that their institution’s library lacks works 
on Latino/a theology. 
 
Interestingly, seminarians who feel that their education is not sufficiently preparing them for the 
Latino community did not register markedly higher levels of experience with overt 
discrimination and isolation than their more positive counterparts. No statistically significant 
difference arose about hearing faculty members make inappropriate remarks about minorities, 
feeling excluded from school activities because of one’s Latino/a background, or feeling that 
Latino/as students do not “fit in” at their school.11 The only variable on which the two groups 
notably differed was whether they had ever been insulted or threatened by other students because 
of their Latino/a background—89 percent of satisfied students said they had “never” had such an 
experience, compared to 79 percent of dissatisfied students. Such experiences were still less 
predictive of a negative assessment than feeling as though one’s culture and contributions to the 
theological discourse and community were neither appreciated nor understood.  
 
Even though our analysis found that overt encounters with racism and isolation are not the most 
evident predictors of a Latino/a seminarian feeling ill-equipped to serve the Latino/a community, 

                                                
11 Specifically, to the question “How often have you heard faculty make inappropriate remarks about minorities?” 
respondents who said seminary was preparing them for service to the Latino community (referred to as “satisfied” 
hereafter) answered: 74% “never,” 20% “rarely” and 6% “some of the time;” while those who said that seminary 
was not preparing them for service to the Latino community (referred to as “dissatisfied” hereafter) answered: 66% 
never, 23% rarely, and 10% “some of the time.” To the question “How often have you felt excluded from school 
activities because of your Hispanic/Latino background?” the satisfied and dissatisfied answered: 75% vs. 69% 
“never,” 15% vs. 14% “rarely,” 10% vs. 13% “some of the time,” and 0% vs. 5% “most of the time.” 37% of the 
satisfied vs. 45% of the dissatisfied agreed with the statement “Many Hispanic/Latino/a students feel like they do 
not ‘fit in’ this campus.” 
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it is disturbing to find that a healthy minority of students reports such experiences. Over a third 
of our respondents reported some levels of experience of Latino/a students feeling like they do 
not “fit in” on their campus.12 And one in four say they have heard faculty members make 
inappropriate remarks about minorities, and that they have felt excluded from campus activities 
because of their Latino/a background. 
 
Our focus group participants were also asked how well their educational institutions were 
preparing them to serve the Latino/a community. Like the survey respondents, they stressed the 
importance of having Latino/a perspectives and concerns reflected in their coursework and 
training. A man in Florida praised his school for showing “great sensitivity to ministering in a 
multicultural [environment]” and for formulating its program to “[prepare] us to minister in a 
multicultural environment.” A man in Texas noted “My professors have been very helpful… 
[and] very mindful of my cultural background. They have been very mindful of the need of 
Hispanics to occupy theological education.”  
 
Several focus group participants talked about how they were initially apprehensive about going 
to seminary because they feared that it would be too theoretical and disconnected from the on-
the-ground reality of the people they wanted to serve. As a man in Chicago put it, “One of my 
fears of studying theology was that I could get lost in the theology… [and] forget why I was 
studying it. I sense here [at this school] that they ground everything. They ground everything to a 
point that you can see it work. You can see it work in the church, work around the community.” 
This same sense of relief was expressed by a man in California, who was grateful that “Whoever 
put this program together is coming from the experience of what a pastor would have to do on a 
daily basis.”  
 
Others criticized their institutions for failing to take Latino/a contexts into consideration. A man 
in Chicago noted that at his school, the reality of “the Hispanic community in this country…has 
been left in the dark…I don’t think there are any classes that are based on…what is going on, 
what is happening, who we are and where we are going, how we are doing in our education 
compared to other minority groups, and our challenges…We are not learning about who we are 
in this country.” A man in Texas also talked about his frustration with his school’s failure to 
teach students how to apply and adapt what they are learning to a Latino/a context: 
 

An institution that is forming people…should take into consideration that we’re 
dealing with different cultural contexts. And the seminary should provide some 
way to help those people…learn how to contextualize here, the way they’re going 
to apply the knowledge—theoretical, theological, ministerial knowledge—in the 
setting to which they’re going to go back. Because my experience is that many 
people who move out, they have to try to contextualize on their own, and 
sometimes they fail. So you end up with an Anglo Hispanic church. 
 

                                                
12 To the survey question “How often were you insulted or threatened by other students because of your 
Hispanic/Latino background?” 89% of satisfied and 79% of dissatisfied said “Never,” 8% of satisfied vs. 13% of 
dissatisfied said “rarely” and 3% of satisfied vs. 8% of dissatisfied said “some of the time. 



 31 

Another man at this institution echoed his classmate’s criticism:  
 

We get a base, we get a foundation, but we have to contextualize it. We have to 
take that base and then apply it to where we are going and to the needs we have… 
We as Hispanics have a lot of need for social ministries as part of the work of the 
church…but that is not the case with Anglo churches. Therefore what we’re 
seeing here is more like an Anglo approach and we need to try to contextualize as 
much as we can into our own Hispanic cultural background. 

