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P R E F A C E 

Liberation theology has been one of the most significant movements in 
Christian theology in the last thirty years. For a decade or more liberation 
theology dominated the intellectual horizon of theologians in universities 
and seminaries throughout the world. Recent evidence of a declining profile 
cannot mask the enormous influence this approach to theology has had on 
the contemporary Church. jk emerged in Latin America, though there have 
been parallel developments in other parts of the world, in which experi­
ences of oppression, vulnerability or marginalisation have led to a sustained 
reflection on the Christian tradition. The Third World setting in situations 
of abject poverty and human need has given the theology a particular 
urgency and distinctive outline. The concern with human well-being and 
an understanding of the Church's mission which includes practical meas­
ures for human betterment have embraced theologians as co-workers in 
practical expressions of Christian commitment. The agenda is distinctive in 
its emphasis on the dialogue between Christian tradition, social theory and 
the insight of the poor and marginalised into their situation, leading to 
action for change. Liberation theology is not only of interest to theologians 
but also to all those studying the role of religion in contemporary society. 
The emphasis on the political dimensions of the Church's mission within 
situations of extreme poverty has made it the most compelling example of 
political theology in the late twentieth century. Liberation theology has a 
certain novelty value in the popular imagination. Many of its practitioners, 
however, have been quick to point out how deep are its roots in Christian­
ity's emphasis on the life of prayer and commitment to neighbour as the 
necessary contexts for understanding God. 

The initial dynamism may have been in Latin America, but there have 
emerged parallel movements in Africa, Asia and also Europe and North 
America. Not all of these are called liberation theology. Contextual theo­
logy is a term now widely used to designate theological reflection which 
explicitly explores the dialogue between social context and Scripture and 
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tradition.1 It is not an ideal term, however, as it suggests that there exists 
a form of theology in which context plays no determining role, a notion 
that many, including liberation theologians themselves, would want to 
challenge. The greatest examples of Christian theology down the centuries 
(Augustine's City of God is a case in point) have all arisen from, and been 
directed to, specific historical and social contexts. There are enough common 
threads linking theologians in Asia, Latin America and South Africa to 
justify a common perspective, not least organisations like the Ecumenical 
Alliance of Third World Theologians which have enabled dialogue and com­
mon interests to emerge as the result of a series of influential conferences 
with a common sense of direction and purpose. 

The chapters of this Companion offer a survey of examples of theology 
in different parts of the world which may be labelled liberation theology. 
The chapters have been written by contributors, some of whom live and 
work in the countries whose theology they write about. The first part enables 
readers to have some understanding of the main features of contemporary 
liberation theology in Latin America, Asia and Africa and the related feminist 
theology. In Part two specific issues which arise in the emergence of libera­
tion theology arc explored in chapters on the emergence of the base ecclesial 
communities, so important for the growth of liberation theology in Latin 
America, and the distinctive ways in which Scripture is studied. One new issue 
to have arisen since Gustavo Gutierrez's pioneering A Theology of Libera­
tion was published thirty years ago has been the emergence of a situation 
in which theologians of protest have found themselves engaged in reconstruc­
tion and reconciliation. That new situation is reflected in a chapter which 
examines the case of South Africa. In Part three writers turn to analysis of 
aspects of liberation theology and specific criticisms made of it. This starts 
with a posthumously published essay by Peter Hebblcthwaite on the emer­
ging critique of liberation theology from the Vatican. I am particularly grateful 
to Peter's widow, Margaret Hebblethwaite, for all her help in providing me 
with material which Peter left in a fragmentary state at his death. The extent 
of the indebtedness to Marxism has also been a subject of controversy from 
liberation theology's very earliest days, as also has the extent of the influence 
of a particular economic theory. Finally, its distinctive standpoint on political 
theology is contrasted with other traditions of political theology. 

This volume should enable the student beginning a course in liberation 
theology to have some idea of the contours of the varied aspects of this 

1 In the Pontifical Biblical Commission's recent document (cd. J . L. Houlden, The 
Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, London, 1995) libcrationist and femin­
ist interpretations are both given the label 'contextual approaches'. 
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significant movement and will permit someone who wants a panoramic 
view of the various forms of liberation theology to get some sense of the 
overall situation. As editor I am aware of the many other matters which 
could legitimately have been included in a volume of this kind: the relation­
ship of liberation theology and evangelisation, Catholic and Protestant; 
the evidence of an indigenous liberationist tradition in Europe and North 
America; the story of Christianity in post-revolutionary Nicaragua, and an 
analysis of the way in which liberation theology has revolutionised much 
Christian pedagogy in the Northern Hemisphere even when it seems to 
remain peripheral to the life of most of the Christian churches. 

I am grateful to colleagues at the Centro Missionario de Evangelizagao e 
Educa^ao Popular in Valen^a, Bahia, Brazil for giving me permission to 
take photographs of their popular education material during my visit to 
them in 1 9 9 0 , an example of which forms the illustration on the front of 
this book. My daughter, Rebekah, has helped with proof-reading and the 
preparation of an index. I am grateful to her for her help and her continu­
ing interest in, and support for, the subject of this book. 
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apophatic theology: that which is beyond expression in language. It involves a 
denial that human language can ever be properly be affirmed of God. It contrasts 
with cataphatic thcology/cataphaticism. 

caste, a hereditary group which maintained social distance from members of other 
castes. 

catcchesis/catcchetical: teaching or instruction, a way of describing the preparatory 
teaching given to a candidate for baptism in the Christian Church. 

chiliasm: the expectation of a iooo-year reign of God on earth based on Revelation 
2.0, but which has come to be linked with any this-worldly expectation of God's 
cschatological reign. 

christology: teaching about the person of Jesus Christ. 

Dalit: the name chosen for itself by the outcaste group in India; it means 'crushed' 
or 'oppressed'. 

dialectical: concerning the understanding of or reconciliation of contradictions, 
e.g. in theology between God and humanity and different social and economic 
phenomena. It is a word used both in political philosophy influenced by Hegel and 
Marx, where it is used of the progressive resolution of contradictions in history, 
and also in the theology of Karl Barth, which contrasted human ways of knowing 
and the revelation of God. 

encyclical: in modern Roman Catholicism refers to a circular document sent to the 
church by the Pope. 

cpistcmology: concerned with the theory of knowledge and how humans know 
anything about themselves, the external world, and God. 

cschatology: the hope for the future, both for the individual and the world. There 
has been a divide in Christian theology between a this-worldly hope and an other­
worldly hope. 
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exegesis: the practice of interpretation and exposition, specifically of the Bible. 

fetishism: according to Marx, the bestowal in a capitalist society on material 
objects of certain characteristics, such that they appear to possess these naturally. 

Feucrbachian: referring to Ludwig Feucrbach ( 1 8 0 4 - 7 2 ) , who demanded that theo­
logy be understood as a projection on to the transcendent of ideas concerning 
humanity and society. 

fidcism: a doctrine which places emphasis on the need for faith and rejects the 
ability of the human mind to understand God, with the consequent denial of the 
possibility of the need for rational justification. 

hermencutics: the task of reflecting on how we go about doing our interpretation 
of texts, life and culture. 

hermencutics of suspicion: interpretation linked with what Paul Ricoeur has called 
the masters of suspicion, Marx , Freud and Nietzsche. Its major characteristic is 
suspicion of the validity of received narratives and explanations with a demand to 
probe to get at the underlying truth behind appearances. 

immanentism: in contrast with transcendence in theology this doctrine stresses 
God's nearness and involvement in history, including ordinary events and situations. 

neo-Iiberal: a way of characterising the free-market economic theory which has 
been influential in global economics in the last decades of the twentieth century. 

orthopraxy: right way of behaving, contrasted with orthodoxy, right belief, which 
is held to be less interested in the practical demands of faith. 

praxis or practice: action, a term often used in liberation theology to describe the 
actions and commitments which provide the context for theological reflection. 

proletariat: the working class which in Marxist theory would be the agent of the 
defeat of capitalism. 

Promethean: referring to Prometheus, the figure in Greek mythology who stole fire 
from the gods and taught humankind divine wisdom, for which he was imprisoned 
for having aspired to divinity. 

sotcriology: the doctrine of God's saving work, especially through the life, death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

typology: the relation of different persons and narratives (usually in the Old and 
New Testaments), so that the character of one is informed by the character of the 
other (so the sacrifice of Isaac informs the understanding of the death of Jesus). 
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Introduction: the theology of liberation 

May Day in 1 9 8 3 will always remain indelibly etched on my memory. It 
was my first Saturday in Brazil, in the middle of a period of military 
dictatorship in that country, and I was taken to visit some theologians 
working with base ecclesial communities in Sao Paulo. I recall entering a 
large building which served as a community centre for one of the shanty 
towns on the periphery of this enormous city. Inside there were about forty 
men and women listening to a woman expound the first chapter of the book 
of Revelation. She was standing at a table at which were sitting two men. 
Her lecture was constantly interrupted by her audience sharing their experi­
ence of situations parallel with that of John on Patmos: witness, endurance, 
and tribulation. One man who had been active in trade unions spoke with 
me after the meeting describing the way in which the book of Revelation 
spoke to his situation: he had been imprisoned without trial, and a Church 
which had seemed so irrelevant and remote had become a shelter and 
inspiration for his life. There was an atmosphere of utter comprehension 
of, and accord with, John's situation, as trade union activists, catechists and 
human rights workers shared their experiences of persecution and harass­
ment as a result of their work with the poor and marginalised. They found 
in John a kindred spirit as they sought to understand and build up their 
communities in the face of the contemporary beast of poverty and oppres­
sion. It was readily apparent as I listened to their eager attempts to relate 
Revelation to their situation that they had discovered a text which spoke to 
them because they had not been desensitised by an ordered and respectable 
life of accommodation and assimilation. The woman and one of the men at 
the front of the meeting were teachers at the local seminary and the other 
man the local Roman Catholic bishop. They had been conducting a regular 
training day for representatives from the hundreds of base ecclesial com­
munities who had gathered for training in Scripture and its interpretation. 

That occasion embodies so many of the features which have distinguished 
liberation theology. First of all, it is rooted in ordinary people's everyday 
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experience of poverty. Second, it involves a use of Scripture the interpreta­
tion of which is closely related to that experience. Third, it is a theology 
which in many parts of the world has deep roots within the life of the Church 
(this is nowhere more true than in Brazil where a liberation theology 
perspective has permeated, and in turn been influenced by, the pastoral 
practice of many Roman Catholic dioceses). Fourth, it has flourished in the 
meetings of groups within urban or rural settings, worshipping and reflecting 
on Scripture and joining in common projects for human welfare in health 
and education. Fifth, there is a theology which is explored not just in the 
tutorial or seminar but engages the whole person in the midst of a life of 
struggle and deprivation. It is theology which, above all, often starts from 
the insights of those men and women who have found themselves caught 
up in the midst of that struggle, rather than being evolved and handed 
down to them by ecclesiastical or theological experts. Finally, books of the 
Bible (like the book of Revelation) and parts of the theological tradition, 
often ignored or despised, become a vehicle of hope and insight in these 
situations of oppression and deprivation as new hope in God's purposes 
are discovered. 

Theology and experience: a way of doing theology from 

the perspective of the poor and marginalised 

Theology as it has developed over the centuries can seem abstract from 
ordinary life as is evident in the way in which 'theological' has come to be 
used to describe irrelevant discussion of a topic. In contrast, liberation 
theology has its origins in the reality of the 'premature and unjust death of 
many people' as Gustavo Gutierrez has put it. However sophisticated the 
books and articles from the liberation theologians may seem to be, it is 
their experience and that of those with whom they work that is the motor 
which drives their theology. The struggle for survival of millions linked 
with Christian social teaching prompted priests and religious to think 
again about their vocation. In so doing, they have learnt afresh from the 
poor as they have lived and worked with them. In a situation where hund­
reds of thousands of peasants were driven off the land their families have 
farmed for generations, because of international demand for economic 
growth to service foreign debt, and where many have drifted to the shanty 
towns which have sprung up on the periphery of large cities, liberation 
theology has flourished. So the starting place is not detached reflection on 
Scripture and tradition but the present life of the shanty towns and land 
struggles, the lack of basic amenities, the carelessness about the welfare of 
human persons, the death squads and the shattered lives of refugees. It is 
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here in particular that its distinctiveness as compared with the theology of 
North American and European academies is most marked. In the words of 
Gustavo Gutierrez: 

. . . the question in Latin America will not be how to speak of God in a 
world come of age, but rather how to proclaim God as Father in a world 
that is inhumane. What can it mean to tell a non-person that he or she is 
God's child? 1 

It was a similar question which was posed in the very earliest years of 
Christianity's presence in South America for priests like Bartolome de las 
Casas who took up the cause of the oppressed indigenous people of the 
sub-continent. As a young priest he prepared a homily on Ecclesiasticus 
3 4 . 2 1 - 7 : the words 'Like one who kills before his father's eyes is a person 
who offers a sacrifice from the property of the poor ' crystallised a sense of 
the injustice of the economic system of which he was a part and which 
exploited indigenous peoples. The rest of his life was devoted to obtaining 
rights for indigenous peoples from the Spanish crown/ 

Liberation theology is being worked out in shanty towns, land struggles, 
oppressed and humiliated groups, as well as areas of urban deprivation in 
the Northern hemisphere, wherever the rebuilding of shattered lives takes 
place. The point is well made by Jon Sobrino who has for years worked in 
war-torn Central America. He suggests that the agenda of European theo­
logy has been more interested in thinking about and explaining the truth 
of faith, whereas for liberation theologians faith runs parallel to real life 
and is in dialectical relationship with it. Thereby the meaning of faith and 
doctrine is illuminated at the same time as the world's wretched condition 
is confronted and alleviated. Commitment to the poor becomes the context 
of reflection, and so practical discipleship becomes the dynamic within 
which theological understanding takes place. Understanding of God and 
the world is a gift of grace and means an altered perspective in a life of 
service to those who are the least of Christ's brothers and sisters. 3 

Liberation theology: a means of ethical and intellectual orientation 

When Carlos Mesters, a liberation theologian from Brazil, writes of 'inter­
preting life by means of the Bible', he encapsulates this way of doing 
theology. Liberation theology is not the accumulation of, or learning about, 
a distinctive body of distinctive information, though the perspective may 
well produce an approach to parts of the spectrum of the Christian tra­
dition which are either ignored or denied. Liberation theology is above all 
a new way of doing theology rather than being itself a new theology. It 
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is new in the sense that it contrasts with much of the theology that has 
emerged in the last two centuries, centred, as it so often is, in university or 
seminary, with the priority placed on intellectual discourse detached from 
life and, increasingly, the practice of prayer and charity. In many respects, 
liberation theology harks back to the theological method of an earlier age, 
when worship, service to humanity and theological reflection were more 
closely integrated and when the conduct of the Christian life was an indis­
pensable context for theological reflection. What has been rediscovered, in 
particular, is the commitment to the poor and marginalised as a determining 
moment for theology rather than the agenda of detachment and reflection 
within the academy. Such a discovery may involve a disorientation of life, 
a conversion indeed. The commitment to, and solidarity with, the poor 
and vulnerable are the necessary environment for stimulating the intel­
lectual activity which enables liberation theology to begin. The key thing is 
that one first of all does liberation theology rather than learns about it. Or, 
to put it another way, one can only learn about it by embarking on it. T o 
ask the question, 'What is liberation theology?' and think that one can 
answer without commitment and the understanding which emerges from it 
is to miss out on the central ingredient of liberation theology. This experience 
cannot adequately be communicated except by committing oneself and 
taking the first step along the road of solidarity and action. Therein lies the 
root of understanding. 

Liberation theology is a way, a discipline, an exercise which has to be 
lived rather than acquired as a body of information. It has its parallels in 
the classic texts of Western Christian spirituality. The Spiritual Exercises 
of Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, for example, seems at first 
sight to be a rag-bag of Christian platitudes. T o read them without putting 
the advice into practice for oneself, however, fails to do justice to the fact 
that it is only when one actually uses them that the significance and func­
tion of the Exercises becomes apparent. 4 What one is offered in them is a 
means of intellectual and ethical re-orientation. Similarly, engagement with 
the texts of liberation theology offers an understanding of God from within a 
commitment to the poor and marginalised and a means of thinking afresh 
about reality or the ways in which we articulate it to one another. Therein 
lies their peculiar power. It is not so much their fascinating ideas (many 
may be paralleled in other areas of contemporary intellectual enquiry) or 
the originality of the information they convey (there are many text books 
about the Third World which give a fuller picture of life in the various 
countries in which the liberation theologians are writing). Rather, it is the 
process of wrestling with texts like these which explicitly start from a 
situation of oppression and vulnerability and in that situation discovering 
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God that makes liberation theology peculiarly powerful. Because of the 
deep-rooted connection of this theology with particular contexts and ex­
periences, liberation theology presents peculiar problems for those who 
seek to write about it. A proper understanding of it demands something 
more than an intellectual appreciation alone. Understanding involves more 
than the exercise of the mind and includes the move from a previous 
position of detachment, to be open to that transformation of perspective 
which comes, either at the margins, or in social estrangement. Thereby one 
may be enabled to 'see the Kingdom of God' . 5 

Liberation theology and the Church 

Liberation theology has emerged within the wider context of Catholic 
social teaching and, in particular, the significant development of Roman 
Catholic theology based on the Second Vatican Council, and the encyc­
licals associated with it. The decisions taken by the Latin American bishops 
at their epoch-making meeting at Medellfn, affirmed at Puebla, with the 
explicit commitment to take a 'preferential option for the p o o r ' 6 and 
reaffirmed at the most recent conference of Latin American bishops at 
Santo Domingo, 7 have offered a foundation for those Christians committed 
to the betterment of the poor enabling them to see their task as an integral 
part of the Church's vocation to evangelisation. Working within the para­
meters of international and national episcopal decisions, exponents of the 
theology of liberation respond to the 'reality' which confronts millions: 
poverty, appalling living conditions, malnutrition, inadequate health care, 
contrasting with the affluence not only of the 'North' , but, even more 
glaring still, the wealth and affluence of the wealthy elites of Latin Ameri­
can cities. 

In the Roman Catholic Church the power of diocesan bishops is such 
that those attempting to get the grassroots movement off the ground where 
there is no episcopal support have found the going very tough indeed, even 
though the social conditions of large numbers of people may be every bit 
as bad as in other dioceses where the theology has taken root. Equally, in 
those dioceses where the diocesan bishop is supportive, that power can be 
used to push a diocese in a progressive direction far more quickly than 
would be possible in the Protestant churches. 8 The particular circumstances 
of the Church in Brazil have offered a context for the development of 

• liberation theology which has been unique in Latin America (though there 
has been a trend to less progressive positions by the Brazilian Bishops' 
Conference in recent years and the mushrooming of Protestant churches 9 ) . 
While it may be possible to detect an apparent similarity of concern and 
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expression in theology which has a libcrationist perspective, we need to 
take care that we avoid assuming that community of interest necessarily 
means that we can easily distil the different perspectives and emphases, 
whether of Latin American theologians 1 0 linked with liberation theology, 
or, of theologians in Asia, Africa and those representing minority groups 
in the 'North'. While it is usual to speak of Latin America as the starting-
place of liberation theology, in fact there have been different emphases in 
the different countries, as related movements have emerged in other parts 
of the world. 

The base ecclesial communities 

Liberation theology as it has developed has become rooted in the Basic 
Christian Communities or base ecclesial communities (the CEBs) . The base 
communities are a significant component of the contemporary political as 
well as ecclesiastical scene, particularly in Brazil, where it is difficult to 
drive a wedge between the so-called 'popular church' with more tenuous 
links to bishops and priests and mainstream Catholicism. Certainly there 
are tensions, particularly in those dioceses where there is less sympathy 
towards the CEBs. But Brazilian Catholicism, for example, is characterised 
by a widespread acceptance of the CEBs and their central role in being the 
church in contemporary Brazil, a fact which is evident from the episcopal 
support of the regular CEBs ' assembly. An ecclesial agenda is being set for 
the interpretative enterprise which is firmly based in the struggles of mil­
lions for recognition and justice. 

