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Forty of the 50 most violent cities in the world are in Latin America, according to official homicide rates. 

Of the Latin American cities in the top 50, 14 are in Brazil, 12 in Mexico, and 5 in Colombia. At the top of 

the list is San Pedro Sula, Honduras, exceeding even Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, which held this dubious 

distinction for the last few years. i 

Homicides are only one measure of violence. Latin America is also experiencing high rates of other forms 

of urban violence associated with organized crime, drug trafficking, gang activity, gender and racial 

discrimination, and economic exclusion.  

There are almost 170,000 members of Anabaptist churches in Latin America, and about half of these 

members live in cities.ii What does an Anabaptist peace perspective have to say to the difficult reality in 

which so many Latin Americans live? 

Alix Lozano is a Colombian Anabaptist theologian, teacher, and pastor. For 17 years, Lozano worked at 

the Mennonite Seminary  of Colombia in Bogota, the last 10 years as the Director. She is a member of 

the Anabaptist Women Theologians Network within the Mennonite World Conference.  She volunteers 

twice a year with Christian Peacemaker Teams (CPT) in conflict zones in Colombia. Accompanying rural 

communities in the midst of conflict provides her with the opportunity to participate in the practical 

construction of peace and energizes her more theoretical work.  

In a recent interview, Alix discussed the implications of an Anabaptist biblical perspective on urban 

violence with me.  This is a summary of our conversation.  

Adrienne: Can you tell me about peace theology in the Latin American Anabaptist churches? 

Alix: In Latin America and the Caribbean, the churches called Anabaptist have had a theological focus 

that is more evangelical, and less a theology of peace.  Many think that peace is political and not a 

concern of the church; they think it is the government’s work.   

In Colombia, the theme of peace has been increasingly incorporated within the Mennonite churches. In 

the 1980s, members started to ask: “who are we?”  “What does it mean to have the name Mennonite?” 

This brought them to understand their identity as based in a practice of an evangelism of peace. Given 

the context of violence in the country, Colombian Anabaptists began to explore peace theology and 

practice. 

Latin American Anabaptists have tended to focus on peace at an individual and interpersonal level; more 

emphasis has been on personal well-being.   From this perspective, the Gospel is primarily about 

personal salvation and proselytizing. But then what happens to the testimony to the poor? 



I think that we should refocus on a more integrated concept of peace. We need to utilize a biblical 

concept of “shalom.” 

In a presentation at the gathering of historic peace churches in Santo Domingo in 2010, I talked about 

the fact that the Kingdom of God is not just about peace for the future. The Bible makes it clear that 

peace is relevant for today. But what does it mean for us today to work to build the Kingdom of God? I 

used examples from the Quakers in Pennsylvania and the Anabaptists in Colombia, that exemplified a 

holistic approach to working for peace.   

Adrienne: Is there such a thing as “urban” theology and what does it look like? 

Alix:   When we think of a theology for the urban context, we cannot generalize; Latin America cities are 

not homogeneous: each country and city has a different culture, history, and characteristics.  Still, there 

are key differences between urban and rural areas. There are ethnic divisions, for example, as cities are 

often inhabited by people with a higher educational level and more urban culture, while in rural areas, 

the majority of people have a different level of education and a more holistic understanding of the land, 

which results in differences in worldview and theology.  

There are also differences in the sense of what is community.  In the city, community is not necessarily 

formed by a particular geographical area, but the church creates a sense of community even though the 

members live dispersed in the city. Also, the urban population is more diverse since the residents come 

from all parts of the country, while in rural communities, many times the population is more stable and 

the culture is more homogeneous, and their congregation is located close to where they live. 

Jeremiah 29:7 reads:  But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the 

Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. (NRSV) 

Another translation of this verse reads: And work for the peace and prosperity of the city where I sent 

you into exile. Pray to the LORD for it, for its welfare will determine your welfare. (NLT) 

This biblical passage reminds us that our peace is intimately associated with peace in the society around 

us, particularly in the city. Inner personal peace cannot be separated from outer urban peace. 

Adrienne: What is the church called to do practically in contexts of urban violence? 

Alix:   In the first place, the church is called to be “salt and light.” This means that the church is required 

to have clarity to align its own mission with the mission of God.  

The church won’t “solve” the world’s problems alone. The church cannot have a program for everything.  

But the church can be in solidarity with people’s struggles, and can accompany and work with other 

groups and organizations as a network to offer support where needed. Understanding that the church 

can work together with other churches and organizations helps to reduce levels of anxiety, because the 

church can be clear that it doesn’t necessarily have to do everything for everyone. Even so, sometimes 

churches have difficulty accepting that they can work in coalition with other people in their 

neighborhoods.  



Church location also makes a difference. For example, many of the members of the Mennonite churches 

in Bogota live in different areas than where the church is located. Recently there have been initiatives to 

try to avoid having people travel to a different sector of the city from where they live.  

For example, Teusaquillo Mennonite Church, located in a central commercial area of the city, decided to 

work with a community with a high level of violence in the south of the city. Rather than just operating a 

social outreach program in the marginal southern neighborhood, the church decided to initiate a faith 

community in the same neighborhood so that the families could have spiritual accompaniment in their 

own context. To do this, the church coordinated with other organizations and entities doing community 

work, so they could complement each others’ work, and accompany the community as a network. Being 

located directly in the neighborhood strengthens the sense of community identity, participation and 

commitment. 

As a result of the delinquency and violence in Colombia, the Mennonite churches have had to change 

strategies. Before we thought that if we evangelized then people would come to church and change to 

follow the right way and this could eliminate the violence.  However, we have learned this is not 

enough.  We have learned that we need to address people’s physical and social needs first, or at the 

same time. 

“May your Kingdom of Peace come” is only possible when we search for, work for, and find meaning for 

our testimony and commitment in concrete places, cities, and countries where we live. The Kingdom 

arrives when the peace that we pray for and work for encompasses our neighbors and the city around 

us, and when we commit ourselves to working so that God’s Shalom reaches all of humanity.”iii 

Adrienne: Thank you for sharing with us, Alix. May God continue blessing you and the Mennonite 

churches in Bogota in your work for peace.  

Adrienne Wiebe is a policy analyst for Mennonite Central Committee, based in Mexico City. 

                                                           
i
 http://www.seguridadjusticiaypaz.org.mx/sala-de-prensa/541-san-pedro-sula-la-ciudad-mas-violenta-del-mundo-
juarez-la-segunda The study by the Mexican organization, Seguridad, Justicia, y Paz, is based on official statistics 
found on internet sites, so there may be inaccuracies and cities that do not appear on the list that should. The 
study surveys all world cities with populations over 300,000, and rates them according to official homicides rates 
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 Mennonite World Conference, Memberships Files. http://www.mwc-

cmm.org/images/files/MembershipFiles/World_Membership_Summary.pdf 
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 Alix Lozano, “VENGA TU REINO: Buscando, trabajando y encontrando la paz de la ciudad,”  CONFERENCIA 

IGLESIAS HISTORICAS DE PAZ, Santo Domingo,  DR, Domingo, November 28, 2010 
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