 
In discussing the importance of being educated in a way that is relevant to the needs of the 
Latino/a community, several focus group participants offered specific curricular and institutional 
suggestions. A woman in Boston wanted more classes that address social issues, and specifically 
mentioned “counseling classes…that deal with domestic violence [and] drugs in society.” 
Others, like this man in Florida, talked about the need for more training in administrative and 
organizational skills: 
 

I told somebody that I was coming to seminary, and he was glad, but he was 
also…concerned. His experience with seminary-trained pastors was that they 
were great preachers, they could really teach the Word and they really loved 
people. They were spiritually sound, but they couldn’t run a church. They didn’t 
have any real administrative, organizational skills, for instance like you might 
have with your business degree. 
 

A man in this same group concurred, adding “When I think of…what an urban ministry would 
require, I think it would require a lot more organization; a lot more being able to delegate and to 
work with lots of people.” Thus, he stressed the need to “add to the curriculum…some sort 
of…organizational course, just about the administration that’s required—how to work with 
people in more of a business type setting.”  
 
A participant in Chicago was also concerned with acquiring skills that would equip him to 
effectively respond to his community’s needs, but also talked about the need to be taught how to 
analyze the underlying social factors at play in his community so he could work to change them: 
“I think [it is] very important to be able to provide the services in a parish, but equally important 
is our need to be prepared to be able to engage other sciences and services to do more than just 
serve people but transform society; to be able to do a social analysis of the situation.” 
 

Skills for which Latino/a Seminarians Want Further Training 
The quantitative survey data also illuminate the kinds of skills and training that Latino/a 
seminarians consider important. The survey questionnaire asked students to rate their current 
skill level in thirteen non-theological areas, and then to indicate the areas for which they would 
like to receive further training. Table 13 lists their responses, and shows strong levels of interest 
in strengthening skills that are directly relevant to community service ministries, such as 
assessing community needs, strategic planning, networking with social service agencies, and 
fundraising. 
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 Table 13 
Latino/a Seminarians’ Skill Assessment and 

Interest in Additional Training  

Skill Area: 
Percent Who Rated 

Themselves as “Strong” 
Percent Interested in 

More Training 
Assessing Community Needs 66% 83% 
Strategic Planning 67% 81% 
Conflict Management 67% 81% 
Networking with social service providers 56% 79% 
Proposal writing 43% 76% 
Starting a community-serving ministry 46% 76% 
Fundraising 48% 74% 
Risk Management (legal aspects of the church) 29% 73% 
Managing your own time and money 73% 73% 
Managing a nonprofit organization 42% 72% 
Managing a Board 49% 67% 
Manage Staff and Volunteers 51% 65% 
Managing financial aspects of the church 42% 64% 

Source: 2004 Latino/a Seminarian Survey 
 
The survey also asked respondents to indicate which skills they think are most helpful to pastors 
and lay leaders in their community service efforts. Here, too, assessing community needs, 
conflict management, and strategic planning were identified as the three most needed skills.  
 

 
 
 
 
C 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CONCLUSION 
 
As the findings discussed in this report indicate, Latino/a seminarians are deeply committed to 
serving the Latino/a community, and want to be effective and competent leaders. Most of them 
arrive at seminary with considerable leadership experience in both the Church and their 
community, and come seeking theological insight, practical training, and the acquisition of 
concrete skills to bring back to their communities. They value direct opportunities to learn how 
to put their commitments and knowledge into practice, and want to learn concrete ways to 
effectively apply their education in meaningful and relevant ways to the Latino/a reality. 
 
Though similar in age to their non-Latino/a counterparts, Latino/a seminarians are nearly twice 
as likely as either African-American or white non- Latino/a seminarians to have led social action 
ministries. One in every two Latino/a in seminary balances studying with full- or part-time 
ministry. And one in three works at least full-time at paying jobs—a significantly higher rate 
than their white classmates. 
 
Denominationally, future Evangelical Latino/a religious leaders tend to be both theologically and 
politically conservative, and to express comparatively low levels of support for churches overtly 
advocating on behalf of social causes and collaborating with government or other faith groups 
around community needs. Conversely, future Mainline Protestant and Catholic Latino/a religious 
leaders are more moderate and liberal in their beliefs, and tend to believe that the Church should 
be active in educating and advocating on behalf of issues like racism, the environment, and 
hunger. These differences in opinion do not necessarily translate into programming decisions, 
however, since Evangelical Latino/a seminarians report similar levels of community service 
ministries at the churches where they work as both their Mainline and Catholic equivalents.  
 
Despite these differences, a considerable majority of Latinos/as from all three denominational 
categories favors the Church taking an active role in social and civic issues. They also desire 
more practical training in executing and administering personnel and the financial and 
programmatic aspects of such programs.  
 