A constant refrain of all the different approaches which are grouped 
together under liberation theology is that the perspective of the poor and 
the marginalised offers another story, an alternative to that told by the 
wielders of economic power whose story becomes the 'normal ' account. Its 
encouragement of the study of popular religion, whether Christian, Indian 
or Afro-American, is part of its project to enable the story of the 'little 
people' to be heard. In addition, it has championed the recovery of the 
religion of those within the Christian tradition who resisted the practice of 
conquest and despoliation, like Bartolomé de las Casas and Antonio 
Valdivieso, whose ministry takes its part alongside those whom the con­
querors would prefer to forget. It is part of the task suggested in Walter 
Benjamin's words: 'In every era the attempt must be made anew to wrest 
tradition away from a conformism that is about to overpower i t . ' 1 1 

Oppressed persons have become the particular means whereby the divine 
perspective on human existence is offered. They are the 'little ones' who 
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are vouchsafed a peculiar insight into the identity of the divine wisdom: 
'I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have kept these 
things from the wise and intelligent and revealed them to babes' (Matt . 
1 1 . 2 5 ) . The oppressed call into question assumptions about the character 
of human relationships, both local and international, in a suffering and 
unjust w o r l d . l t What some liberation theologians are claiming is that the 
vantage point of the poor is particularly, and especially, the vantage point 
of the crucified God and can act as a criterion for theological reflection, 
biblical exegesis, and the life of the Church. The poor are the means where­
by the Church can learn to discern the truth, direction and content of its 
mission, and they can assure the Church of being the place where the Lord 

is to be found. 1 3 

T h e Bible and liberation theology 

Among grassroots groups the Bible has become a catalyst for the explo­
ration of pressing contemporary issues relevant to the community and 
offers a language so that the voice of the voiceless may be heard. The 
biblical tradition becomes a catalyst for new thought and action related to 
the circumstances of everyday commitments. In the CEBs there is an imme­
diacy in the way in which the text is used because resonances are found 
with the experience set out in the stories of biblical characters which seems 
remote from the world of most people in the more affluent Europe and 
North America. The Bible offers a means by which the present difficulties 
can be shown to be surmountable in the life of faith and community com­
mitment. T o enable the poor to read the Bible has involved a programme 
of education about the contents of the biblical material, so that it can be a 
resource for thousands who are illiterate. In such programmes full recogni­
tion is taken of the value of the experience of l ife. ' 4 It can be a form of 
Bible study which goes straight to the text with no concern to ask questions 
about its original historical context . ' 5 Such a reading of the text can serve 
to encourage faith and confidence in the individual's relationship with his/ 
her Lord. The community setting means an avoidance of a narrowly indi­
vidualist 'religious' reading. The approach to Bible reading in the CEBs has 
many similarities with Protestant forms of Bible study which are increasingly 
prevalent in Latin America. Indeed, one should not ignore the enormous 
inroads into Latin American Catholicism of evangelical Christianity with 
its similar 'direct' way of reading the Bible, though with less overt political 
content to the interpretation. 

As we have seen, the experience of poverty and oppression (often termed 
'life' or 'reality') is as important a text as the text of Scripture itself. It 
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represents another text to be studied alongside that contained between the 
covers of the Bible. God's word is to be found in the dialectic between the 
literary memory of the people of God and the continuing story to be dis­
cerned in the contemporary world, particularly among those people with 
whom God has chosen to be identified. This twofold aspect is well brought 
out by Carlos Mesters: 

. . . the emphasis is not placed on the text's meaning in itself but rather on 
the meaning the text has for the people reading it. At the start the people 
tend to draw any and every sort of meaning, however well or ill founded, 
from the t e x t . . . the common people are also eliminating the alleged 'neut­
rality' of scholarly e x e g e s i s . . . the common people are putting the Bible in 
its proper place, the place where God intended it to be. They are putting it in 
second place. Life takes first place! In so doing, the people are showing us 
the enormous importance of the Bible, and at the same time, its relative value 
- relative to l i fe. 1 6 

This biblical study may seem to be an example of the dangerous reading 
into the text of the readers' own prejudices. But Karl Barth reminds us of 
the inevitability that some kind of reading into the text is always at work 
in any biblical interpretation as we seek to make sense of the meaning of 
the words, when he writes 'Why should parallels drawn from the ancient 
world be of more value for our understanding of the epistle than the 
situation in which we ourselves actually are and to which we can therefore 
bear witness? ' 1 7 This neatly encapsulates the way of reading Scripture in 
the CEBs and represents the difference between so much mainstream con­
temporary biblical exegesis and a liberationist approach. 

Responses to liberation theology 

In the course of the development of Latin American theology which has 
followed in the footsteps of Gutierrez's pioneering study of the early 1 9 7 0 s , 
there has been a development and response to criticisms that have been 
made. There has been a greater appreciation of gender and race alongside 
poverty as factors which need to be taken into account in any liberation 
theology. Also the Roman Catholic representatives of the liberationist per­
spective have been in dialogue with wider catholic theology and consider 
their work as in continuity, and in dialogue, with the Magisterium (teaching 
office) of the Church (often to the frustration of some of their Protestant col­
leagues). O f course, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has had 
significant differences of opinion over the years with certain Latin American 
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theologians (not to mention also with some Brazilian cardinals and the 
Brazilian Bishops' Conference). Nevertheless many of the theological ex­
positions, particularly as liberation theology has developed, have been 
consciously moulded within the Magisterium and its application within the 
successive conferences of the Latin American bishops and their regional 
conferences' decisions (in Latin America at Medellin and Puebla, reaffirmed 
substantially at Santo Domingo). It is this which, along with the experience 
of pastoral work and the peculiar insight and contribution of the poor , 
forms their response to questions about poverty. 

The contributions of liberation theologians form a small part of a long 
debate within Christianity, both modern and ancient, about appropriate 
attitudes and responses to the poor and vulnerable and the Church's rela­
tions with the political powers. Liberation theology has emerged, in R o m a n 
Catholic circles at least, as applications of the Magisterium's emphasis on 
the preferential option for the poor, the insight vouchsafed to the poor 
' to highlight aspects of the Word of God, the richness of which had not yet 
been fully grasped' (Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith's Instruction 
7 0 ) , and the important contribution of the CEBs. Liberation theologians 
see themselves engaged in mediation between the poor and the Magisterium 
together with the appropriate 'secular' wisdom which contributes to theo­
logical reflection (Gaudium et Spes 6 2 ) , though with a clear commitment 
to the poor rather than being neutral theological brokers . ' 8 

Assessment of liberation theology in the Roman Catholic Church has 
not been entirely negative. In contrast with the tone of the Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith's Libertatis Nuntius, in a recent survey of biblical 
hermeneutics members of the Pontifical Biblical Commission 1 9 include a 
more positive assessment of liberation theology. Among the criticisms of 
the Commission are the concentration on narrative and prophetic texts in 
liberation theology, which highlight situations of oppression and which 
inspire a praxis leading to social change. While admitting that exegesis 
cannot be neutral, they discern a danger that those engaged in liberation 
theology might be too one-sided, and find themselves engaged in social and 
political action which is not the main task of the exegete. The use of 
Marxist analysis of social reality as a frame of reference for reading the 
Bible is questioned, as is its emphasis on a hope for God's reign on earth 
'to the detriment', as they put it, 'of the more transcendent dimensions of 
scriptural eschatology' . 2 0 Liberationist and feminist interpretations are both 
given the label 'contextual approaches' (as if interpretative approaches like 
the historical-critical method are not contextual, though, clearly, members 
of the Commission regard the historical method as having a privileged 
position in biblical hermeneutics). 

9 
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The response to liberation theology in the academies of Europe has been 
mixed. On the one hand there is evidence of the considerable influence of 
the importance of experience and context in theological reflection in sem­
inary training, but mainstream biblical exegesis and dogmatics have been 
largely unaffected by a liberationist perspective. Although there is an admira­
tion of 'Southern' theologians on the part of 'Northern' colleagues, there has 
been a certain wariness about liberation theology in the 'North' . Libera­
tion theology's overt commitment and practical involvement can make it 
an obvious target for criticism from those who favour a more detached 
and dispassionate form of theological reflection. Liberation theologians 
seem to some to bypass the careful questioning and necessary provisionality 
of much of our interpretation. Liberation theologians insist that all theo­
logy is inevitably contextual and conditioned by the environment and act­
ivity in which the theologians are themselves engaged, even if they would 
want to assert the existence of a universal demand to opt for the poor. 
'Northern' theologians have been somewhat coy about their own inter­
pretative interests, social and economic as well as ideological, however. 
The overtly committed reading from liberation theologians at least has the 
merit of being more clear about where they are approaching the text from 
and posing a challenge to those of us who are more ideologically complacent. 
The apparent absence of partiality in 'Northern' academic readings should 
not lead us to suppose that there may be no interest at stake. All of us 
involved in mainstream academic theology need to examine our consciences 
and ask ourselves how far our theology breathes a spirit of detachment 
and objectivity. There will often be struggles in the academy but they will 
often be individualised and detached from the growing gap between rich 
and poor throughout the world. We in the 'North' need to learn to be part 
of a community of interpretation and action in a Church committed to the 
poor where the concerns of the academy contribute to the challenge to the 
priorities of an increasingly individualistic age lacking global concern. There 
is nothing new in what is expected of both the Church and theology. 
Frequently despite itself, the Christian Church has for two thousand years 
managed to keep alive an antidote to that unfettered individualism which 
seeks to fragment and destroy. 

Critics often find the liberationist agenda inapplicable to the complex 
democracies of the 'the North' , or, while accepting the challenge that libera­
tion theologians pose, indicate that there are other issues which 'Northern' 
theologians find pressing in their context . 1 1 Others find the theological 
approach too simplistic or too much infected with a philosophy alien to 
Christianity. The emphasis on the experience of the everyday world and its 
injustices as an essential part of the knowledge of God is a recurrent theme 
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in a small but growing grassroots theology in Europe as well as being the 
cornerstone of the theology of liberation. The primary text of oppression, 
poverty and dehumanising attitudes and circumstances as a result makes 
theologians out of all God's people. The experts do not have a privileged 
position in the understanding of God as there is emphasis on the insight of 
the poor as interpreters of the word of God. There is evidence of a wide­
spread practice of a way of doing theology in which experience of life in 
inner cities or on the margins of life resonates with Scripture either as a 
direct result of the influence of liberation theology or, sometimes, as a 
parallel development. Often such examples in the 'North ' are related to 
one another only loosely at most and lack the institutional networks of the 
liberation theology of Latin America or the Ecumenical Association of 
Third World Theologians ( E A T W O T ) . " Theology which may be termed 
libcrationist has grown up in a variety of situations in Europe and America 
over the last two decades, much of it not yet adequately catalogued/ 3 Among 
its theological ancestors one might include the radical Barthian William 
Stringfellow 1 4 and Jacques Ellul 2 5 in North America and Europe respectively. 
Neither has been influenced by liberation theology; indeed, in some respects 
each has been opposed to it. 

Historical antecedents to liberation theology 

Libcrationist perspectives have a long pedigree in Christian theology. They 
are already evident in, for example, the words of the mid-sixteenth-century 
English writer, Gerrard Winstanley, that 'tradesmen will speak by experi­
ence the things they have seen in God, and the learned clergy will be 
slighted'/* Here priority is given to that inner prompting of God peculiarly 
derived from the experience of poverty and vulnerability which offers a 
glimpse of the mind of God. Scripture then acts as confirmation of that 
intuitive knowledge of God. As in many radical movements in Christianity 
there is a stress on the immanence of God in the persons of the poor as 
a catalyst for theology in history (though in liberation theology it is 
the presence of God in the poor whereas in the writings of the Radical 
Reformation understanding of the ways of God tends to be viewed in a 
more individualist manner)/ 7 From Paul's letter to the Galatians where the 
meaning of Scripture and the tradition is subordinated to experience of the 
Spirit to the use of the Bible in the CEBs in contemporary Latin America 
the emphasis is on experience as a prior ' text ' which must condition the 
way in which Scripture and tradition are read and the 'signs of the times' 
interpreted. William Blake is another of a long line of radical exponents of 
Scripture whose myth-making and creative use of Scripture is filtered through 
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personal experience and social upheaval. Blake explored ways in which to 
liberate the Bible from the dominant patterns of interpretation of his day. 
He was no exegete or theologian in any conventional sense. He offered a 
different perspective to tell the story in language which might subvert a 
Bible in support of a system which oppressed the poor. William Blake used 
words and designs to open eyes to other dimensions to life and an aware­
ness of the epistemological shift which was required of dulled human 
intellects.*8 What is apparent in the writings of all these ancestors of libera­
tion theology is the enormity of the task confronting those who would per­
suade supporters of great institutions of their need for a change o f heart 
and practice. Theirs is no Utopian optimism for there is a recognition that 
the task of persuasion requires a variety of stratagems to jolt complacent 
mind-sets into seeing things differently. 

The positions of liberation theologians, varied as they are, do seem to 
exhibit certain tendencies and influences (the presence of God in the persons 
of the poor, the emphasis on action rather than belief, the hope for the 
reign of God on earth, and a reliance on an action-reflection model). What 
runs like a thread through all liberation theology is a commitment based 
on contemplation of God in the suffering Christ whose presence is hidden in 
the p o o r . 2 9 One could compare that moment of commitment about which 
Gutierrez writes to the insight of J o b when he contrasts past knowledge 
with present experience which enlivens that knowledge: T had heard of 
thee by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees thee' ( Job 4 Z . 5 O . 

In recent years several commentators have sounded the death-knell of 
liberation theology. Yet, there is the disturbing fact that even if liberation 
theologians have made some mistakes, they have put their finger on some­
thing fundamental to the theological task: speaking of God in a world that 
is inhumane. Such a standpoint is a central component of catholic Chris­
tianity, and it is necessary for a Church seeking conformity with the way 
of Jesus 3 0 to discern the standpoint of those who may be particularly well 
able to perceive Christ. Perhaps this is the most disturbing thing about the 
theological tradition which liberation theology represents: that there exists 
a hermeneutical privilege for the poor and marginalised and a consequent 
loss of privilege and status in academy or church. As one English ancestor 
of liberation theology put it: 

Nay let me tell you, that the poorest man, that sees his Maker, and lives in 
the light, though he could never read a letter in a book, dares throw the 
glove to all the humane learning in the world, and declare the deceit of i t . } l 

Words which echo those of Jesus, 'I thank you, Father, Lord o f heaven 
and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and intelligent 
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and revealed them to infants ' (Matt . 1 1 . 2 5 ) . A salutary w a r n i n g for all 

theologians. 
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G. G U T I E R R E Z translated by J U D I T H C O N D O R 

The task and content of 
liberation theology 

The urgency and the richness of the commitment that many Christians in 
Latin America and the Caribbean began to feel in the 1 9 6 0 s as part of the 
struggle for justice and solidarity with the poor raised new questions, as 
well as pointing to fertile new pathways in the discourse about faith. These 
circumstances helped convert such reflection into a theology of liberation; 
that is, a way to understand the grace and salvation of Jesus in the context 
of the present and from the situation of the poor. 

From the start, therefore, this theological perspective is bound up with 
the life of grassroots Christian communities and their commitment, as well 
as with the evangelising mission of the Church. This is the reason for its 
great impact, also from the outset, in the magisterium of the Church. 
Medellin and other Latin American Bishops' conferences, as well as many 
other texts, bear witness to this fact. 

The theology of liberation, like any theology is about God. God and 
God's love are, ultimately, its only theme. But since for Christian revelation 
(the starting point for any theology) the love of God is a mystery, the imme­
diate question is how to talk of a mystery? The humble and respectful 
advice of Thomas Aquinas remains valid: 'we cannot know what God is, 
only what he is not ' (ST I .9.3 introd.). It is in this context that, nearly thirty 
years ago, we asked ourselves what path the theological task ought to take 
in the context of Latin America. 

In order to try to answer this question it is useful to remind ourselves 
about the challenges that are posed for such a reflection; how this reflection 
understands its present and future tasks; and its orientation towards the 
proclamation of the God of life in a reality characterised by the premature 
and unjust death of many people. 
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Challenged by poverty 

There is one clear and determining fact about the last few decades in the 
life of the Latin American Church: the way of understanding the task of 
announcing the gospel changed from the moment that the Church took 
new consciousness of the 'inhuman misery' (Medelli'n, Pobreza n. i ) in 
which the majority of the population lives. Poverty continues to be the 
great challenge to Christian witness in our continent. The attempts of some, 
on the eve of the Bishops' conference at Puebla - and at Santo Domingo -
to tone down the concern about this situation of poverty and to shift the 
focus of attention to other matters were in vain. Our reality and the demands 
of the gospel combined to head off any possibility of evading these issues. 

Thus, theological reflection cannot be the same either. It sets out on new 
pathways which lead - not without difficulties or misunderstandings - to 
rich possibilities for the proclamation of the Kingdom of God as these last 
years have proved. 

The presence of the absent 

The participation of Christians in the process of liberation in Latin America 
that some time ago we used to call the 'most important fact' (hecho mayor) 
in the life of the Church is nothing other than an expression of the immense 
historical process that we know as the 'irruption' of the poor. This has 
helped us see with unusual force and clarity the longstanding, cruel pov­
erty in which the great majority of Latin Americans live. These people have 
burst upon the social scene with 'their poverty on their shoulders' - as Las 
Casas commented referring to the Indian nations of his time. But this situ­
ation of poverty has led to a better appreciation of the energies and values 
of these people. 

These times, therefore, bear the imprint of a new presence of the poor, 
the marginalised and the oppressed. Those who were for so long 'absent' 
in our society and in the Church have made themselves - and are continuing 
to make themselves - present. It is not a matter of physical absence: we are 
talking of those who have had scant or no significance, and who therefore 
have not felt (and in many cases still do not feel) in a position to make plain 
their suffering, their aspirations and their hopes. But this is what has started 
to change. 

It is always difficult to date the beginning of any historical process; in 
these examples, dates are often approximate and conventional. Nevertheless, 
we can affirm that the process we have described has been going on for 
thirty or fort>- years in Latin America and the Caribbean. Initially, it was 
evident in developments such as the growth of the popular movements, in 
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an intensification of the struggle for justice, in an increase in expectations, in 
the emergence of new social and political organisations, in a greater aware­
ness of personal dignity and in the rights of the old indigenous peoples, in 
attempts by those in power to undertake meaningful social reforms, and 
even - in some cases - in unfruitful outbreaks of guerrilla violence. All of 
which brought in response new types of authoritarian and repressive govern­
ments, in a world still characterised by the cold war. 

The facts are complex, and not free of ambivalence. However, we are on 
the threshold of something challenging and hopeful, which has meant that 
the poor begin to see themselves as subjects of their own history, as being 
able to take their destiny in their own hands. This is clearly a crucial discov­
ery and a profound conviction, replete with social and pastoral implications. 
It is a case of what today is known as 'self image' and of the appearance 
of new social and pastoral actors. It has left a decisive mark both on the 
nature of the political task in Latin American society, as well as on the activ­
ity of the Church. 

The challenge becomes even more dramatic for the task of evangelisation 
if we bear in mind that the people who erupted on to the historical scene 
are at the same time both poor and Christian. Their Christian faith affects 
in many different ways their experience of poverty and oppression, and this 
experience of poverty and oppression makes its mark on their experience 
o f the gospel. 

A new social awareness 
For a long time we Latin Americans have lived in great ignorance about 
the reality of our countries. Occasional voices - some of which were 
certainly very authoritative - alerted us in the past to the problems created 
by enormous social divides. But often they were rendered ineffectual by 
indifference and the lack of sensitivity to the marginalisation of the poor. 
During the 1 9 5 0 s various international factors led to a concern for what 
came to be called development, both social and economic. In the wake of 
the Bandung Conference ( 1 9 5 5 ) , such terminology came to express the 
aspirations of backward countries which sought to achieve more humane 
living conditions. Developmentalist policies came to be applied at this time 
in Latin America and the Caribbean with a view to rescuing these countries 
from their backwardness. But the initial optimism in such policies soon 
gave way to disillusion. 

Confronting developmentalism - not development itself which is a tech­
nical concept and a necessity for all countries - there emerged dependency 
theory. This received its initial elaboration in the neo-structuralist domain 
of the Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA), a UN body. This 
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perspective gradually gained substance through contributions from various 
aspects of the social sciences, both with and without the influence of 
Marxist analysis. Unlike developmentalism, dependency theory involves 
acute and sustained study of the causes of poverty in Latin America and 
places it in an international context. It also seeks - a key point - to 
concentrate on the process which has led up to this state of affairs, stress­
ing the view that nations form part of a history which is increasingly 
universal. A fundamental requirement for this perspective, therefore, is to 
look for ways to break the dependency on the main centres of power. 

