
OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – FIRST PROOF, 12/18/2020, SPi

Dictionary: NOAD

chapter  18

Four  Keys  to 
U nderstanding 

R eligious  Experience 
in  Latin  America

Hugo José Suárez

The various sociological definitions of religion encompass at least four dimensions: 
(1) institutional responsibility for administering and reproducing the goods of salvation; 
(2) content of beliefs and imposition of order on the world; (3) practical expressions and 
forms of belonging to the “moral community,” including prescribing and orienting 
behavior; and (4) representation of the sacred and its relationship to daily life.

Over time, discussion of these aspects of religious experience has been enriched and 
refined by multiple schools of thought. This chapter seeks to outline the basic elements 
of Latin American religious experience with reference to the four dimensions just listed. 
It will argue that the most important religious expressions are “para- ecclesiastical 
agents,” or sociological figures who administer religious life; the contents of religious 
beliefs, which often arise from a confrontation between distinct cosmovisions and must 
be discussed in terms of—among other concepts—syncretism, mestizaje, and 
hybridization; the fiesta, both as a space for creativity and as a logic of religious practice 
that reproduces rituals; and, finally, practitioners’ relationship to religious images and 
other sacred elements.

To that end, the chapter will make use of empirical observations from recent research 
as well as historical sources, particularly those from the colonial period, that shed light 
on the origins of certain interpretative challenges in the study of Latin American 
religion.
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