Though seminarians tend to view their education generally favorably, our findings indicate that 
they would be better served by seminaries and schools of theology that integrate Latino/a 
theology and perspectives into their classrooms and broader institutional climates and that 
incorporate concrete skills such as community needs assessment, strategic planning, and 
fundraising into the curriculum. Paying attention to these needs will benefit all of the students 
and communities such institutions serve. The increasing diversity of both US society and its 
churches demands that theological education reflects the varied perspectives and experiences of 
the students and national populations as a whole. This way theological classrooms can become 
laboratories in which future community leaders learn how to apply and translate theological, 
biblical, spiritual, and practical knowledge and insight to the living reality of Latinos/as in the 
United States.  
 
Perhaps most importantly, seminaries must recognize that the US demographic landscape will 
continue to undergo vast changes in future decades as the Latino/a population continues to grow 
and expand. Effective training of Latino/a seminary students today translates into effective 
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leadership for tomorrow’s generations of immigrant and non-immigrant communities who will 
need inspiring and well-trained religious and social leaders. Seminaries must take advantage of 
the unique and crucial role they have in preparing Latinos/as to serve in all types of 
communities, both now and into the future. 
 
To this end, we commend the following concrete steps to seminaries and schools of theology: 
 

• Increase the presence of Latino/a voices. Institutions training Latino/a pastors need to 
be proactive about including Latino/a and other minority views, contributions, and 
experiences in both the classroom, curricula, and broader community life. Our findings 
clearly show that seeing and hearing Latino/a voices reflected in the texts, discussions, 
and overall institutional culture greatly narrows the gap between the academic 
environment and the communities Latino/a seminarians will serve. This will also make 
the training and knowledge received far more relevant and applicable to the Latino/a 
reality in which both Latinos/as and many non-Latinos/as will minister upon graduating.  

 
• Teach non-Latino/a faculty about Latino/a theology and culture. The responsibility 

of representing Latino/a concerns and perspectives at a theological institution cannot fall 
solely upon the shoulders of the few resident Latino/a students and faculty members. By 
becoming students of Latino/a theology and culture, non-Latino/a professors, 
administrators and students will not only better serve their Latino/a colleagues, but will 
also be better prepared to engage and serve the fastest growing ethnic group in the United 
States. 

 
• Include exercises in applying and contextualizing the knowledge and skills gained to 

the Latino/a community and culture. This should be done in every course—not only 
pastoral care, but Church history, biblical studies, systematic theology, etc. Students need 
to learn how to represent the insights and information they are learning so that they make 
sense and are meaningful in a Latino/a context. 

 
• Increase the number of class offerings that address the social and cultural issues of 

the Latino/a community. Church history courses should include sections on the history 
of Christianity in the Americas, and the history of Latin America. Practical/pastoral 
theology classes could focus on the complexity of Latino/a popular religion, and on social 
analysis of the Latino/a community in the United States. Students of all ethnicities should 
be encouraged to research the area of the country they are likely to be serving in, and to 
find out where the Latino/as in their midst are from, what their experiences with 
immigration have been, etc. 

 
• Provide more opportunities for field education/practical experience ministering in 

Latino/a communities. Many of the skills Latino/a seminarians would like more training 
in can be learned by being apprenticed to an experienced, established pastor or lay leader. 
The benefit of such field education is enormous for both the students and the churches in 
which they work, and affords a unique opportunity to wed theory with praxis, and to 
teach future religious leaders how to theologically reflect in the midst of doing ministry. 
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• Incorporate practical skills training, including mapping a community’s needs, 
strategic planning, fundraising, and conflict management. This could be done through 
occasional workshops or partial-credit courses, as well as being incorporated into the 
field education component.   
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Appendix  

Denominational Affiliation of Latino Seminar ian Survey Respondents, shown 
by analytical category  

Group Denomination  
Number of 

Respondents  
Percent of 
Sample13 

Catholic Catholic 142 28% 
  

Mainline Protestant 159 31% 
  Presbyterian 45 9% 
  Methodist 41 8% 
  American Baptist 37 7% 
  Disciples of Christ 11 2% 
  Lutheran 8 2% 
  Episcopalian 6 1% 
  Reformed Church in America 5 1% 
  United Church of Christ 5 1% 
  Metropolitan Community Church 1 0% 

   
Evangelical Protestant 214 42% 
  Southern Baptist 56 11% 
  Non denominational 36 7% 
  Assemblies of God 35 7% 
  Seventh-day Adventist 31 6% 
  Pentecostal 24 5% 
  Church of Nazarene 11 2% 
  Foursquare 9 2% 
  Christian and Missionary Alliance 8 2% 
  Iglesia Evangelica Unida 2 0% 
  Baptist General Conference 2 0% 

   
    N=515   

 
C 

                                                
13 Discrepancies in the percent totals are due to rounding. 