This last point, coupled with the analysis of the causes of poverty, linked 
this approach with the path opened up by the increased awareness of the 
poverty in which the majority of Latin Americans lived, and also with the 
new pastoral and spiritual paths that stemmed from it. In this way, depend­
ency theory - which was at its peak in the 1 9 6 0 s and 1 9 7 0 s - became a 
crucial tool for understanding the socio-economic reality of Latin America. 
It made possible a structural analysis of the evils present in this reality, and 
suggested courses for remedying them. 

Without any doubt this theory represented a qualitative step forward in 
efforts to understand the Latin American situation. Its presence in the 
framework for liberation theology (and in the Medellfn documents) derives 
precisely from its contribution to social analysis. In this way dependency 
theory fulfils a role as a tool of understanding those aspects of the socio­
economic reality for which it was designed. Its contribution was significant 
during the first few years of the development of the theology of liberation 
in Latin America. This is clear and a well-known fact. However, as always 
in the history of theology, the understanding of faith is not necessarily 
identified with the intellectual path taken to understand a specific aspect of 
existence, in this case the socio-economic dimension. This should not be 
taken to mean that the use of social analysis, by giving a better picture of 
the challenges that the social and economic dimensions of society pose to 
faith, does not help to establish priorities which leave a mark on theological 
reflection oriented to transforming society, so long as this coincides with 
the task of evangelisation. It is important to be clear about connections 
and distinctions to be drawn on such matters. 

Like any theory, dependency theory necessarily advances and adapts in 
the light of changes in the situation it seeks to understand. Indeed, the 
tools of social analysis vary with time, according to their ability to explain 
the phenomena to which they relate, and in accordance with the efficacy of 
the solutions they propose. What characterises science is its capacity to be 
critical about its own presuppositions and its own results; scientific know­
ledge advances permanently by means of new interpretative hypotheses. 
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A variety of learned studies in more recent years have aimed to critique 
dependency theory. For many today it represents - without denying its 
contribution at a specific moment - an instrument that fails to explain the 
complexity of the present situation. Indeed, in retrospect, the limitations it 
always had have become clearer (for example, its excessive emphasis on 
external factors in explaining underdevelopment). This is normal. It is 
always the case with attempts to understand terrain such as ours where the 
surface soil is sandy and shifting. The same happens in human sciences 
(social and psychological). Time is implacably relentless in such attempts 
at understanding. 

While it would be a serious error not to acknowledge the contribution 
of this theory, it would be worse to remain tied to a tool which clearly no 
longer responds adequately to the diversity of the present situation, and 
which pays no heed to new aspects. Many such changes are the product of 
important changes on the international scene. They also arise from different 
perceptions of elements which, while they may have long formed part of 
the social framework in Latin America, now help provide a better picture 
of its contours. 

The current situation 
First we need to remind ourselves that poverty has increased dramatic­
ally. The gap between the rich and poor nations is today wider than two 
decades ago. The same is the case within each Latin American country. 
This has led to the virtual disappearance of sectors of the middle class 
which have been plunged into poverty. It has given rise to what has been 
called 'neo-dualism': the population is ever increasingly polarised at the 
two extremes of the social and economic spectrum. In this context , the 
1 9 8 0 s is often referred to as a 'lost decade', although for some countries 
the period has in fact been much longer. Nevertheless, it is important to 
note that in this period those countries have managed to improve their 
strategies to alleviate or even solve their problems. 

Many things have also changed in the international arena. Following the 
collapse of the authoritarian socialism of the Eastern European countries -
which neither respected the basic rights nor took into account the diversity 
of aspirations of their citizens - we have moved from a bipolar world to 
one in which in political and military terms there is but one pole, although 
in the economic sphere the situation is more complex. This collapse has 
also led to a reaffirmation of market economics, even though these cannot 
work properly except within parameters which reflect concern for social 
and human inequality. The technological revolution in the sphere of know­
ledge has radically transformed the process of accumulation and reduced 
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the role played by the raw materials that poor countries produce. This has 
rendered redundant a number of the analytical concepts which were used 
previously. The burden of debt has distorted the economies of the poor 
countries, while the rigidity of international organisations on this issue has 
acted as a straitjacket limiting the possibilities for responding to the needs 
of the poorest. 

All this has brought new forms of interchange between North and South. 
In many cases, the inequalities have become more marked, these deep 
chasms at times posing a threat to world peace, even if we believe that 
economic and military might can control the situation at the moment. 

Neo-liberal ideology (one of its main texts proclaims, not without uncon­
scious humour, 'the end of history') rereads in its own fashion the histor­
ical evolution of humanity. In this way it deprives the poor nations of their 
history and disguises those economic and social processes which have 
increased the asymmetries mentioned above. All this leads to a concentra­
tion of power in certain sectors of society that reduces the ways out avail­
able to poor nations, and to the poor living in them. The signs of exhaustion 
implicit in neo-liberalism are already beginning to appear and they may 
change the picture in the future, although the present trends are clear 
enough. 

On the other hand, the passage of time has helped us to understand 
better the concrete situation facing the poor and oppressed in Latin America. 
From the beginning, from the perspective of the theology of liberation, 
we spoke of subjugated peoples, exploited classes, despised races, and mar­
ginalised cultures. Then, there was expressed a concern for the discrimina­
tion against women, an attitude frequently hidden that becomes a daily 
habit, a cultural tradition, even though for that no less persistent and un­
healthy. But what is clear is that these different aspects did not take on 
their most strident and demanding form until solidarity with the world of 
the poor became deeper in the last few years. Factors of race, culture and 
gender have become increasingly important in helping to draw a more 
accurate picture of the condition of the poor in Latin America. Thanks to 
such commitment we became more aware that ultimately - without omitting 
of course its social and economic dimensions - poverty means death, unjust 
and premature death. 

From this arises the reaffirmation of life as the prime human right, and, 
from the Christian viewpoint, as a gift of God that we must defend. This 
became the hallmark of our experience and reflection at the end of the 
1 9 7 0 s (for example, in Peru and Central America), and has become the 
catalyst for our endeavour and commitment. It helped us recover an 
evangelical perspective (so present in men like Las Casas in the sixteenth 
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century) on the idolatrous character of profit propagated by a 'savage 
capitalism' that crushes the dignity of human beings under foot, turning 
them into the victims of a cruel and sacrilegious cult. 

At the same time it is important to understand that poverty is not only 
about deficiencies. The poor person is someone brimming over with capa­
cities and possibilities, whose culture has its own values, derived from 
racial background, history and language. Such energies have been revealed 
throughout Latin America by women's organisations fighting for life, in 
their creativity and originality which challenges, in spite of everything, the 
so-called 'crisis of paradigms' which we hear so much of today. W e are 
talking about poor people who, despite the way they have been affected by 
circumstances (often seriously), resist all attempts to mutilate or manipulate 
their hopes for the future. 

Poverty and theological reflection 

At around the middle of the twentieth century, a number of develop­
ments helped to revive and to relaunch the theme of poverty within the 
universal Church. There was a demand for a radical and authentic witness 
of poverty arising from new religious communities. This came from among 
those concerned with the growing estrangement from faith evident among 
the labour movement, in the development of the social teaching o f the 
Church and in some spiritual and pastoral tendencies, especially in Europe. 
This concern was categorically and prophetically expressed by Pope John 
X X I I I at the Vatican Council: in the call for the Church to become the 
Church of all, and in particular the Church of the poor ( n September 
1 9 6 2 ) . 

Vatican II, for reasons that are well known and easy to understand, did 
not fully take up John XXl I I ' s proposal, even though this concern was at 
the fore during much of the work of the Council. However, it was heard, 
in large measure because of the developments we have already touched 
upon (albeit not without some reservations and vacillation), where the 
great majority is both poor and Christian: in Latin America. Alongside the 
fact of the new presence of the poor, the idea of a Church of the poor 
stimulated considerable theological reflection. 

That is why in around July 1 9 6 7 , a distinction was made between three 
concepts of poverty: 

( 1 ) Real poverty (frequently called material poverty), defined as the lack 
of those goods required to satisfy the most basic needs of human 
beings. This poverty is an outrage in terms of the message o f the 
Bible. It is a situation wholly contrary to the will of God. 
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(z) Spiritual poverty. This is not primarily the putting aside of worldly 
goods; it is rather an attitude of openness and acceptance towards 
the will of God. The gospel also calls this spiritual childhood, of 
which the renunciation of worldly goods is a consequence. 

(3) Poverty as a commitment to be assumed by all Christians, which 
expresses itself in solidarity with the poor and in protest against 
poverty. Jesus assumes the sins of humanity in this way, both out of 
love for the sinner and in rejection of sin. 1 

Such an approach presupposes a particular analysis of poverty and its 
causes. It also implies a biblical foundation both in relation to a rejection 
of this inhuman situation as well as towards an understanding of spiritual 
poverty. Finally it sets out the reasons - leaving aside all idealism - for 
Christian commitment in this field. This contribution was taken up a year 
later at Medellin in August and September 1 9 6 8 , and helped clarify the 
commitment which many Christians had begun to assume. 1 

Closely linked to the theme of poverty emanating from a situation of 
injustice, a little before Medellin there emerged the theme of liberation, 
which embodies a number of perspectives. Although the term liberation 
exists also in the social and political spheres, it comes from a very ancient 
biblical and theological tradition. It was within this tradition that we 
sought to locate the term from the beginning. In using the word 'liberation' 
we distinguished between: 

( 1 ) Political and social liberation, which points towards the elimination of 
the immediate causes of poverty and injustice, especially with regard 
to socio-economic structures. On this basis, an attempt can be made 
to construct a society based on respect for the other, and especially 
for the weakest and the insignificant; 

(z) human liberation, meaning that, although aware that changing social 
structures is important, we need to go deeper. It means liberating 
human beings of all those things - not just in the social sphere - that 
limit their capacity to develop themselves freely and in dignity. Here we 
are speaking of what Vatican II called a 'new humanism' (cf. GS 5 5 ) ; 

(3) and, crucially, liberation from selfishness and sin. In the analysis of 
faith, this is the last root of injustice that has to be eliminated. Over­
coming this leads to re-establishing friendship with God and with 
other people (cf. Lumen Gentium n. 1 ) . It is clear that only the grace 
of God, the redeeming work of Christ, can overcome sin. 

Divergent, but at the same time linked, these three dimensions of liberation 
portray a radical and integral reality, a broad process whose meaning is 
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ultimately to be found in the salvation of Christ. This provides the concept 
of liberation with its permanent relevance and the demanding appeal, as 
well as the context for dealing with the issue of poverty. 

From the distinctions noted above between notions of poverty, the ex­
pression 'preferential option for the poor' emerged from within Christian 
communities, between the time of the conferences of Medellin and Puebla 
( 1 9 7 9 ) . Here, the three notions of poverty are bound together with one 
another, and are made dynamic. Poor , here refers to victims of material 
poverty; preferential is inspired by the notion of spiritual childhood or the 
capacity to accept the will of God in our lives; and option relates to the 
idea of commitment that - as we have suggested - means solidarity with 
the poor and rejection of poverty as something contrary to the will of God. 
This option, adopted at the Bishops' conference at Puebla, 3 represents 
today a point of orientation for the pastoral activities of the Church and 
an important guideline for being a Christian - in other words, what we 
call spirituality, one of the fundamental concerns of liberation theology. As 
is well known, this is a perspective which is widely accepted in the teaching 
of the universal Church. 

All this provides the approach which has become the central plank in 
the evangelising mission of the contemporary Church in Latin America. It 
combines a profound sense of the gratuitous love of God with the urgency 
of solidarity with the 'little ones' of history. These are the two elements, 
the two pillars of what we call liberation theology. The theme of encounter 
with our Lord in the suffering faces of the dispossessed and despised o f our 
continent beautifully and concisely expresses a process which has been 
under way for some years now. It is evident even from the very dawn of 
Latin American theological reflection inspired by the gospel. We refer to 
the reflections of the Peruvian Indian Felipe Huaman Poma de Ayala at the 
beginning of the seventeenth century; to the ideas we find a little earlier in 
the writing of Bartolome de Las Casas. Both illustrated their Christian under­
standing of the cruel predicament facing the Indians through reference 
to chapter 2 5 of Matthew's Gospel. This is a text which occupies a central 
place in the theology of liberation as well, being taken up both in Puebla 
( 1 9 7 9 ) and Santo Domingo ( 1 9 9 2 ) . 

Theology as critical reflection 

The theology of liberation is reflection on practice in the light of faith. In 
order to understand the scope of such an affirmation, it is helpful to 
examine the question posed at the outset of this discourse on faith, to see 
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how in this perspective theological method and spirituality interrelate closely; 
and finally we can set out the present challenges. 

A point of departure 
A good part of contemporary theology, since the Age of Enlightenment, 
appears to take as a point of departure the challenge raised by the (often 
unbelieving) modern spirit. The modern mentality questions the religious 
world and demands of it a purification and renewal. Bonhocffcr takes up 
this challenge and incisively formulates the question that lies at the roots 
of much contemporary theology: 'how to announce God in a world that 
has come of age (miindig)}9 

But in a continent like Latin America and the Caribbean, the challenge 
comes not in the first instance from the non-believer, but from the 'non-
persons', those who are not recognised as people by the existing social 
order: the poor, the exploited, those systematically and legally deprived of 
their status as human beings, those who barely realise what it is to be a 
human being. The 'non-person' questions not so much our religious universe 
but above all our economic, social, political and cultural order, calling for 
a transformation of the very foundations of a dehumanising society. 

The question we face, therefore, is not so much how to talk of God in a 
world come of age, but how to proclaim God as Father in an inhuman 
world? How do we tell the 'non-persons' that they are the sons and daugh­
ters of God? These are the key questions for a theology that emerges from 
Latin America, and doubtless for other parts of the world in similar situ­
ations. These were the questions which, in a way, Bartolome de Las Casas 
and many others posed in the sixteenth century following their encounter 
with the indigenous population of America. 

This does not mean that the questions posed by modernity are irrelevant 
for us. It is a question of emphasis, and in this light, poverty without 
doubt is the most important challenge. 

Reflection on praxis 
How to find a way to talk about a God who reveals Himself to us as love 
in a reality characterised by poverty and oppression? From the perspective of 
the theology of liberation, it is argued that the first step is to contemplate 
God and put God's will into practice; and only in a second moment 
can we think about God. What we mean to say by this is that the venera­
tion of God and the doing of God's will are the necessary conditions 
for reflection on Him. In fact, only as a consequence of prayer and com­
mitment is it possible to work out an authentic and respectful discourse 
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about God. Through commitment, concretely commitment towards the 
poor, do we find the Lord (cf. Mat t . 2 5 . 3 1 - 4 6 ) ; but at the same time this 
discovery deepens and renders more genuine our solidarity with the poor. 
Contemplation and commitment in human history are fundamental dimen­
sions of Christian existence; in consequence, they cannot be avoided in 
the understanding of faith. The mystery is revealed through contempla­
tion and solidarity with the poor; it is what we call the first act, Christian 
life, practice. Only thereafter can this life inspire reasoning: that is the 
second act. 

Theology, as a critical reflection in the light of the Word adopted through 
faith on the presence of Christians in a tumultuous world, should help us 
to understand the relationship between the life of faith and the urgent need 
to build a society that is humane and just. It is called upon to make 
explicit the values of faith, hope and charity that that commitment in­
volves. But it also helps to correct possible deviations, as well as to recall 
some aspects of the Christian life which risk being forgotten in view of 
immediate political priorities, however charitable those may be. This is the 
function of critical reflection which, by definition, should not be a Chris­
tian justification a posteriori. In essence, theology helps the commitment to 
liberation to be more evangelical, more concrete, more effective. Theology 
is at the service of the Church's task of evangelisation; it arises out o f it as 
an ecclesial function. 4 

The starting point for all theology is to be found in the act of faith. 
However, rather than being an intellectual adherence to the message, it 
should be a vital embracing of the gift of the Word as heard in the ecclesial 
community, as an encounter with God, and as love of one's brother and 
sister. It is about existence in its totality. T o receive the Word, to give it 
life, to make it a concrete gesture; this is where understanding o f faith 
begins. This is the meaning of Saint Anselm's credo ut intelligam. The 
primacy of the love of God and the grace of faith give theology its raison 
d'etre. Authentic theology is always spiritual, as was understood by the 
Fathers of the Church. All this means that the life of faith is not only 
a starting point, it is also the goal of theological reflection. T o believe 
(life) and to understand (reflection) are therefore always part of a circular 
relationship. 

A way of living and thinking 
The distinction between the two moments (first and second acts) is a 
crucial point in the method of liberation theology; in other words, the 
process (method, hodos, the way) that should be followed for reflection 
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in the light of the faith. This is indeed more traditional than many think, 
but what we need to underline here is that it is not only a question of theo­
logical methodology, rather it implies a lifestyle, a way of being, and of 
becoming a disciple of Jesus. 

In the book which tells of the Acts of the first Christian communities, 
this is given a particular and original name: 'the way'. The term is used fre­
quently in an absolute way without qualification. T o follow the Way implies 
a pattern of conduct; the Hebrew word derek, which translates into Greek 
as hodoSy in fact means both things at the same time: the way and conduct. 
Christians were characterised by their conduct and by their lifestyle. This 
is what distinguished the Christian communities in their early years in the 
Jewish and pagan world in which they lived and bore witness. Such con­
duct is a way of thinking and behaving, 'of walking according to the Holy 

Spirit' (Rom. 8.4). 
Following Jesus defines the Christian. It is a journey which, according 

to biblical sources, is a communitarian experience, because it is indeed 
a people that is on the move. The poor in Latin America have started to 
move in the struggle to affirm their human dignity and their status as sons 
and daughters of God. This movement embodies a spiritual experience. In 
other words, this is the place and the moment of an encounter with the 
Lord; it represents a way of following Jesus Christ. 

This is a fundamental point of reference for the theological reflection 
taking place in Latin America. It is aware that it is preceded by the spir­
itual experience of Christians committed to the process of liberation. This 
encounter with God and the discipleship of the Lord - sometimes extend­
ing to surrendering one's life, to martyrdom - has been made more urgent 
and fruitful by the events of recent years. In the context of the struggle for 
liberation motivated by love and justice for all, there has possibly opened 
up a new way of following Jesus in Latin America. There is a new spiritu­
ality which, for this very reason, resists clear definition and any attempt to 
imprison it in description, but which nevertheless is no less real or full of 
potential. 

Following Jesus Christ is the basis of the direction that is adopted for 
doing theology. For this reason, it could be said that our methodology is 
our spirituality (in other words, a way of being Christian). Reflection on 
the mystery of God can only be undertaken if we follow in the steps of 
Jesus. Only if we walk in the way of the Spirit is it possible to understand 
and announce the gratuitous love of the Father for all people. Perhaps it is 
because of this relationship between Christian life and theological method 
that the Base Ecclesial Communities in Latin America are becoming ever 
more the agents of such theological reflection. 
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A continent of all bloods 

From the outset, Latin American theological reflection raised the question 
of the 'other' in our society. The inadequacy, and indeed the errors, in the 
concentration on the reality of poverty adopted at that time made it neces­
sary to analyse first the social and economic reasons for the marginalisation 
suffered by different categories of the poor (social class, culture, ethnicity 
and gender). Indeed, although a description of poverty is important, so 
long as its causes are not identified we are unable to do anything about it, 
or we are limited to trying to heal social rifts that require much deeper and 
broader solutions. Many of those causes - although not all - are social and 
economic. These are most unsettling for the power groups within Latin 
America and beyond, because they remind them of their responsibility for 
the conditions in which the majorities live. For this reason, they continu­
ally try to ascribe the differences to factors that mask the degree of social 
injustice. We should not forget this when with the best will in the world -
and to some extent correctly - we are sensitive to certain aspects such as 
the race, culture and gender of the heterogeneous population of Latin 
America. We need to be clear about the different facets of the problem. 

T o adopt this perspective, to embark on a structural analysis, was one 
of the novelties of Medellfn. Many of the positions taken in recent years 
reveal the extent to which this approach has been engraved on the Latin 
American mind, and has been constantly reworked. At the same time, 
these positions show with great clarity the need to immerse ourselves in 
the multifaceted world of the poor, remaining attentive to its cultural and 
racial dimensions. 

Although a longstanding concern, the last few decades have allowed us 
to become more deeply involved in this complexity. The year 1 9 9 2 stimu­
lated the need to undertake a critical evaluation of the last 5 0 0 years of the 
continent's history, and helped give more attention to the predicament of 
the various indigenous nations and to the black population which have 
been violently incorporated into our world. In many ways we have been 
witnesses over this period to the force given by the voices of these peoples; 
they remind us that the expression used by the Peruvian writer José Maria 
Arguedas to describe Peru as a country 'of all bloods' can be applied to the 
whole continent. 

All this affects the way of living and announcing the gospel, and cer­
tainly the theological reflection that accompanies it. The emphasis that 
these types of theology adopt, depending on which angle of poverty is the 
starting point, should not make us lose sight of the global dimension of the 
issue, nor to forget the horizon of understanding of our languages about 
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God: the language of the marginalised and oppressed, the language of their 
liberation and the language of the gospel of Jesus. 

It is necessary to avoid the possibility that the deepening of reflection on 
the suffering of the poor in Latin America transforms itself into fruitless 
searches for theological spaces, anguishing priorities and misunderstandings 
- w i t h undisguised (in spite of appearances) intellectualist features - that in 
the long run only undermine the effort of the 'little ones' of history in their 
struggle for life, justice and the right to be different. W e also observe the 
existence of indigenous groups that are particularly forgotten and excluded. 
We refer to the aborigines of the Amazon, a region where - as pointed out 
in one of the texts of the bishops and missionaries - governments are more 
interested in natural resources than in the inhabitants. 5 This is also the 
case of the Kunas of Panama and the Mapuche in Chile, amongst others. 
The distance we need to cover in order to understand these peoples and 
to express solidarity with them is still long. Nevertheless, these peoples are 
beginning to make it clear that they live in lands that have always been theirs. 
This fact is partly a result of the liberating dimension of the gospel. However, 
it also constitutes a challenge to Christian faith. 

What we have just mentioned continues to provide colour and flavour to 
the new role of the poor we referred to earlier. It too forms part of the -
prolonged and stormy - search for identity in a continent of many colours 
which still finds difficulty in knowing what it is. For this very reason, the 
state and values of the poor in general, and of indigenous and black people 
in particular (and among them the women), constitute a challenge for 
evangelisation in our countries and a stimulus for different types of theo­
logical reflection. We face a real upsurge in fruitful understanding of faith, 
coming from cultural and human backgrounds of great importance. The 
initial perception of the other thus turns into a much more precise image, 
providing invaluable enrichment for the theology of liberation. However, 
much still needs to be done in this area. 

Announcing the gospel of liberation 

T o know that the Lord loves us, to accept the gratuitous gift of his love, is 
the profound source of happiness of those who live according to the Word. 
To communicate this happiness is to evangelise. Such communication is 
the purpose of the reflection we call liberation theology. It concerns itself 
with a proclamation which is, in a way, gratuitous, just as the love which 
motivates it is gratuitous. What is received free, should be given freely, as 
the Gospel says. In the starting point for evangelisation there is always the 
experience of the Lord, a living out of the love of the Father that makes us 
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His sons and daughters, transforming us, making us ever more fully brothers 
and sisters. 

For us, all of this comes together - as we have pointed out - in the 
question: how to proclaim a God who is revealed as love in a world of pov­
erty and exclusion? H o w to proclaim the God of life to people who suffer 
premature and unjust death? How to proclaim the 'Gospel of l iberation'? 6 

A universal call 
T o proclaim the gospel is to announce the mystery of 'sonship' and 'brother­
hood' , a mystery hidden - as Paul says - from the beginning of time and 
revealed now in Christ dead and resurrected. For this reason, to evangelise 
is to come together in ecclesia, to assemble together. Only in community 
can faith be lived, celebrated, and deepened, lived out through one act as 
fidelity to the Lord and solidarity towards all people. T o accept the Word 
is to turn ourselves to 'the Other ' in others. It is with them that we live the 
Word. Faith is not to be found in private or in intimacy; faith is the denial 
of the retreat into ourselves. 

'Make disciples of all the nations' (Matt . 2 8 . 1 9 ) * s the mission entrusted 
to his disciples by the resurrected Jesus in Galilee, the very scene of his 
preaching. The universality of the message bears the mark of that land o f 
Galilee, forgotten and despised. The God announced by Jesus Christ is the 
God whose call is universal, aimed at all people. However, at the same 
time it is a God whose preferential love is for the poor and dispossessed. 
The universality of God's call not only does not contradict that preference 
(which is not exclusivity) but demands it to give meaning to this universal­
ity. The preference lies in the call of God to every human being. 

This double requisite of universality and preference is a challenge to the 
community of the Lord's disciples. This is explicitly and authentically the 
place that John X X I I I calls the 'Church of the poor ' , the vocation of the 
whole Church, afterwards insisted upon by Medellin, Puebla and John 
Paul II. This is also the framework for the preferential option for the poor, 
the central point of liberation theology, the axis for the task of evangelisa­
tion of the Church in Latin America and beyond. 

This leads us to the very heart of the gospel message, the proclamation 
of the Kingdom of God. This was the purpose of Jesus, according to the 
Gospels. The Kingdom expresses the Father's will for life and love. This 
will of God comes to us through the saving and liberating actions of Jesus. 

The growth of the Kingdom is a process that takes place historically 
through liberation, in as much as this is taken to mean the fulfilment of the 
human being in a new and fraternal society. But we cannot identify the 
Kingdom with the forms of its presence in human history. The Kingdom 
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manifests itself in historical deeds that lead towards liberation. It decries 
their limitations and ambiguities, announces its fulfilment and pushes these 
events towards complete communion. Without historical moments of lib­
eration, the Kingdom does not grow, but the process of liberation will not 
destroy the roots of oppression, of exploitation amongst human beings, 
unless the advent of the Kingdom is above all a grace, a gift. 

Moreover, we could even say that the historical moment of liberation 
is itself an expression of the growth of the Kingdom, to some extent a 
moment of salvation, although not the advent of the Kingdom itself or of 
complete salvation. It is a realisation of the Kingdom in history, and as 
such an announcement of the fullness of the Kingdom which is beyond 
history. 

Proclamation and martyrdom 
The path of the solidarity with the oppressed and dispossessed, the 
announcement of the gospel in the here and now in Latin America, is 
plagued with difficulties. Since the end of the 1 9 6 0 s there have been cases 
of Christians killed because of their evangelical witness. 7 Such painful 
events became more frequent and threatening in the following years. The 
murder of Mons . Oscar Romero (Archbishop of San Salvador who was 
brutally assassinated in 1 9 8 0 ) tolled like a bell, loud enough to awaken the 
most indifferent to such events. Surrender to death - unsought but serenely 
accepted - has been a sign of many from within the Christian community 
in Latin America. 

Spirituality, the way of being Christian that has emerged in Latin America, 
carries with it now the mark of martyrdom. It is not an attitude of com­
placency towards that which causes it, something which we have no altern­
ative but to reject, but - painful as it is - it is also an enrichment of the life 
of the Christian community. Indeed, the same route followed by many 
Christians (catechists, peasants, religious, urban dwellers, priests and bishops) 
to martyrdom is still followed by many others still alive. Not because they 
search or hope for death, but because of their fidelity to the God of life 
and to solidarity with the poor. There may have been moments of rest on 
the way, occasional deviations to avoid stumbling blocks, slowness in the 
way forward, but it is not possible to turn back from the road which defines 
us as the followers of Jesus. 

The type of news that the media tend to prefer when it comes to the 
Church are specific conflicts, authoritarian and abrupt changes of direc­
tion, the intellectual brilliance of some which leaves others in the shadows. 
These tend to downgrade what is most valuable about the Church in Latin 
America and the Caribbean. Humbly, without seeking to feature on the 
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covers of the newspapers, situated in different corners of the continent, 
there are people who every day give up their lives, their energy, their time, 
their affection for those who are oppressed or marginalised for the love of 
the gospel. T o speak of a spirituality of martyrdom goes beyond the reality 
of bloody and violent loss of life. Everyday commitment, generous, dis­
interested, undertaken at very high personal cost but in a spirit of joy and 
peace, in the midst of profound threats and rewards, of suspicions (even 
within the Church itself) and fraternal support, all are part of the 'mar­
tyred' following of Jesus along the highways and byways of Latin America. 

According to a traditional affirmation, which derives from historical 
experience, the Church is born from the blood of martyrs. Something 
similar is happening to us today, the Church is renewing its presence in 
this continent in the radical witness (martyrdom) of many of its members. 
These lives, taken by those who refuse to recognise the rights of all people 
to a just and human existence, are profound expressions of the solidarity 
and sad reminders that Christians ought to be, like the God in whom we 
believe, 'friends of life 5. In this way is formed an ecclesial community, 
capable of stubbornly sustaining the hope of the dispossessed. 

The horizon of creation 
The Latin American experience of these years has enlarged the perspectives 
for social solidarity. This has to take into account also a respectful bond 
with nature. The question of ecology is not posed solely to those countries 
that most destroy the natural human habitat. It is something which affects 
the whole of humanity. As is frequently said when these issues arise, the 
planet earth is a great ship on which all of us find ourselves. This is very 
true. However, the same image can help to remind us that on this ship not 
all of us travel in the same class. There are those who travel first class, 
with wonderful food, ballrooms and swimming pools; and there are those 
who make the crossing in third class, if not in the hold. No one can escape 
the task of avoiding the destruction of our environment, but we in this 
continent should be particularly attentive to the situation facing the weak­
est in humanity. We must avoid, for example, becoming the rubbish tip of 
the industrialised countries. 

O n the other hand, this is an area in which much can be learnt from the 
ancient peoples of our continent. Throughout their long period of survival, 
they knew how to make these lands their home, they tamed its high alti­
tudes, its excesses, its rainfall and its deserts. They did so with deep respect 
for the land that gave them life. Without falling into the facile romanticism 
which is common among members of the urban and industrialised coun­
tries when they consider simple people attuned to their natural environment, 
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it is true that there are important lessons to be learned from ancestral wisdom. 
Consequently, in defending their rights and in proclaiming respect for life, 
indigenous peoples make an important contribution for the rest of us. 

The ecological perspective can draw strength from the corrections that 
the Bible itself makes to an abusive interpretation of the phrase 'dominate 
the earth' which we find in the book of Genesis. For instance, those ideas 
found in the book of J o b , whose author seeks to convince us that it is not 
the human being, rather the gratuitous love of God, which is the heart and 
meaning of all creation. This emphasis can be used to provide oxygen in 
the struggle for justice, and to widen our horizons. It reminds us as well of 
the aesthetic dimensions of a process of liberation which seeks to take into 
account all aspects of what it is to be human; the right to beauty is an 
expression (more pressing than some suppose) of the right to life. 

At the crossroads of two languages 
From the perspective of theological reflection, within the framework of 
liberation, the challenge in Latin America is to find a language about God 
which arises out of the situation created by the injustice and poverty in 
which the great majority live, whether they be disparaged races, exploited 
classes, excluded cultures or women who suffer discrimination. At the 
same time, it has to be a discourse nourished by the hopes of a people who 
seek liberation. In that context of suffering and joy, uncertainty and con­
viction, generous commitment and ambiguity, our understanding of the 
faith should continually shine through. 

Indeed, we believe that a prophetic and mystical language about God is 
being born in these lands of exploitation and hope. It is a question of talk­
ing of God - just as in the book of Job - from the suffering of the innocent. 
The language of contemplation recognises that all stems from the gratuitous 
love of the Father. The language of prophecy denounces the situation (and 
its structural causes) of injustice and exploitation, as lived by the poor of 
Latin America. In this respect, Puebla speaks of knowing how to discover 
'the suffering features of Christ the Lord in the faces' furrowed by the pain 
of an oppressed people (nn. 3 1 - 9 ; a text taken up and developed at Santo 
Domingo). 

Without prophecy, the language of contemplation risks not involving 
itself in the history in which God acts and where we find him. Without the 
mystical dimension, the language of prophecy can narrow the vision, and 
weaken the understanding, of Him who makes all things new. 'Sing to 
Yahweh, praise Yahweh, for he has liberated the poor from the hands of 
evil men' (Jer. 2 0 . 1 3 ) . Sing and liberate, the act of thanksgiving and the 
demand for justice. 
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Between thanksgiving and demand runs Christian existence. In the begin­
ning, and enveloping all is the free and gratuitous love of God. But this gift 
requires behaviour which translates into acts of love towards our neighbour, 
and especially the weakest among them. This is the challenge of Christian 
life, which seeks (beyond all possible spiritual evasion and political reduc-
tionism) to be faithful to the God of Jesus Christ. 

These two languages try to communicate the gift of the Kingdom of 
God revealed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. This is the heart 
of the message that we go on rediscovering from our own reality. It is 
this that brings us together as a community, as a Church, within which 
we try to think through our faith. Theology is done in a Church which 
must provide in human history the testimony to a life victorious over 
death. T o be a witness to the resurrection means choosing life, life in all its 
forms, since nothing escapes the universality of the Kingdom of God. This 
testimony of life (material and spiritual life, personal and social life, life 
present and future) assumes particular importance in a continent charac­
terised by premature and unjust death, and also by the struggle for free­
dom from oppression. This reality of death and sin is a negation of the 
resurrection. For this reason, the witness of the resurrection is he who 
can always ask ironically (according to Scripture) 'Death, where is your 
victory? 5 . 

This life we celebrate in the Eucharist, the first duty of the ecclesial 
community. In sharing bread, we remember the love and trust of Jesus 
who was taken to His death, and the confirmation of His mission towards 
the poor through the resurrection. The breaking of bread is both the point 
of departure and the destination of the Christian community. This act rep­
resents the profound communion with human suffering caused in many cases 
by the lack of bread, and it is the recognition, in joy, of the Resurrected 
Jesus who gives life and lifts the hopes of the people brought together by 
his acts and his word. 

The theology of liberation tries - in ecclesial communion - to be a 
language about God. It is an attempt to make present in this world of 
oppression, injustice and death, the Word of life. 

N O T E S 

i I highlighted this distinction in a course in Lima, a little later, on 'Church and 
Poverty'. The course was also given at the University of Montreal University on 
the date mentioned. 

z Cf. the document Pobreza de la Iglesia, in the conclusions of Medelh'n. 
3 Cf. the document Opcion Preferential por los Pobres. This option was endorsed 

at the Bishops' conference at Santo Domingo ( 1992) . 
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4 G. Gutierrez, 'La teología: una función eclesial', in Páginas (Lima, 1994), pp. 
1 0 - 1 7 n - r 3 ° -

5 A meeting in Melgar (April 1968) , which drew attention to the values of these 
peoples, provided one of the most vivid memories in the preparations for Medcllin. 
This was also an clement in a similar meeting in Iquitos, Peru ( 1 9 7 1 ) . 

6 John Paul II, Letter to the bishops of Brazil (April 1986). 
7 One of the first was Henrique Antonio Pcrcira Neto, a black priest from Recife 

(Brazil), cruelly murdered in May 1969. My first book Teología de la Liberación 
was dedicated to him and to the Peruvian writer on indigenous culture, José 
María Arguedas. 
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Liberation theology in Asia 

T h e Asian context 

Liberation theology differs from other theologies in that it starts with an 
analysis of the context, as it wants to respond to the cries of the people 
arising from it. As contextual theology we can distinguish it by regions -
Latin American, African, Asian, European - and by social groups such as 
the poor, women, blacks, Dalits, indigenous peoples. However, none of 
these social or geographical identities can be understood in isolation. Con­
texts and identities are multiple and overlapping. The realities of class, 
caste, patriarchy and ethnicity, and of local, regional and global economy are 
intertwined. A Dalit girl working in a factory in an export-processing zone 
in India is exploited as an underpaid worker - like other workers around 
the globe - and suffers from a lack of protection by trade-union rights, while 
as a woman she suffers from male domination and violence - as other 
women do - whereas she shares her plight as an 'untouchable' suffering 
from caste oppression with other outcastes, male and female, in India. 

What is specific about Asia, especially in contrast with Latin America, is 
the religio-cultural context. The overwhelming majority of the poor and 
oppressed in Asia are non-Christians, many of whom adhere to a wide 
variety of popular religious traditions which are more or less connected 
with the traditions of the great religions which have shaped dominant 
Asian cultures. Yet within Asia there arc again tremendous differences. 
Latin America is, compared to Asia, a relatively homogeneous continent in 
terms of history, language, economic and political developments. Asia has 
to be subdivided into various regions with different cultural, religious, 
political and economic histories. In this chapter only a few areas come into 
view, primarily India, Sri Lanka, South Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines 
as places where liberation theological perspectives are being articulated. 
From the various attempts to analyse the common Asian context, as tried 
in study centres and ecumenical gatherings, the following basic points may 
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be highlighted: the persistence of mass poverty, the threat to democratic 
rights, the double role of religion and the ecological problem. 

The persistence of mass poverty 
Poverty in Asia has many faces: the landless peasant in search of work, the 
child labourer longing for rest, the coolie collapsing under the luggage of 
wealthy tourists, the traditional fisherman who fishes in vain because high­
tech fishing vessels have emptied the sea, the village girl in what nowadays 
is called the sex industry, the destitute who is discarded by the economic 
system and the state. 

The causes of their poverty cannot be discussed in detail. In the first 
decades after shaking off the yoke of colonialism the tendency was to see 
mass poverty as the combined product of an economically stagnating tra­
ditional type of Asian society and the deprivation caused by imperialist 
plunder, exploitation, and withholding of Western science and technology. 
The devastating impact of colonialism is beyond doubt, but the percep­
tion and evaluation of traditional Asian society was misled by a dominant 
'development' ideology which measured poverty in terms of per capita 
income in US dollars and Western living standards. As a result subsistence 
producers with a satisfactory and sustainable livelihood were classified and 
treated as 'poor' because of a low monetary income, lack of electricity, 
toilets, mechanisation and the like. They lived an austere life, but became 
poor only as a result of development policies which deprived them of their 
livelihood through the process of monétisation and modernisation. Thus 
subsistence producers turned into landless labourers, migrants and slum 
dwellers, joining the ranks of the poor and deprived. This process becomes 
aggravated in recent years through the world-wide triumph of trade 
policies favouring the freedom of global capital and M N C s to move in and 
out of national economies in pursuit of profit. The policies of I M F , World 
Bank and W T O - whatever their claims - are contributing to a further 
pauperisation and marginalisation of millions of people for whom there is 
no role and no use in a global market economy dominated by the logic of 
capital. Theology in Asia - as elsewhere - is facing the destructive power 
of Mammon as never before. 

The threat to democratic rights 
Asia has been the scene of great anti-colonial and anti-imperialist struggles. 
But in many of the countries which gained independence the leadership failed 
to foster democratic participation and space. Dictatorial set-ups developed 
rather soon, as alienation of the disappointed masses and state repression 
grew side by side. Dictatorship took different forms, from military regimes 
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in Indonesia, Pakistan and Burma, to martial law regimes in the Philippines 
(under Marcos) and South Korea or one-party dictatorship as in Taiwan. 
The countries where the anti-imperialist struggle had been led by commun­
ist parties came under the dictatorial rule of the vanguard party which in 
the case of Kampuchea established a most murderous regime. India and to 
some extent Sri Lanka seem to have been exceptions as they kept up more 
or less functioning parliamentary democracies. However, even there the 
record of violation of human and democratic rights is depressing, the redeem­
ing feature being, especially in India, that there is some democratic space 
for movements within the country to raise their voices in protest. 

As a result of the repressive role of the state the struggle for democratic 
rights has been a top priority in popular movements all over Asia. In those 
struggles protest against traditional forms of oppression - such as caste, 
patriarchy, discrimination of minorities - converges with protest against 
new forms of victimisation, caused by modern development promoted by 
the state and hitting the same vulnerable groups first of all. Workers and 
peasants struggling for survival are fighting for their rights to organise. 
Women's movements fighting patriarchy and violence in the family and in 
daily life expose the militarisation of state and society as a culmination of 
the same. Eco-movements protesting against ecologically destructive dams 
or large-scale logging of tropical forests are defending the livelihood of 
tribals and forest-dwellers, who have been the victims of marginalisation 
by traditional society long before. Ethnic and religious minorities are protest­
ing that they are denied jobs and other benefits of modern development and 
deprived of their rights to protest. Sometimes students arc in the forefront 
of these movements. What emerges, as is being pointed out by some of 
the new social movements, is that the post-colonial state which pursues the 
modernisation of the economy unavoidably tends to become repressive and 
dictatorial as it turns out to benefit only some at the cost of others. 

In this respect there is little difference between countries with a dictat­
orial regime and those with a parliamentary set-up. The fall of dictators and 
the change of governments through elections do not solve the basic prob­
lems of the modernisation project. Victims of modern development, masses 
of uprooted and marginalised people, are asking what sort of development 
it is which makes them redundant. The state responds with repression and 
the curbing of democratic rights. Increasingly it does so in the context of 
implementing 'structural adjustment' programmes in accordance with I M F 
and World Bank conditions. People's movements experience their state 
more and more as the police force of global capital, that most undemo­
cratic, uncontrolled concentration of power. Theology in Asia is facing 
the despotism of uncontrolled Pharaonic power. 
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The double role of religion 

The struggle for justice and freedom in Asia is complicated through the 
multi-ethnic and multi-religious character of Asian societies. Religion plays 
a powerful role both in justifying oppression and in inspiring and sustaining 
thirst, and struggles, for justice. The oppressive role of religion is notorious 
in the legitimation of patriarchy and of caste. It further appears where 
dominant religions justify discrimination against religious minorities. On 
the other hand, protest movements may also appeal to religious motives. 

Mahatma Gandhi in India and Khomeini in Iran are well-known examples 
of the power of religious motivation in anti-imperialist struggles. But they 
also show the problems involved. Gandhi was able to mobilise the masses, 
he tried to overcome oppressive practices of Hinduism like child-marriage 
and untouchability, and chauvinist attitudes towards other religions. Yet 
his commitment to Hinduism, including a reformed caste system, alienated 
the Dalits - the untouchable outcast groups - who are still enraged today 
about his treatment of their leader Dr Ambedkar, and it contributed to the 
India-Pakistan break-up along religious lines. 

The oppressive role of religion is conspicuous in the legitimation of 
patriarchy, affecting women all over Asia. N o religious tradition is free 
from it. Women rising up to free themselves and society from this oldest 
form of oppression find it often hard to identify liberating undercurrents in 
their religious traditions. This led some of them to opt for a secularist 
course of struggle for emancipation. However, others insist on the reform 
of religion rather than its abolition as a more liberative perspective. 

Religion plays a divisive and oppressive role in many social and political 
conflicts. Dalits are oppressed by Brahminical Hinduism in India. Many of 
them have rejected Hinduism and have become Neo-Buddhists in their 
search for equality and human dignity. The ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka has 
a religious aspect as dominant Buddhism is based on the Sinhala majority. 
Tamils are Hindu or Muslim, while Christians are on both sides. Buddhists 
are driven out of Bangla Desh which is dominated by a Muslim majority. 
Muslims in the southern Philippines are fighting against a state dominated 
by a Christian majority. Christians in north-east India are fighting against 
the Indian state. Many of these armed ethnic struggles aiming at a separ­
ate state turn exclusive, create new minorities and evolve into internecine 
conflicts. Similarly the Dalits find it difficult to unite. One of the factors 
which divides them is religion, as some have converted to Buddhism, others 
to Christianity or Islam, whereas again others remain within the setting of 
Hindu traditions. 
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It is not surprising in view of all this that secular nationalist reformers, 
leftist revolutionaries, and many feminists rather opted for radical mod­
ernisation and a secular state as the way to a more free and just society. In 
the communist-ruled countries of Asia - China, North Korea, Vietnam, 
Kampuchea, and Laos - this took the form of repression or severe restric­
tion of religious practices and traditions. In China this found its brutal, 
iconoclastic expression in M a o ' s Cultural Revolution. In a country like 
India it took the soft form of a modernising state which left all religious 
traditions free while its Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru spoke of nuclear 
reactors as the new temples of India. Both approaches have lost their 
momentum. The whole of Asia is now exposed to the devastating impact 
of the global media on cultural traditions. The integration into global 
capitalism and its nivellating, homogenising effects provokes various re­
sponses. Not all religious fundamentalist movements can be taken to be 
genuine responses of protest. Political manipulation and calculation may 
play a significant role. Careful studies are needed in each case. Certain 
movements, like the Hindu chauvinistic movement in India, are committed 
to modernisation and integration into global capitalism, but see a chance 
to come to power by projecting a sort of religious nationalism at the cost 
of Muslims. But others turn to their religious traditions in order to oppose 
consumerist-mammonist secularism. For liberation theology this poses the 
question on which basis it might be possible to develop a common opposi­
tion to the powers that be. 

The ecological problem 
Ecological concerns are more and more penetrating the agendas in Asia 
also, though the 'tiger' economies are still rushing forward blind to the 
disasters they are preparing. Indigenous peoples, women in subsistence 
peasant economies, fish workers and other marginalised groups are the 
first to register the threat to life, as they are most directly in touch with 
nature and dependent on it. Workers in factories will take more time to 
notice. In their case it is catastrophes like that in Bhopal which alert them. 
Bank directors will be the last to notice and to be affected. Earlier, Asia has 
seen peasant struggles against exploitation and repression by landlordism and 
the state. Such struggles often got linked up with a Maoist-revolutionary 
perspective in our century. In the process the cultural and religious values 
of peasant communities were ignored or suppressed. On the other hand a 
leader like Gandhi tended to romanticise the peasantry without addressing 
its class and caste problems. This time indigenous peoples, hill farmers and 
other subsistence producers, often with women in the forefront, are raising 
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issues of economic survival and social justice as well as of ecological 
sustainability. In the process traditional values regarding the relationship 
to nature, the down-to-earth cosmic spirituality of village religion and folk 
assumptions have come across to other sections of people in eco-movements 
as precious elements of people's and humankind's heritage. What used to 
be dismissed as superstition now attracts much more serious attention. 
People's myths are rediscovered. A Christian painter in India, Jyoti Sahi, 
explores tribal myths in his paintings and brings out their ecological 
significance and their challenge to Christians. 

These developments - which cannot be spelled out in detail - are bring­
ing a new openness to appreciate popular religion, as distinct from the highly 
abstract religious thought systems and world-views, the religion of the elite 
which used to be called the 'high tradition'. O f course, for many modern 
revolutionaries it is quite a long and difficult process of reorientation, as 
they had expected all these myths and rituals to have been long forgotten. 
Among liberation theologians the process has started. 

Christian responses with a liberative perspective 

Liberation theology does not have a broad popular base in the churches of 
Asia comparable to the Basic Communities in Latin America. Mostly being 
tiny marginalised minorities Christians and churches in Asia tend to avoid 
confrontation with the powers that be. Usually an individualistic-pietistic 
outlook prevails. Exceptions can be found in the Philippines - which with 
its Christian majority and experience of Spanish colonialism is more com­
parable with a Latin American situation - and in South Korea and Taiwan. 

Liberative theological responses to the social and political situation on 
the local and continental level have been primarily stimulated through 
ecumenical gatherings and networks, through study centres, individual theo­
logical teachers and some theological seminaries. The Ecumenical Associ­
ation of Third World Theologians ( E A T W O T ) , the Conference of Churches 
in Asia (CCA), the World Student Christian Federation Asia/Pacific, cen­
tres like the Christian Institute for the Study of Religion and Society (CISRS) 
and the Indian Social Institute in Bangalore/India, the Centre for Society 
and Religion (CSR) in Colombo, and others, have through conferences and 
publications made major contributions to the formation of a liberative theo­
logical response in the Asian context. Their role and impact in the churches 
may appear rather marginal, but they have stimulated and supported groups 
which got directly involved in social and political action, relating to trade 
unions, peasant organisations, fish workers' movements, women, students 
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and human rights organisations. The Urban Industrial Mission in South 
Korea, the Christian Workers ' Fellowship and the Devasanara Collective 
Farm in Sri Lanka may be mentioned as examples. 

Another significant form of involvement has been and is that o f indi­
vidual Christians joining secular mass organisations and popular movements. 
They may rarely articulate their motivation in theological terms, they may 
seldom appear in church gatherings, but they are - often anonymously -
present as salt, working together with non-Christians in practical solidarity. 
They have overcome the marginalisation of Christians, they are there where 
the basic conflicts of society are being fought out. There they face the prob­
lem how to relate to their Christian faith tradition, as a living spiritual source 
without causing divisions along religious lines. 

Here appears a major difference with the situation in Latin America. 
Christianity has played a highly problematic role in colonial times. There 
has been an embarrassing number of Christians among Asia's dictators in 
post-colonial times - such as Chiang Kai-Shek in China and Taiwan, Ngo 
Diem in South Vietnam, Park in South Korea, and Marcos in the Philippines 
- but there has not been a Christian state ideology. State repression of 
popular movements has been and is being justified by national security, anti-
communism, development etc. but not in the name of Christ. O f course, 
obliging statements of status-quo minded church leaders are always welcome 
and the charity of Mother Teresa may be prominently projected as the 
proper response to the problems of poverty. But the God of the Bible does 
not figure in the ideological defence of the state and its policies. If religion 
is used for ideological purposes, then the gods, the traditions and the godmen 
of the majority community are more useful. 

Liberation theology in Asia, therefore, does not have the function of 
criticising a pseudo-Christian legitimation of the prevailing system. But 
its critique of other forms of religious ideological idolatry is easily mis­
understood in the social context of conflicting and competing religions. 
Traditionally Christians have calumniated the gods of other religions as 
idols, self-righteously assuming that they themselves were free of idolatry. 
Fundamentalist preachers do so still today. The necessary critique of 
Brahminical Hindu communalism or Buddhist-Sinhala chauvinism can be 
mistaken as a continuation of that approach in the garb of liberation 
theology, unless it simultaneously and effectively criticises the fetishist 
absolutisation of their own community among Christians and the idola­
trous worship of a Christian God who is no longer associated with the 
affirmation of life and liberation of the poor, but rather with the forces of 
death hidden in the 'blessings' of prosperity and progress for some at the 
cost of many. 
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This self-critical approach implies on the other side an affirmation of 
the liberative thrust of biblical faith in such a way that struggles for the 
transformation of society can be fought in solidarity with non-Christians. 

Groups like the Christian Workers ' Fellowship and the Devasarana Col­
lective Farm in Sri Lanka have developed forms of celebration and dialogue 
in which different religious traditions which matter to people are articulated 
side by side in such a way that people do not feel threatened but mutually 
encouraged. The ways in which non-Christian activists have been relating 
to such groups and to theological thinkers like M . M . Thomas, Sebastian 
Kappen and Samuel Rayan in India show what is possible. 

This points to the crucial task of liberation theology in Asia: to speak 
from the core of the biblical messages in such a way that the solidarity 
between Christian and non-Christian Asians in their sufferings and struggles 
gets expressed and enhanced, without obliterating their specific identities. 

One of the most striking elements of such a theological response to the 
Asian context is the reflection on God's suffering and its relation to the 
sufferings of people. The response to the suffering from colonialism and 
war, from poverty and disease, from discrimination and repression, from 
death on a mass scale is central to all liberation theology, which starts with 
listening to the cries of those who suffer and the attempt to understand the 
causes of their sufferings. But in Asia the concern with suffering and lib­
eration from it strikes at the same time a chord with the core theme of one 
of its greatest religious traditions, namely that of Buddhism. The Buddha 
came to see life as suffering, and Asia knows of the yearning of the heart 
for liberation from suffering. 

The Taiwanese theologian Choan-Seng Song takes up this theme by re­
flecting on the pain-love of God in view of human suffering and the threat 
of evil forces. Listening to the great Asian traditions and to the poems 
and stories of people, and avoiding treatises in the rationalist style of 
Western theology, he speaks of God as Creator and Redeemer using exist­
ential categories of the heart rather than rational categories of the mind. 
C. S. Song's concern in dialogue with Buddhist traditions is to take the 
reality of suffering seriously in such a way that in the midst of it meaning 
can be found and hope can be articulated which enables people to involve 
themselves in protest and struggle. Traditionally Buddhism may tend to 
seek a way out of suffering by reaching nirvana - as many pious Christians 
do by their longing for heaven - but the practical involvement of Buddhist 
monks in protest actions against the dictatorial regime of Ngo Dinh Diem 
in South Vietnam in the early 1 9 7 0 s , when some of them took to self-
immolation in the streets of Saigon, suggests to Song that the Asian tradi­
tion of facing and accepting suffering can become part of people's struggles 
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against tyranny and exploitation. Cross and Lotus symbolise different reli­
gious spiritualities, but they must meet. 

The lotus still looks as peaceful as ever. But it symbolizes peace in the midst 
of unrest and fear. It still appears as tranquil as ever, but its tranquility is 
surrounded by the fire of destruction. It still looks toward Nirvana as the 
destination of human striving, but its Nirvana is forced to take history 
seriously. Here the cross can and must meet the lotus.1 

The involvement of Christians in protest movements in South Korea, the 
Philippines and Taiwan, bearing the risk of imprisonment, torture and 
death witnesses that a deeper understanding of the implications of Chris­
tian faith is bringing them close together with the suffering masses of Asia, 
and thus closer to the aching of God's heart, whose pain-love affirms life 
against the forces of evil and death. 

The Korean Minjung theology is the strongest example in Asia o f a 
liberative theology born in the context of people's suffering and corporate 
struggles. 1 It is not the theology of one theologian but indeed a people's 
theology worked out by a number of theologians connected with people's 
organisations. In it suffering people find a voice. The Korean people have 
gone through many sufferings: under the rule of the Yi dynasty over five 
centuries, under the imperialist rule of Japan ( 1905-45), from the trau­
matic post World War II division of the country and the devastating war 
of 1 9 5 0 - 3 , and under dictatorial rule both in North and South Korea, be 
it in the name of communism or for the sake of technocratic capitalism. 
Under all these regimes the Minjung, the common people, suffered and 
rose in rebellion, long ago, in the Tonghak Peasant Revolution of 1894, in 
the March First Independence Movement of 1919, and in the struggles for 
democracy in the 1970s and 1980s. 

The Protestant Mission which entered Korea in the 1880s got rooted 
among the lower classes due to the translation of the Bible not into the 
Chinese language of the ruling elite but into the - neglected - Korean ver­
nacular script of the common people, providing them with a language of 
liberation of oppressed people. The biblical stories, parables and symbols 
rather than the abstract doctrines of the missionaries appealed to the people 
who recognised in them their own story of enslavement and suffering, 
and their hopes and longing for freedom and well-being. The missionaries 
tried to keep the Korean Christians away from political involvement in 
opposition to Japanese rule. But the Christian community based among 
the poor at the bottom of society attracted more and more people who 
found in it spiritual and moral resources for the regeneration of the nation. 
The Christians shared the aspirations of the Korean people at large for 
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national independence. And they suffered for it, both as Christians and as 
Koreans, and thus the Christian language of suffering got related to the 
suffering of people at large. The biblical stories of the Exodus and of the 
trial and passion of Jesus interpreted what happened in the present. Once 
again the Exodus symbol became a revolutionary paradigm. 3 The Japanese 
government even banned the book of Exodus. However, the kairos of 
involvement in 1919 was followed by a long period of withdrawal into a 
church ghetto which lasted till the end of the 1950s. The emergence of the 
student movement in i960 and the military coup in 1961 followed by the 
brutal Park Regime (1962-79) drew Korean Christians again into social 
and political action, at the price of harassment and imprisonment. Continu­
ity was provided by Kim Jai-Jun (born 1901), an Old Testament scholar who 
related the prophetic vision of a just society and the suffering servanthood 
of Christ to the mission of the Church aiming at the transformation of 
Korean history. 4 Students, workers, community workers and clergy were 
involved through such organisations as Urban Rural Mission (URM) , Korea 
S C M , the Seoul Metropolitan Community Organisation, new institutes for 
mission and theological study, and new congregations and communities 
such as the Galilee Church for squatters, the House of Dawn, and ecumen­
ical fellowship groups. Tremendous inspiration came from the Catholic 
poet Kim Chi-ha, both through his writings and through the courage with 
which he suffered torture and years of solitary confinement in prison. In 
his poems and ballad-plays the suffering Korean people, Minjung, and the 
suffering Christ are central. 5 He relates at the same time to the Minjung 
traditions of Korean history, such as the Tong Hak uprising with its messi­
anic and shamanistic elements. 

Speaking of Minjung as the subjects of history Korean theologians dis­
tinguish themselves simultaneously from a traditional and modern Christian 
preoccupation with the subjectivity of the individual and from a rigid sort 
of Marxist class analysis and revolution theory. Minjung are the exploited 
and oppressed people. W h o belongs to them cannot be defined by socio­
economic factors alone as Marxist theory does when it speaks of the pro­
letariat. Minjung is a wider, more dynamic concept, says Kim Yong Bock: 

Woman belongs to minjung when she is politically dominated by man. An 
ethnic group is a minjung group when it is politically dominated by another 
group. A race is minjung when it is dominated by another powerful ruling 
race. When intellectuals are suppressed by the military power elite, they 
belong to minjung. Of course, the same applies to the workers and farmers.6 

In their biblical studies the Minjung theologians have tried to identify biblical 
parallels to the concept of Minjung. 7 Mark 's use of the term ochlos and his 
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avoidance of the term laos distinguishes the people with whom Jesus sides 
both from the nation as a whole and from an organised class, according to 
Ahn Byung Mu. The Korean theologians obviously want to keep the concept 
of Minjung flexible and to avoid a rigid political-ideological fixation. Kim 
Chi-ha especially stresses Jesus' identification with lepers and prostitutes, 
with the most destitute victims of society, who would not qualify as members 
of the proletariat. 

A significant aspect of their explorations into the history of the Korean 
Minjung and of cultural and religious expressions of its consciousness is 
the appreciation of positive elements in Shamanism and Maitreya Buddhism 
with its Messianic Buddha who comes to rescue the people from suffering. 
These are popular religious traditions among the Minjung, whereas Con­
fucianism is the tradition of the ruling class. Here is a liberation-oriented 
political theology which focuses on the political but does not ignore people's 
piety. This may be seen as the positive outcome of the basic understanding 
that people who are objects of oppression are meant to become subjects 
of history and therefore have to be taken seriously also in what they feel 
and hope. Shaman priests, often women, perform rites to resolve han, i.e. 
problems caused by the grief of people who have died and cause suffering 
as ghosts. Usually the rites are limited to releasing the hart of the dead. But 
contemporary writers have developed a political understanding o f the han 
of the Minjung caused by endless injustice and of the need of exorcising it. 
Kim Chi-ha sees himself as a transmitter of han> as one who voices the 
bitter sense of grief and indignation of the Minjung. This can be sublim­
ated in a dynamic way as the energy for revolution. 'People's han and rage 
ought to be liberated from its masochistic exercise to be a great and 
fervent clamor asking for God's justice. If needed, it ought to be developed 
into a decisive and organised explosion. This miraculous transition lies in 
religious commitment and in internal and spiritual transformation. ' 8 It is a 
service of the prophetic religions of love to shake the emotions of the 
oppressed people, who after a long time of dehumanisation have become 
wretches who have lost their passion for justice. Their rage has turned into 
self-hatred and frustration. T o awaken them is the mystery of resurrection 
which fashions people in God's image. Such resurrection is revolution. 
Kim calls it 'the unity of God and revolution'. 9 

Suffering is one basic aspect of Asian reality; the process of rapid and 
often revolutionary social change is another aspect which has provoked 
theological reflection. What God is doing in and through the 'Asian revolu­
tion' is a question which M . M . Thomas , in India, has been asking. 1 0 And 
how, accordingly, are Christians expected to participate in the process? 
Thomas may not be directly counted among the theologians of liberation. 
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But he has made a seminal contribution to a political theology and social 
ethics which calls for critical Christian participation in secular social and 
political life, thus paving the way for the concerns and perspectives of 
liberation theology. He has made this contribution on various levels: in 
India through the Christian Institute for the Study of Religion and Society 
of which he has been director, in Asia through the East Asia Christian 
Conference (later CCA), in the global ecumenical movement through the 
W S C F and the W C C over many years, and in his home state Kerala as a 
social worker in the 1930s and again in retirement writing Bible commen­
taries in Malayalam, inspiring new generations of students and participat­
ing himself in political life, especially in the context of human rights 
movements. He became nationally known through his bold critique of the 

emergency regime of Indira Gandhi (i975~7)-
In the 1950s and 60s Thomas pleaded with church members to come out 

of their Christian ghettos and participate in building a secular, democratic 
and socialist India. This emphasis on 'Christian participation in nation-
building' was the outcome of years of involvement and analysis ." During 
the time of the struggle for independence Thomas sympathised first with 
Gandhi, then with the communists, but he finally opted for Nehru's secular 
and democratic socialist nationalism. The undemocratic methods of Stalinist 
communist parties in India and elsewhere, and their questioning of the 
genuineness of Indian independence in 1947-8, caused his break with the 
communists. The communal bloodshed between Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs 
during the traumatic Partition in 1947 must have impressed on him the 
need for a secular state and for a common secular ethos to sustain such a 
state. And the problem of mass poverty convinced him with many others 
that modern science and technology was needed to increase productivity, 
while a socialist orientation should ensure that independent India would 
commit itself to social justice in the distribution of the fruits of economic 
development. 

In his analysis of the process of change in Asia Thomas uses the frame­
work of tradition and modernisation. Modern nationalism is seen as a 
revolutionary force which overcomes the repressive stagnation of tradi­
tional Asia of which M a r x spoke long ago. In the process the people of 
Asia are awakened to a new sense of freedom, of selfhood and personal 
responsibility. Even the bearers of the great religious and cultural tradi­
tions of Asia cannot escape from the impact of humanism and modernisa­
tion and find themselves challenged to reform in response to it. Nationalism 
in its simultaneous search for an unique national and Asian identity could 
turn back to traditional culture and its authority. But Thomas pins his 
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hope on the cultural reform movements within Asian religions, the non-
totalitarian movements of secular humanism and the Christian ferment 
which through interaction should usher in an open, pluralistic society with 
a 'common framework based on common humanity' in which people of 
many faiths and no faith work out 'common assumptions about man and 
society which will inform their cooperative ef fort ' . 1 1 

Theologically Thomas sees in the Asian revolution under God's creative 
providence 'the promise of Christ for a richer human fulfilment'. The 
creativeness of human freedom in the conquest of nature through science 
and technology, the new sense of selfhood and self-determination, and the 
possibility of developing communities of persons instead of traditional col­
lectivism or modern individualism are seen as elements of progress in the 
conditions of humanness. Thomas does not reproduce the idea of inevitable 
progress, but speaks of the maturing of conditions 'which makes both hell 
and heaven nearer'. The same revolutionary process has inherent in it 'evil 
powers of both individual and collective egoism, self-righteousness and 
idolatry which are likely to betray its promise of fuller human life'. Through 
constructive participation and prophetic critique Christians should witness 
to the defeat of these evil powers in cross and resurrection and to the new 
humanity and new creation in Christ which are offered within the revolution 
as the fulfilment of its promises. 1 3 

By the end of the 1960s waves of protest were spreading through India 
and Asia. The independent nation-state had not brought the end of poverty. 
Traditional hierarchical society divided by caste and religion had not been 
transformed into a new, non-discriminatory national community. Christian 
nationalists like M. M . Thomas started to recognise that their dreams at 
the dawn of Independence had not come true. Interaction with social scient­
ists and activists convinced them that a radical renewal would have to come 
in the course of people's awakening and organisation and struggles. From 
then onwards the focus shifts from 'development' and 'modernisation' to 
'social liberation' and from 'nation' to 'people', meaning tribals, Dalits, women, 
peasants and workers getting organised in the struggle for their rights. 

Theologically this leads - as in Korea - to a greater emphasis on the 
crucifixion of Jesus as the symbol of God's identification with the agony of 
oppressed humanity. It is the crucified Christ, the messianic suffering ser­
vant as distinguished from the conquering king, who with the victory of 
the cross provides a spiritual basis for the combat of the cruciform human­
ity of the oppressed. 

Within the cruciform humanity of the oppressed in India the Dalits have 
a special significance. Their sufferings through centuries of caste-oppression 
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under the stigma of untouchability, their 'brokenness' - as the name Dalits 
signifies - under the burden of exploitation at the bottom of society make 
their struggles a crucial test case for all other social movements in their 
struggle for a new society. In many respects their case is comparable with 
that of women suffering from and struggling against patriarchy. The fact 
that the oppression of Dalits unabatedly continues and that they suffered 
discrimination even within the churches to which they have converted in 
large numbers in the expectation of being treated as equal human beings is 
one of the reasons for the emergence of Dalit theology. ' 4 One of its fruits 
is a growing interest in Dalit traditions in the form of myths, folk stories, 
songs, proverbs, festivals and rituals which tell of their origins and enslave­
ment, the degradation of their women, the alienation of their lands and their 
search for justice and equality. Dalit theologians demand that these tradi­
tions, along with those of Tribals, should no longer be neglected by church 
and theology, but should be given priority over the dominant religious 
traditions of India, as they are much closer to the liberative perspective of 
the gospel: Tribals and Dalits embraced the gospel of Christ because they 
experienced Him as 'liberator' not as an advaitin or Bhakta. They have more 
egalitarian traditions in their heritage like community sacrifice, community 
needs and mutual reconciliation before religious acts . ' 5 

Fr. Sebastian Kappen ( 1 9 2 4 - 9 3 ) , an Indian liberation theologian who 
like M. M . Thomas has related to critical social activists on the margin of 
the Church and far beyond it and inspired them with his analysis and 
liberative vision, has addressed the same problem in terms of the need for 
'cultural revolution'. 

At a meeting of 'Third World Theologians in Dialogue' held in New 
York in 1 9 7 9 , Kappen reflected on the relevance of Jesus as the prophet 
of a counter-culture subverting first-century Jewish culture for counter-
cultural movements in India today as well as on the relevance of Indian 
tradition for such movements today. Prophecy is 'the point of eruption for 
the repressed longings of the masses' to be freed from inherited cultural 
bondages and at the same time the 'point of irruption of the divine' which 
together result in an ultimate project of hope aiming at a 'theandric com­
munity of justice, love and freedom'. It becomes a praxis of subversion of 
the existing culture and creation of a counter-culture through a new dis­
senting community. Such counter-cultures never start from scratch. They 
draw upon the 'wealth o f tradition', giving new meaning to old myths and 
symbols in a 'dialectical supersession of the past' involving the moments of 
abolition, preservation and sublimation. 1 6 

Turning to Indian history Kappen identifies the Vedic religion as a culture 
of the oppressors and the dissent of the Buddha as a movement towards 
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the emancipation of the oppressed, with its morality not of exclusion -
as that of caste and family - but of inclusion based on all-encompassing 
love and compassion. However, Buddhism was driven out of India, and 
what today is called Hinduism succeeded in establishing the dominance of 
Brahminism through a process of integrating and assimilating the deities of 
popular religions, while imposing simultaneously the oppressive laws of 
Manu. This provoked a new outbreak of dissent in the medieval Bhakti move­
ment representing the devotion and aspirations of the oppressed masses. The 
Bhagavata Purana, the main scriptural authority of the movement, speaks 
of a God who is partial to the poor. This movement also got domesticated 
by Hindu orthodoxy. Again prophetic-millenarian movements erupted in 
the eighteenth century drawing inspiration from folk traditions and their 
myths and symbols. This history shows in Indian culture a mixture of two 
opposing strands, namely of ascetical priestly, patriarchal and elitist and of 
life-affirming, creative popular, matriarchal, egalitarian tendencies. Kappen 
concludes that a re-creation of Indian society can emerge only from the 
repressed culture of the lower castes, outcastes and tribals, who in the pre­
sent day have to confront both orthodox Hinduism and modern capitalism. 

In this process Christians should avoid claiming superiority by proclaim­
ing the lordship of Christ and instead bring the message of the reign of 
God in the spirit of the Jesus of the synoptic Gospels. Then the way will be 
free for the Jesus tradition to give to India as well as to receive from her. 
Here Kappen differs from M . M. Thomas who derives much of his vision 
from the cosmic Christ of the letter to the Colossians and from the Syrian 
Orthodox bishop Mar Osthatios who bases his argument-for a classless 
society on the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity. 1 7 The contribution of the 
Jesus tradition, as Kappen saw it, consisted in its dialogical rather than 
cyclic view of history, its ethical rather than cosmic religion and its com­
munitarian approach, all aiming at the liberation of history rather than 
liberation from history. In its turn the Indian tradition could contribute 
a deeper understanding of the indwelling of the divine in nature and society, 
of the yogic discovering of the self within as a means towards freedom 
from acquisitiveness, hatred and violence, and of the motherhood of the 
earth. Kappen concludes: 

What I claim . . . is not the superiority of Christianity over the Indian religious 
tradition but the superiority of the humanizing religiosity of the Buddha, the 
radical Bhaktas and Jesus over the magico-ritualistic religiosity of orthodox 
Hinduism and the depropheticized religiosity of tradition-bound Christianity.18 

Aloysius Pieris, a Sri Lankan Jesuit, founder and director of the Centre 
for Research and Dialogue at Kelaniya, has pushed the question of the 
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relationship to the religious traditions of Asia as a crucial issue on the 
agenda of liberation theologians. As one who is deeply involved in dialogue 
with Buddhists, he has challenged E A T W O T members as well as Catholic 
bishops to face mass poverty and (non-Christian) religion as basic charac­
teristics of Asian reality. The tendency is to ignore one of the two; the task 
is to relate to both simultaneously. Churches and theologians will try in vain 
to overcome their isolation from Asia's non-Christian civilisations through 
'indigenisation' of liturgy and theology, if they do not relate first of all to 
the poor of Asia. And liberation movements will remain marginal or be­
come oppressive if they view the religion of the poor only as a bondage 
which has to be overcome. Religion and poverty both have an enslaving 
and a liberating side, and these are connected. Enslaving religion justifies 
the poverty which is imposed on people through exploitative structures. 
Liberating religion opts for voluntary poverty as the way of interior libera­
tion from the rule of Mammon and as a political strategy of solidarity with 
the poor in their struggle against forced poverty, as in the case of Gandhi. 

In the biblical tradition we find the distinction and connection of volun­
tary and enforced poverty in the call to follow Jesus who was poor then 
and to serve Christ who is in the poor now. Followers of Jesus opt to be 
poor in order to serve the poor by 'birth' who are the proxies of Christ 
(Matt. 2 5 . 3 1 - 4 6 ) . Asian liberation theologians have pointed at the same 
connection by insisting that the 'God-Man Jesus saves by being at once 
the human victim and the divine judge of Asia's institutionalized misery'. 
Pieris criticises them, however, for having counterposed this understanding 
of Christ against Asian religion, not discerning the prophetic-political re­
sources in it. He identifies two versions of religious socialism in Asia's 
ancient traditions: that of peasants in clannic societies, and that of monks 
in monastic communities. The first is founded on what Pieris defines as 
'cosmic religiousness' in which 'social harmony is insured by cosmic com­
munion with the elements of nature', the second is based on a 'metacosmic 
religiousness' which does not negate cosmic reality, but points to a salvific 
beyond through its non-addiction to cosmic needs. The monastic tradition, 
however, located in a feudal context, has turned into 'the luxury of a leis­
ure class maintained by the really poor', one of its weaknesses being the lack 
of respect for the dignity of labour. This happens once more in a lot of 
Western enthusiasm for 'oriental spirituality'. But in some rural areas of 
Asia a symbiosis of the religious socialism of peasants and monks can be 
found, in which the earth is everybody's property and 'cosmic needs are 
made to serve rather than to obsess the person' . 1 9 These two distinct 
traditions meet when Jesus identifies with the religious poor of the country­
side asking for baptism by John the Baptist who represents the tradition of 
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renunciation, and then after his desert experience goes to the people for his 
prophetic mission. 

Pieris calls the Asian church and its theology to get baptised in the 
Jordan of Asian religion and on the cross of Asian poverty. Only then can 
it add to the irreconcilable antinomy between God and Mammon which is 
common to all religions, the irrevocable covenant between God and the 
poor which is unique to the biblical tradition. This raises the practice o f 
voluntary poverty from the micro-ethical to the macro-ethical level and 
merges the struggle against Mammon and for God with the struggle for 
the poor. It implies at the same time the understanding that the struggle o f 
the poor becomes 'God's own struggle against the principalities and powers 
that keep them poor' . 'It is a just war, an exercise of divine justice. A holy 
revolution. ' 1 0 Pieris makes an important breakthrough as he acknowledges 
and integrates the Jewish-Semitic contribution to Asia's religious traditions, 
which often is negated as part of the Western tradition in the context o f 
inter-religious dialogue. Pieris finds the social base for the praxis of solidarity 
with the poor in their struggle in basic human communities such as the 
Devasarana collective farm initiated by Yohan Devananda who merged his 
Anglican monastic tradition with that of the French worker-priests by build­
ing up a community with unemployed, largely Buddhist village youth in Sri 
Lanka, which later related to mass organisations of peasants struggling for 
survival. 

Pieris' input during the Asian Theological Conference in 1979 in Sri 
Lanka provoked a lot of discussion. 1 ' The Filipino delegation expressed 
reservations about giving too much weight to the religious factor, suggest­
ing that such discussions would eventually be more the concern of middle-
class theologians than of the poor - the real subjects of theology - in their 
struggles. Carlos H. Abesamis and the group whom he represents acknow­
ledged the need to consider native wisdom and religion, but they insisted 
that the 'principal characteristic of a truly Asian theology is its "Third-
Worldness" which denotes the thrust towards socio-political and total 
human liberation of the poor, whereas "Asianness" , which they defined as 
the question of inculturation follows on the second place ' . 1 1 Pieris was able 
to show that they misunderstood his position. Their intervention represented 
the thrust of liberation theology as it has evolved in the Philippines which 
found a wider echo among activists elsewhere in Asia especially during the 
1970s and early 80s. During those years a revised and reorganised commun­
ist party, with a Maoist orientation, led an armed struggle, and the building 
up of mass organisations brought together in the National Democratic 
Front, against the Marcos regime and US imperialism. This disciplined, com­
mitted and strong movement attracted a growing number of Christians who 
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got involved in various ways. In this context grew a Filipino version of 
liberation theology which had close affinity with Latin American theology 
in its emphasis on social (class) analysis and on paradigms from biblical his­
tory. Its specificity was expressed in the title 'theology of struggle'/ 3 This 
may be understood as the result of interaction with the Maoist outlook which 
dominated large sectors of the popular resistance movement. It demands 
and seeks clarity and commitment regarding politically organised struggle 
as the only means to achieve liberation. Struggle is seen as the primary 
context of theological reflection and the basic expression of Christian life. 
This approach tends to translate the theological conviction of God's partisan 
choice for the poor into the demand to make a concrete political choice, to 
take sides in the polarised political situation of the Philippines. The emphasis 
on struggle also implies a critique of traditional religion which focuses on 
Christ as the suffering servant who did not open his mouth and went as a 
lamb to its slaughter, a religion which would enhance passivity/ 4 Instead the 
cross is presented as a symbol of challenge and struggle. Edicio de la Torre , 
one of the priests who went underground, narrates how in prison he painted 
a poster presenting the crucified one with one open hand and one hand 
closed to a fist, whilst the blood that flows down turns into a red banner. 

The non-violent overthrow of the Marcos regime in 1 9 8 6 in which large 
sections of the middle class mobilised by the Catholic church leadership 
were involved has created a political situation in which the Maoist-oriented 
left lost part of its influence and is now facing a split. This has probably 
reduced the appeal of the 'theology of struggle' as far as support for the 
armed struggle is concerned. But other aspects, such as the importance of 
class analysis, remain relevant, as Ed de la Torre, writing in the 1 9 7 0 s , 
shows when he asks Christians: will you be like Pharisees thanking God 
that you are not like others? 'We are not subject to class analysis. We are 
not affected by class interests. We are moved only by theology and ideas. 
We only need to be informed about the issues and we will immediately act 
in favour of the poor . ' 2 5 

The continuation of mass poverty in the Philippines shows that the 
struggle for democratic rights is not enough, just as the change of govern­
ments through parliamentary elections in India or Sri Lanka is not enough. 
The question is not only that of the use of violent or non-violent means in 
the overthrow of a repressive government. The question is how and by 
whom the strangling grip of global capitalism and its agents can be broken 
and what steps are needed to initiate a liberating transformation of society. 
The concern of liberation theologians in other Asian countries with ques­
tions of culture and religion has not caused them to ignore the contribu­
tion of Marxist theory, as the widespread refutation of Cardinal Ratzinger's 
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Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 'Theology of Liberation' (1984) has 
shown. Marxism is being appreciated for its analytical focus on the reality 
of exploitation and alienation and for its revolutionary outlook which 
challenges people to take responsibility for their common life. M a r x taught 
me, says Kappen, 'to think from below, from the heart of the fragmented, 
demented world around'. And this bore theological fruits in the encounter 
with 'the historical J esus ' . 1 6 However, it is commonly observed that dog­
matism has affected the analytical and liberative capacity of Marxism and 
that class analysis has to be integrated with a thorough analysis of the 
social divisions caused by discrimination on the basis of race, ethnicity, 
caste, sex and religion. The late Lakshman Wickrcmcsinghe, an Anglican 
bishop, who with the late Catholic bishop Leo was one of the inspiring 
promotors of liberative involvements in Sri Lanka, favoured an 'indigenous 
Marxian socialism', which would be 'influenced by rather than dominated 
by Marxism' and would relate not only to the economically poor, but also 
to ethnic minorities, women, unemployed youth, the disabled, the 'tourism-
debased', in short to all who are deprived, made submissive or alienated. 
This would be in accordance with the image of Jesus as 'prophetic contest­
ant and martyr' , which should, however, be kept in dialectical tension 
with the images of Jesus as companion and rehabilitator of sinners and 
outcastes and as the 'self-sacrificing satyagrahi' who converts enemies with 
the soul-force of vicarious suffering love. 2 7 

Kim Yong Bock introduces the distinction between messianic politics 
and political messianism in order to distance the liberation struggles of the 
Minjung from Maoism and North Korean communism. 1 8 Political messi­
anism is the negation of the historical subjectivity of the Minjung. The 
North Korean notion of juche refers to the autonomy not of the people but 
of the national totalitarian dictatorship in the name of the proletariat. 'It is 
a sort of "realized" subjecthood in the form of a dictatorial state'. But the 
Minjung, which transcends the narrow, self-contained entity of the prolet­
ariat, realises its subjectivity while suffering and struggling in the unfolding 
drama of history between the times of the 'not yet' and the 'already'. The 
politics of Jesus - and of other messianic traditions in Korea - does not 
make the Minjung an object of messianic claims but the subject of their own 
historical destiny, struggling for justice, koinomia and shalom to come. 
While presenting this critique of totalitarianism Kim Yong Bock avoids the 
trap of Western anti-communism by arguing that Japanese ultranationalism 
in the time of Japanese rule and modern technocracy at present are other 
manifestations of political messianism. It may be added that critical M a r x ­
ist tendencies would find themselves in agreement with many of Kim Yong 
Bock's points. 
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In China K. H. Ting, who was W S C F Secretary together with M. M . 
Thomas in the late 1 9 4 0 s , tried as leader of the Three Self Movement, as 
Principal of Nanjing Theological Seminary and as an Anglican bishop to 
guard the independence of the Church and the sovereignty of its message 
over against communist ideology. At the same time he promoted its inde­
pendence from a Western missionary heritage, and sought to overcome its 
alienation from Chinese society. One of the mottos of the Three Self Move­
ment - meaning self-supporting, self-administering and self-propagating -
was 'love the country, love the Lord'. This affirmation of national belonging 
corresponded with the anti-imperialist, nationalist dimension of the Chinese 
revolution. It was the base for welcoming all that was good for China and 
its people in the achievements of the communist regime. Theologically this 
was connected with an affirmation of God's goodness at work in creation 
and history, and of the scope of the redemptive lordship of the cosmic 
Christ of Colossians 1 , 1 5 - 1 7 . This overarching perspective creates space 
for a critical awareness of the sinfulness of human endeavours and efforts, 
which Chinese tradition from Confucius and Mencius to M a o underestimates. 
Ting expresses his appreciation of liberation theology and its preferential 
option for the poor elsewhere but he sees it as one of the tasks of church 
and theology in the post-liberation situation of China to avoid making the 
poor the bearers of salvation. The experience of the Cultural Revolution 
has taught where such idealisation leads. 'The poor are not the Messiahs 
of the world, as if it were only necessary to liberate the poor and they 
would then liberate the wor ld . ' 2 9 

In an article entitled 'Insights from Atheism' ( 1 9 7 9 ) Ting expressed the 
hope that the revolutionary spirit of the communists would purify the insti­
tutional Church, whilst religious faith would purify the revolutionary spirit, 
not by dampening it, but by giving its undertakings in industry, agriculture, 
science and technology, art and music a 'deeper grounding' by relating its 
meaning 'to the ongoing creative, redemptive and sanctifying movement in 
the universe under what we call G o d ' . 3 0 

Whatever its shadow sides the Chinese experiment has been a source of 
inspiration. Writing in the early 1 9 8 0 s Fr Tissa Balasuriya, director of the 
Centre for Society and Religion in Colombo, expressed the admiration of 
many Asians for China's achievements in overcoming the problems of 
hunger, unemployment, and dependency on foreign powers. 'It represents the 
greatest transformation for the betterment of the largest number of human 
beings in the shortest period of t ime. ' 3 1 However, the bloody repression of 
the movement for democracy in June 1 9 8 9 , and the pursuit of economic 
liberalisation policies which tend to undermine some of the social achieve­
ments and to aggravate the mounting ecological problems, have increased 
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the doubts regarding China's contribution to the solution of Asia's problems, 
though it may be too early to conclude, given its revolutionary past, where 
its present approach will lead. 

A new phase in the search for a viable alternative to capitalism has 
started, a search which is no longer dominated by communist vanguard 
parties. New social movements are beginning to influence the analysis o f 
the situation and the setting of political agendas. 3 1 It took time for women's 
movements and eco-movements to be heard, as conservatives and leftists 
suggested that their concerns were Western imports. However, Asian women 
are succeeding in making the role of patriarchal oppression in all areas 
of life visible and the warnings of eco-movements can no longer be ignored. 
In India efforts are under way to integrate the insights of social analysis 
based on the methodologies of the theologian and sociologist F. Houtart , 
of the economists S. L. Parmar and C. T. Kurien - who made crucial contri­
butions to ecumenical social thought - and of Marxists like Ajit Roy with 
the insights and methods which have emerged in the context of the struggles 
of women and other subsistence producers, of Dalits, fish workers, trade 
unions with new agendas, and eco-activists. Eco-feminists have conceptual­
ised the non-accounted-for work of subsistence-producers and women as 
'production for life' which has to become central to the construction o f 
an ecologically sustainable and socially equitable society. People's control 
of resources is seen as one of the crucial conditions for the realisation of 
this vision of a life-centred production system and society. 

This process of reorientation is slowly penetrating into the realm o f 
theological reflection. Aruna Gnanadason from India has popularised Asian 
feminist insights in ecumenical and theological circles. Chung Hyun Kyung 
has combined insights gained from personal experiences in the Korean 
cultural context with liberation motives found in E A T W O T and CCA. She 
speaks of a survival-liberation centred syncretism in the struggle of poor 
Asian women who select those 'life-giving elements of their culture and 
religions' which empower them 'to claim their humanity'. Such inspiration 
will be found especially in the popular piety of a women-centred cosmic 
religion which has been repressed by the dominantly patriarchal meta-
cosmic religions. 3 3 

Connections with eco-concerns are being spelled out by others. Sean 
McDonagh, working in Mindanao (Philippines) and witnessing the assault 
on the environment by logging companies and green revolution technolog­
ies called for a new theology which draws on sources such as Teilhard de 
Chardin, Buddhism and the tribal religious experience. 3 4 Gabriele Dietrich, 
a social activist and theological teacher in Tamilnadu Theological Seminary 
(Madurai, India) and one of the eco-feminists who coined the 'production 
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of life' concept, has combined the economic, ecological, feminist and theo­
logical dimensions in her writings. 3 5 

Fears have been expressed that eco-concerns and openness to Asia's 
religion would lead to a withdrawal from history and politics because of a 
re-absorption into a cosmic/metacosmic spirituality. This happens indeed 
in some eco-groups and among those Christians who strive for inculturation 
and religious harmony in the absence of the poor. Liberation theology 
which is open to eco-feminist insights and non-Christian popular religion 
will have the task of showing that the threat of eco-catastrophes means a 
greater historical responsibility for humankind than ever before. It has to 
expose the irresponsible blindness to reality which characterises capitalist 
dynamics. And it cannot give up the critique of religion - Christian and 
non-Christian, elitist and popular - wherever and whenever it serves struc­
tures of domination and forces of death. It will, not uncritically, embrace 
all popular religion, but will welcome those elements which indeed affirm 
life and liberation. Fr Samuel Rayan, a Jesuit theologian and E A T W O T 
member, gives voice to such an orientation when he speaks of the open­
ness of Asian spirituality to the reality of the earth, of history and of the 
ultimate mystery of God, and connects contemplation and critical analysis 
with the ability to respond in action. Such response-ability implies conver­
sion from capitalist development models to 'redefining development as 
if people mattered' . 3 6 A biblical basis for welcoming life and liberation 
affirming traditions and elements from other religions as well as secular 
sources and placing them in a historical-political perspective can be found in 
the covcnantal approach to the preservation of the earth and the survival 
of the poor. The connection between Genesis and Exodus, between God's 
covenant with the earth and God's covenant with the people on the way 
from slavery to a society based on justice, could indeed provide crucial 
insights in the present search for an alternative. 3 7 

The question of liberation is more urgent than ever, in Asia as else­
where. Whether Christians will be able to address the question will depend 
on their readiness to go against the tide of Mammon, to turn to the 
Galilees of those who are excluded today and enter into a common search 
to find how struggles for survival can become struggles for life in its full­
ness. Asia has its martyrs who witness to that search. T w o of them, both 
from Sri Lanka, represent many others who have committed themselves 
to this search and struggle: Fr Michael Rodrigo (1927-87), a priest who 
identified with the poor in a predominantly Buddhist rural area, and Rajani 
Rajasingham (1953-89), a human rights activist and feminist in Jaffna. At 
Rajani's funeral people affirmed their commitment to continue the struggle 
for life by saying: You have not been buried, you have been sown. 
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Black theology 

Introduction 

There are several ways of approaching Black theology. One approach seeks 
to characterise it in terms of its history, that is, of its origins in the Civil 
Rights and Black Power movements of the 1 9 6 0 s . It maintains that the 
demands for racial justice embodied in these two movements provided the 
basis for the emergence of Black theology. I shall not follow this approach 
here since it is not the aim of this chapter to offer a detailed description 
of the relationship between movements of protest and Black theology in 
the 1 9 6 0 s . This has been done elsewhere. 1 

The second but related approach starts from an interpretation of the 
different ways in which African-American slaves appropriated and reworked 
Christian faith in the context of their experience of slavery. According to 
this understanding Black theology represents not just a faddish attempt to 
redefine Christian teaching in the light of the demands of the social and 
political forces of the 1 9 6 0 s but a critical search for a historically black 
Christian form of reflection on issues of racial justice and liberation. The 
materials for such reflection come from the twin realities of slavery in the 
past and the experience of racism in the present. One important difference 
between these two approaches is that, although they both share the same 
understanding of Black theology, the first is very much shaped by the 
politics of the recent past whereas the second locates its point of departure 
in the history of slavery itself, with the latter being seen as a historical 
expression of racism. Needless to say, these approaches are not mutually 
exclusive but they point to differences in methodological emphasis between 
the first generation of black theologians, i.e., its founders like James Cone, 
Gayraud Wilmore, Deotis Roberts and others and the second generation 
like Dwight Hopkins, Jacquelyn Grant, Josiah Young, Delores Williams 
and others. 
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The third route and one which I shall take here approaches Black theo­
logy through a critical elucidation of its main themes. This has several 
advantages over the other two approaches. First, it allows one to engage 
the actual thinking of black theologians on a variety of topics which have 
come to be central to Black theology's self-understanding. This has rarely 
been done. 2 Many works on Black theology cither merely describe how it 
came into being, its relationship to the social movements of the 1 9 6 0 s or 
they are attempts to recover slave narratives in order to reconstitute them 
as appropriate modes for theological reflection. The second advantage of 
the approach I propose here is that it helps one to maintain a certain 
distance from the productions of black theologians. Such a critical distance 
is long overdue because, with a few exceptions, the bulk of what makes 
up the literature of Black theology remains largely uncritical of itself. This 
can perhaps be explained not only as a function of the character of that 
literature as a body of primary sources but also in terms of the self-
understanding of Black theology as a form of social struggle rather than 
simply as an intellectual exercise. 

What I do in this chapter, then, is to engage the writings of one of the 
leading black theologians of the first generation. I refer to James Cone. I 
choose Cone because he remains by far the most prominent and influential 
of all black theologians. He has, perhaps, published more works on Black 
theology than any living theologian and the extent of his influence can 
easily be seen in the fact that many of the second generation of black 
theologians studied under him at Union Theological Seminary where is the 
Distinguished Charles Briggs Professor of Systematic Theology. Cone has 
thus continued to provide the framework for the articulation of Black 
theology whether in America or in South Africa. 

By focusing on Cone I do not wish to suggest that other black theologians 
or other varieties of Black theology (South African or Womanist Black 
theologies, for example) are unimportant or that there are no real differ­
ences in approach and content between them. I wish simply to give the 
reader the opportunity to come to terms with the central presuppositions 
of Black theology as articulated in the writings of its most well-known 
advocate. Whatever differences may exist between black theologians, they 
are all agreed that the basic categories first formulated by Cone provide 
the most appropriate means for theological reflection on the problem of 
racism. The various schools of thought that have arisen within Black theo­
logy, then, fundamentally stand in continuity with Conian theology. 
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Black theology defined 

I have so far used the term 'Black theology' as though the meaning of that 
phrase is self-evident. This , however, is not so; hence we need to attend to 
matters of definition before proceeding further. What, then, in the perspect­
ive of its exponents, is Black theology and what connection, if any, does it 
have with Christian theology? According to an official statement of the 
National Conference of Black Churchmen issued in June of 1969 (the 
same year in which Cone first published his Black Theology and Black 
Power): 

Black Theology is a theology of liberation. It seeks to plumb the black 
condition in the light of God's revelation in Jesus Christ, so that the black 
community can see that the gospel is commensurate with the achievement 
of black humanity. Black Theology is a theology of 'blackness'. It is the 
affirmation of black humanity that emancipates black people from white 
racism, thus providing authentic freedom for both white and black people. It 
affirms the humanity of white people in that it says No to the encroachment 
of white oppression.5 

Cone and Wilmore have defined it in the following terms. 

Black theology, therefore, is that theology which arises out of the need to 
articulate the religious significance of [the] Black presence in a hostile White 
world. It is Black people reflecting on the Black experience under the guid­
ance of the Holy Spirit, attempting to redefine the relevance of the Christian 
gospel for their lives.4 

First, both definitions make reference to 'blackness' or the 'black condi­
tion' and, second, both claim some kind of relationship between this 'black 
condition' and the gospel. Both definitions also link blackness to white 
racism. According to these definitions, the central problem which Black 
theology seeks to address is that of the contradiction between racism and 
the demands of Christian faith. In order to understand this it is important 
to bear in mind that the reality of white racism has been a significant and 
pervasive feature of the experience of modernity for both blacks and whites. 
It is a reality which has historically formed the context of their often vexed 
encounter. 

The centrality of race in the modern period can be seen not only in the 
fact that millions of people in countries as widely different as South Africa 
and Brazil or France and Australia, or again, Germany and America, Britain 
and Italy have been the victims of racist practices; it can also be observed 
in the existence of a large body of knowledge both popular and academic 
in which the 'being' of blacks has been classified (sometimes as less than 
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human), ordered (as inferior to whites), labelled (as primitive, barbaric 
etc.) and interrogated (as to its utility; slavery and the exploitation of 
labour in much of the Third World being perhaps the best examples of 
this). It has now been established by a number of scholars, both white and 
non-white, that the philosophers of the Enlightenment and the scientists as 
well as the would-be scientists of the nineteenth century showed a great 
interest in the question of race; an interest in which the humanity of blacks 
was ridiculed and sometimes denied. The gurus of western philosophical 
thought, Kant, Hegel, Hume, Voltaire and other less well-known scholars, 
all produced works in which they openly displayed their racism against 
blacks. It is in the works of these men that 'the grammar of racialised 
discourse 5 which underlies much of modernity's view of the self as, among 
other things, a racial subject, was forged. When in Tattered or the New 
Crusade Disraeli says, 'All is race. There is no other truth', he is merely 
repeating the sentiments of a long line of well-known figures in modernity: 
Renan, Taine, Le Bon, Gobineau, etc . 5 

The point is not that Black theology came into being in response to the 
discursive provocations of the theorists mentioned above. In fact, it has 
never really engaged the discourse of race in the modern period which, of 
course, remains one of its major theoretical weaknesses. What is important, 
however, is the fact that the level at which Black theology is forged as a 
critique of racism has been historically and sociologically determined by 
the pain and suffering which has resulted from the infliction of racism on 
blacks. 

Thus when the above definitions of Black theology speak of white racism 
as the hostility of the world towards the black presence, it is not primarily 
the effects of the theoretical content of racialist discourse which form the 
basis of such a claim but rather the practical expression of that discourse, 
its lived experience, in the attitudes, institutions and modes of behaviour 
that constitute the oppression of blacks on the basis of their skin colour. 
In other words, for Black theology racism is not just a set of beliefs which 
say that inherited biological traits determine moral and intellectual disposi­
tions so that some races are not only biologically but, therefore, morally 
and intellectually better off than others, it is also a mode of behaviour which 
prescribes discriminatory policies intended to work against those considered 
to be biologically less better off. 

The basic claim of Black theology, then, is that it is in the context of the 
suffering caused by these discriminatory policies and modes of behaviour 
that black humanity has been negatively defined by whites. Its aim, there­
fore, is to critically reflect on what it means to be black in such a context. 
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According to the two definitions of Black theology quoted above this mode 
of reflection seeks to show that 'God's revelation in Jesus C h r i s t . . . is 
commensurate with the achievement of black humanity'. Black theology is 
nothing short of a statement of affirmation of black humanity. The possib­
ilities of such an affirmation, in other words, require a theology of libera­
tion which takes race and the practices associated with belief in the idea of 
race seriously. 

The identity of Black theology, it follows from this, is moulded by the 
circumstances or situation of black existence in which the gospel is appro­
priated, lived and reflected on such that doing Black theology becomes a 
dialectic between the two realities of 'context ' and 'gospel', 'situation' and 
'kcrygma'. I shall argue in this chapter that this 'dialectic' of message and 
situation represents the regulative principle of the methodology of Black 
theology. 6 

T h e twofold structure of Cone's thought 

The methodological aspect 

In order to illustrate this, I shall distinguish two broad categories into 
which the Black theology of James Cone may be divided: the methodological 
and the dogmatic. One deals with his approach to Black theology and the 
other with the content of that theology. As far as the first is concerned, I 
shall address Black theology's claim regarding the contextuality of all theo­
logical discourse and of Black theology in particular. With respect to the 
second category, I shall elucidate Cone's thought on the nature of revela­
tion and christology. 

The contextuality of theological discourse 

Cone understands Christian theology to be 'human speech about God*. 
But, it is speech, like all human speech, always related to historical situ­
ations. 7 As we shall see shortly, this is an important claim for Black theo­
logy because it is committed, in all its variety, to the view that all human 
ideas, including theology, are marked by the identities of their productive 
agents: they represent the thoughts, interests and practices of those who 
produce them. In turn, who these are and what makes them what they are 
is largely a function of the social, political and economic context in which 
they live, move and have their existence. 

For Cone this means that all theology is limited by the cultural conditions 
of its production and thus is not universal language. Or , to put it another 
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way, it is precisely because it has no legitimate claims to such universality 
that it is interested language. Elsewhere Cone calls this the 'contextual-
dialectical method'. According to this method, there are no absolute, univer­
sal truths, not even in revelation itself. 8 

What makes this method dialectical is the fact that theology arises out of 
a specific historical context characterised by the movement of thought and 
experience between the reality of racism, which spells out the content of 
both context and experience, and the demands of the gospel which provide 
the framework for the struggle for racial justice. But this movement is not 
exhaustive of the nature of this dialectic since the latter is, theologically, 
also made up of a paradox that drives our interpretation of the gospel 
back to the original experience of racism in order to discern whether or 
not that interpretation has yielded any possibilities for black liberation. 

The elements of this paradox are, first, the refusal to concede the pos­
sibility of divine, universal truths and, second, the affirmation of truth as a 
happening from beyond history, 'a divine event that invades our history'. 
Both the idea that revelation is not absolute or universal and that it is 
a divine event which operates through a process of self-historicisation (it 
invades our history) are meant to express the contextuality of thought and 
experience. It is important to observe here that Cone's dialectic is not 
neutral: for the context of its verification or realisation is the event of 
black liberation. 

In other words, the aim of Cone's emphasis on the contextuality of 
theology is, ultimately, to show that it makes a difference to the identity of 
a theology whether the theologian is a slave or a slave master; whether he/ 
she speaks - even through elected silence - on behalf of the oppressor or 
the oppressed. Cone writes, ' . . . thinking, or thought, can never be separ­
ated from our socio-political existence. If one is a slave, then one's think­
ing about God will have a different character than if one is a slave 
master. ' 9 That is, whereas the slave's experience of God and reality is 
mediated through 'the attempt to define himself [in his early writings Cone 
consistently used sexist language] without the ordinary possibilities of self-
affirmation', through the 'slave ship, the auction block and the plantation 
regime', that of the slave master is gained by 'extending white inhumanity 
to excruciating l imits ' . 1 0 Hence it follows that, even granting the similarity 
in their language about God, the slave and the slave master 'could not 
possibly be referring to the same reality'. 1 1 There is, therefore, a fundamental 
connection between thought and the social conditions of thought; between 
reflection and praxis, between theology and its social context, a connection 
illustrating the fact that black religion 1 1 and white religion are not 'essen-
tiallv the same*. ' 5 
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Cone puts the differences which separate these two modes of interpret­
ing the Christian message down to the different 'mental grids' or perspect­
ives through which they are structured. The argument here is that if we 
want to know why the white American apprehension of the reality of the 
gospel has not theologically appropriated the question of colour or racism 
as a central problematic in its consciousness; if we want to find out why, 
instead, its concern is directed at the somewhat abstract issues of the status 
of religious statements and the problem of faith and history posed by the 
challenge of the Enlightenment, we must look not to the content of white 
theology, that is, its assertions about God, humanity, etc., but to the social 
presuppositions which have determined its shape and form. We must look 
to its social connections; to the goals and aspirations it serves. 1 4 

This refusal to explain the character of a given theology simply in terms 
of its objective assertions or content is, as we have already seen, a con­
sequence of Cone's belief in the contextuality of all theological language. 
It is, however, not contextuality in general which furnishes grounds for 
Cone's critique of doctrinal objectivism but contextuality in its concrete 
aspect. In other words, for Cone the fundamental property of the cultural 
context is in fact its concreteness. The constitutive attribute which most 
aptly describes the meaning of Sitz itn Leben (the context or situation o f 
life) is, so to speak, its existentiality. This being so, Cone is then enabled to 
search for the origins of his theological commitment not primarily in intel­
lectual processes, nor in abstract self-elucidation, but rather in what he calls 
'the existential and social formation of my faith'. In fact, he goes so far as 
to say that the factors of biography, 1 5 embedded as they are in the socio­
political context, are methodologically and theologically the most decisive 
characteristic in the forming of a theological perspective. 1 6 Biography, and 
the existential elements mentioned here, refer, in the first instance, not to 
the life of the individual theologian or thinker, but to the collective self-
understanding of which he is a product. This aspect of biography is linked to 
the use of the idea of narrative in Black theology. This can be seen in the 
extent to which many of the leading black theologians of the second genera­
tion are seeking to recover the memory of slavery through a rereading of 
slave-narratives as a framework for reworking a whole range of Christian 
teaching from biblical hermeneutics to eschatology and from ethics to 
church history in terms of blackness as a category of theological interpreta­
tion. These theologians understand blackness both as a context as well as 
a narrative. It is the story of how Africans were enslaved and subjected to 
racism by people who identified themselves and the societies they repres­
ented as Christian. That story has become the context within which the 
meaning of the gospel is being interrogated in the light of that narrative. 
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This notion of contextuality allows Black theology to formulate a hermen-
eutic of liberation rooted in the reality of black experience itself. 

According to Cone, two aspects, one negative and the other positive, are 
crucial to understanding liberation as the hub of such a hermeneutic. Neg­
atively, Black theology's raison d'être is the recognition that, for blacks, 'the 
world is not what God wills it to b e ' . 1 7 God does not will racism for the 
people of colour and yet that is the pervasive reality which saturates their 
consciousness; ' 8 a reality which refuses to acknowledge their humanity; 
which sees their blackness as a necessary condition for their negation. 
Positively, however, the knowledge that the world could be different leads 
precisely to the struggle for liberation. Thus, from the start, Black theology 
was, in the eyes of its exponents, nothing short of a theology of liberation. 
But unlike other forms of liberation theology, its perspective on oppression 
was not primarily elucidated through concepts such as 'class', the role of 
international capitalism or gender, but through the category of race, or 
more precisely, that of blackness. 

In its early stages Black theology failed or refused to engage with ques­
tions of class and gender, because, as black theologians had it, racism was 
the most pressing social problem of the 1 9 6 0 s both in America and in 
Africa. It was thought that although categories such as class and gender 
were important they were, nevertheless, not suitable instruments for struggle 
because they distracted attention from attempts to defeat racism. But this 
stance resulted in criticism from Latin American liberation theologians as 
well as from feminists. I cannot go into the details of this debate here for 
reasons of space. But I wish to note the fact that there is now in Black theo­
logy a significant number of black women rewriting Black theology, and 
thus in some ways even redefining blackness itself, in terms of their own 
experiences of oppression at the hands of black men. 1 9 

The concept of blackness 
T w o questions are in order at this point: first, how is this notion to be 
construed? and second, does the qualifier 'black' and its cognates add 
anything to our understanding of theology? Cone's formulation of Black 
theology turns, in the main, upon the significance which he attaches to the 
symbol of blackness. That symbolism or at least this particular one is 
important for Black theology can be glimpsed in the way in which Cone 
justifies his use of blackness by arguing (following Tillich) that, as well as 
being contextual, all theological speech is symbolic in character. In Cone's 
thought, if humanity correctly understands the reality of God, and if there­
fore it correctly understands the nature of theological language, it will be 
driven to speak of Him (sic) through the mediation of symbols; symbols 
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'that point to dimensions of reality that cannot be spoken of l i terally' . 1 0 

Therefore, Cone concludes, 'to speak of Black Theology is to speak with 
the Tillichian understanding of symbol in mind' . 1 1 By so fastening on to 
the symbolic character of theological language, Cone is enabled to appro­
priate blackness as a theological topos. 

The notion of blackness is important for Black theology because in 
Western culture the contrast between black and white is morally significant. 
It marks the difference between evil and good and provides the analogical 
framework within which both good and evil are named in terms of their 
signifiers. Thus in Western culture black signifies evil and white signifies 
good. The representation of blacks as evil, ugly, dirty etc. in Western cul­
ture was, therefore, at least partly, predicated upon that contrast. In other 
words, it is this contrast which served as a metaphysical basis for justifying 
the oppression of blacks in the name of the good (read white culture and 
supremacy) . 2 1 

For virtually all the advocates of Black theology, however, this negative 
function of blackness is of much more than just historical interest since it 
is still applicable today for the oppressor and oppressed alike; it delimits 
their perception of each other. For the oppressor, it intends his or her self-
understanding of a given people as at least racially inferior and, therefore, 
as not deserving of equal human treatment. 1 3 Thus, Deotis Roberts draws 
attention to the fact that, even in contemporary culture, blackness signifies 
shame, ostracism and inferiority; he illustrates his point by referring to 
how the Webster dictionary has 'ugly', 'fiendish', 'evil', 'everything undesir­
able' as basic characteristics of blackness. 1 4 

It is this symbolism, with regard to both its historical as well as its 
present function(s), that Black theology has appropriated in order to enun­
ciate the historical possibilities for the self-affirmation and/or negation of 
the black subject. These possibilities are the 'black condition' which consti­
tutes the fundamental datum of human experience and, thus, so to speak, 
the raw materials of Black theology itself. 1 5 If, then, blackness in both its 
positive and negative aspects is concerned about structures of historical 
experience and with the social and cultural conditions for their realisation, 
it follows that, although its reference or meaning involves an element of 
skin colour, it is not reducible to this. 

As the Taiwanese theologian Choan Seng Song has argued, 'blackness' 
as understood in Black theology embodies the whole history and culture 
built on the experience of slavery. 1 6 But more than a historical or cultural 
phenomenon, 'our blackness', says Desmond Tutu, 'is an intractable onto-
logical surd ' . 1 7 In other words, what is at stake when we talk about black­
ness is nothing other than the being or humanity of black people. If, so 
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it is perhaps not too much to say that Black theology is, at one level, an 
attempt to work out a theological anthropology based on a conception of 
the self as a racialised subject. It represents a recognition that whatever 
race is, centrally involved in the different ways people define each other in 
modernity is a process of racialisation of identities. 

It is true that Black theology has generally not worked out a precise 
relationship of the historical to the ontological claims of blackness. This , 
however, has not been its main aim: proponents of Black theology have 
not sought to define the nature and content of symbol as such but rather to 
identify the part played in the experience of blacks by a particular symbol. 
Indeed, even where both the 'external' and the 'internal' aspects of symbol 
have been assimilated, there is a predilection for the historical dimension. 
We may illustrate this by considering more specifically the way this symbol 
is employed in Black theology. 

The function of the symbolism of blackness 
According to Cone, the symbolism of blackness performs a double function: 
first, it symbolises white oppression. Cone is here linking the character­
istics 'ugly', 'fiendish', 'evil', 'dark' etc. (which we saw earlier are imputed to 
blackness in Western consciousness) with the fact that a particular people 
bearing the skin whose colour has been alleged to symbolise these very 
features 'have been the victims of white brutality'. The other role of black­
ness is, paradoxically, to symbolise what blacks mean by liberation. 1 8 

O f course there is at once a problem here: how have we arrived at the 
harmonious juxtaposition of these apparently contradictory functions? 
Deotis Roberts has attempted to deal with precisely this problem. In his 
essay 'A Creative Response to Racism: Black Theology', he argues that the 
latter has salvaged, redefined and transmuted blackness into a basis for 
self-affirmation. As understood by Roberts, this process is analogous to the 
Christian transformation of 'the arch symbol of our faith, the Cross' whereby 
the 'curse' of the Cross has been made into the ultimate symbol of salvation. 1 9 

Although Cone insists that 'blackness' refers to both oppression and 
liberation, he nowhere offers a theory of symbols or of their relationship 
to paradox. While this is true, it is equally true that he supplies a different 
- though not systematic - explanation of the double function of the sym­
bol which concerns us here and which, seemingly, enables him to evade the 
need for such a theory. His explanation is interesting because it also intro­
duces us to another aspect of his thought; namely, Black theology's anthro­
pology which, in an important sense, underlies his whole theological project. 
The key terms of this explanation are 'liberation' and 'freedom'. In A Black 
Theology of Liberation, Cone maintains that authentic human existence 
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means 'being in freedom'. 3 0 But this is not freedom in the abstract. Free­
dom is genuine only if it is a concrete negation of oppression. 3 ' When 
Christians speak of the image of God in man (sic) as the grounding aspect 
of human nature, what they ought to stress is not the analogia entis side 
of the image, but image as analogia relationis. It is here that the 'divine-
human encounter is made possible, it is here that human nature through 
liberation as a condition for its fulfillment is realized'. 3 1 In other words, 
since the image of God in man ultimately means liberation, and since lib­
eration is achieved in relational rather than in ontological categories, man's 
real nature is revealed whenever man attempts to overthrow the powers 
that oppress him. Thus Cone asserts, ' . . . the image is human nature in 
rebellion against the structures of oppression. It is humanity involved in 
the liberation struggle against the forces of inhumanity' . 3 3 This approach 
originates from Cone's belief in the existentialist dictum, 'existence precedes 
essence'. The subject and consequently the meaning of this existence is 
concrete humanity, 'the point of departure of any phenomenological analysis 
of human existence' . 3 4 

Blackness as ultimate reality 
O f course, terms such as 'freedom', 'historical' and the like do not in 
themselves describe in what way a given reality is concrete. But this hardly 
matters, since for Black theology, the emphasis is on 'blackness', and 
'blackness' is what gives a particular set of experiences their historical 
specificity. Moreover, black people's consciousness of history is suffused 
with blackness itself, with the double experience of oppression and the 
struggle for liberation. Indeed, Cone has no hesitation in positing this 
experience as the ultimate determinative factor in his theology. He writes, 
'The fact that I am black is my ultimate reality.' 3 5 Again, 'To put it simply,' 
says Cone, 'Black Theology knows no authority more binding than the 
experience of oppression itself. This alone must be the ultimate authority 
in religious matters . ' 3 6 This, then, is 'the supreme test of truth'; the basic, 
non-negotiable datum which gives meaning to ultimate reality itself. 3 7 In 
making these contentious remarks Cone is fully aware that the 'Christian 
doctrine of God must logically precede the doctrine of m a n ' . 3 8 He does 
not wish to subordinate the gospel to blackness. But is Cone being consist­
ent? We shall deal with this question in a moment. First, it is necessary 
to point out that Cone's argument is that, even accepting the priority of 
God and of Christ, 'black people can view God only through black eyes 
that behold the brutalities of white racism'; their knowledge of Christ 
comes from their experience of his identification with them in the pain o f 
oppression. 5 9 
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Still, the two assertions that one's blackness is one's ultimate reality and 
that there is another reality (God) which must, or needs to, relate to black­
ness seem to us to contradict each other. If blackness is the ultimate reality 
how can there be another final frame of reference outside of this one unless 
some sort of metaphysical dualism is assumed, or unless both realities -
the gospel and blackness, God and humanity - are reduced to or identified 
with each other? Adopting the former position would not seem to square 
with one of the basic tenets of 'orthodox' Christian belief, namely, that there 
is only One Almighty God; and identifying the gospel with our experience 
would seem to be tantamount to saying that God's Word is indistinguish­
able from human words. At this point we also meet up with the ever 
threatening problem of 'ideology', with all the difficulties of definition and 
application which it entails. Has Cone not made the gospel into an 'ideo­
logy' for a black political cause? Let us suppose, for argument's sake, that 
it is true that black people's experience of racism as a form of oppression 
and their struggle for liberation are the supreme test of truth. We must 
then ask: What objective content can be given to truth; what guarantee is 
there that even Black theology itself is not, in the end, nothing but the 
subjective musings (in the name of truth) of a disenchanted ethnic group? 
If there is nothing in the gospel which is 'independently' the matter of 'fact' , 
there seems nothing to prevent whites, or anyone, from justifying racism 
or tribalism in the name of a truth created in their own image. 

Cone, to be sure, is not unaware of questions such as these and his 
answer is as follows: 

In the struggle for truth in a revolutionary age, there can be no principles of 
truth, no absolutes, not even God . . . we cannot speak of him at the expense 
of the oppressed... . There is no way to speak of this objectively; truth is not 
objective. It is subjective, a personal experience of the ultimate in the midst 
of degradation. Passion is the only appropriate response to this truth. 4 0 

Because truth arises out of the historical situation of blacks, and because it 
is subjective, truth is black; 4 1 it has no objective content other than that 
given to it by blacks. 

But here, again, we must draw attention to the ambiguity of Cone's 
position. Black theology, he says, (in spite of these strong claims) seeks a 
Christian lifestyle and proclamation which are not reducible to the values 
of the black community. But how is this to be achieved and how can we 
be sure that we have achieved it? Indeed, what criteria might we use to 
distinguish this proclamation from our irenic declarations? These are 
important questions, touching as they do. on the whole question of the 
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relationship between gospel and culture; between human words and God's 
claim - in short between revelation and ideology. 4 1 

The twofold structure of Cone's thought 

The dogmatic aspect 

The question of truth which we have just been discussing enables us now 
to move on from the methodological to the dogmatic aspects of Cone 's 
thought. Let us remind ourselves that this distinction between method and 
content, form and structure is not total, as is evinced by the interdepend­
ence of the concepts of revelation and contextuality in Cone's mind. Fur­
thermore, it is Cone's conviction that the question of revelation controls 
the 'methodological procedure' or the 'epistemological justification' of the 
Christian truth and vice versa. 4 3 Perhaps the best way of approaching his 
understanding of revelation is through an investigation of what Cone con­
siders to be the sources and norms of Black theology. He borrows his 
definition of sources from John Macquarrie's Principles of Christian Theo­
logy which defines them as 'formative factors' (p. 4) which shape (Cone 
would say determine) the character of a given theology. Cone also borrows 
Tillich's definition of 'norm' as the test or criterion against which the 
sources of theology are judged. 4 4 On this definition, the hermeneutical 
function of norms is to stipulate which sources are to be accorded priority 
and how they are used. 4 5 Thus, Cone concludes, the conjunctive relationship 
of source to norm and vice versa marks the place where the most important 
decisions in theology are made: in it are given those presuppositions out of 
which theological questions and answers are derived and correlated. 4 6 

Cone identifies two main sources of Black theology within which he 
then subsumes different moments of these sources: he distinguishes be­
tween black experience and Scripture, on the one hand, and Jesus Christ 
on the other, calling the latter the subject or essence of the former. 

It is Jesus, the subject of theology, who is the condition of possibility of 
theology. At the same time, however, this theology which seeks to speak of 
Christ can only do so through certain sources and materials. It is, however, 
not clear in Cone's writings what the source of these sources is: is it human 
experience or is it the free gift of God so that we can speak of Christ only 
through the means of the self-revelation of God? Nevertheless, what is 
beyond doubt is that, as far as Cone is concerned, authentic talk about 
Christ, the subject of theology, presupposes talk about the sources of 
theology. 
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The sources of Black theology 

Thus before proceeding further we need to ascertain what these sources 
are. 

( i ) Black experience has already been mentioned; we have discovered that 
the content of this experience is the humiliation and suffering caused by 
racism. In this sense, black experience is the basic condition which justifies 
the need for Black theology. This condition is made up of three dimen­
sions: (a) slavery, (b) rebellion, and (c) self-affirmation. 4 7 

(z) The second source noted by Cone is related to the first; he calls it 'the 
history of black people',"*8 but what he means by this is not clear since he 
formulates it in terms of the three dimensions of experience just cited 
above, and does not, therefore, differentiate distinctly between the two. 

(3) Third in the list of sources is culture, that is, the black community's 
self-expression in music, poetry, prose and other art forms. The search, or 
rather the struggle, for a new historical black subject engenders a new con­
sciousness of racial and cultural identity, which brings in its wake a differ­
ent set of theological problems. This appeal to various aspects of black 
culture links Cone to the Harlem Renaissance of the inter-war years in 
which black poets, novelists and artists sought to recover their traditions 
as an affirmation of their humanity. 4 9 

(4) Revelation proper occupies fourth place in Cone's scheme of theology's 
formative factors. Cone defines it as an 'event'; 'a happening in human 
history': he asserts, 

It is God making himself known to man through a historical act of human 
liberation. Revelation is what Yahweh did in the event of the Exodus 
. . . Throughout the entire history of Israel, to know God is to know what he 
is doing in human history on behalf of the oppressed of the land. 5 0 

Certainly modern theology is correct to stress the self-disclosure of God as 
the most distinctive attribute of the concept of revelation. But it would be 
a mistake to reduce this self-manifestation to a kind of rational discovery, 
or to restrict its meaning to biblical propositions or yet again to the self-
projection of the human consciousness. T o be sure, some of these factors 
are involved, but their significance, that which makes them revelatory, 
derives from God Himself; more exactly, from God's personal relationship 
with humans. Even so . Cone is not satisfied since he considers that there is 
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a further element to be added to the definition: which is that 'Revelation is 
God's self-disclosure to man in a situation of l iberation' . 5 1 

So, then, to be in right relationship with God - and that means to k n o w 
Him and to know His revelation - is to be properly disposed toward his 
activity of liberation for the poor. Emancipation from oppressive political 
structures is, for Cone, 'the essence of the biblical revelation' . 5 1 But, lest we 
conclude that this understanding of revelation can be appropriated legitim­
ately by all, oppressor and oppressed alike, Cone grounds its specificity 
in blackness itself. Revelation, he asserts, 'is a black event, i.e. what black 
people are doing about their liberation'. And he adds, 'I have spoken of 
black experience, black history, and black culture as theological sources 
because they are God himself at work liberating his people. ' 5 3 The black 
community is the locus of God's presence in twentieth-century America. 
The Christ event and the Black event are one and the same thing. 5 4 Thus , 
since 'meaning', 'truth', 'authenticity' and 'understanding' reside in par­
ticular communities; since they are referenced and indexed in terms of the 
experiences and the language the character of which is moulded by the con­
sciousness of those very communities; it follows that the validity of the com­
munity's truth claims about who God is and His activity in history can only 
be tested by internal criteria; that is by the codes and indices of meaning 
which form the community's frame of reference. Consequently, any inter­
pretation which is not in harmony with the self-understanding of the group, 
which seeks to break this structural circularity, is deemed to have failed the 
test of authenticity. In short, what a community says about God, itself and 
others is verifiable only in terms of the horizons of meaning which 'deter­
mine' the production of those claims. 

This is the context in which Cone discusses the self-disclosure of God as 
a black event for the liberation of oppressed blacks. His conclusion is: 
'Revelation then is the epistemological justification of a community's claims 
about ontological reality. ' 5 5 But here again we must ask, if only in passing, 
whether this is not a very clear case of the ideological instrumentalisation 
of revelation. 5 6 

What, in Cone's view, are the implications of the above considerations? 
First, given that God's truth is only truly manifested in the suffering and 
pain of the people of colour, and second, given that the authenticity o f 
revelation must be judged in terms of whether or not it is consistent with 
the perspective of blacks, it is difficult, if not impossible, to envisage any 
other valid (for our time) form of theological discourse than Black theo­
logy itself. In effect, Cone, at least in his early writings, denies the legitimacy 
of white theology because, as was remarked earlier, when slaves and slave 
masters engage in God-talk, they are not simply using different starting 
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points or different languages about God, but they are also talking about 
essentially different things. Whites, in other words, cannot do Black theology; 
they cannot faithfully proclaim the good news of liberation precisely be­
cause they are the oppressors; or else their theologians represent them 
through active theological justification of racism and oppression as in the 
days of slavery, or through silence, as is generally the case today. Cone can 
say all this because, as far as he is concerned, the criterion for deciding the 
authentic character of Christian theology is whether any praxis which claims 
this identity is totally on behalf of those who are oppressed. There is, for 
Black theology, an essential relationship between the status of the poor and 
the nature of the gospel. It is this decisive connection between the poor 
and God's preference for them which enables the early Cone to exclude the 
oppressors from the possibility of understanding the truth of the gospel. 5 7 

The social presuppositions constitutive of their (the oppressors') conceptual 
universe and consequently of their practice, and vice versa, is constrained 
and determined by certain interests which contradict the story of divine 
liberation. That is why white theology is not strictly Christian theology. 
Such is the place of the concept of revelation and its implications in Cone's 
theology. But revelation is more than a concept, or at least it cannot be 
sufficiently described in terms of a single, somewhat abstract notion. Revela­
tion includes other dimensions, the most significant of which are Christ, the 
Bible and tradition. 

(5) In fifth place, then, and still under Black theology's idea of revelation, 
the Bible is to be considered. As Cone sees it (and perhaps somewhat in the 
manner of Bar th 5 8 ) Scripture itself cannot be identified with God's revela­
tion, the full embodiment of which has been given in Christ. The revelatory 
significance of the Bible inheres, rather, in its function as a witness to 
God's ultimate and personal self-disclosure, and is, therefore, a primary 
source for theological reflection. 5 9 As such, it accounts for Black theology's 
claim that God is unquestionably identified with the cause of the poor . 6 0 

Put differently, Black theology is conceived through a basic confrontation 
with the Bible and within this with two paradigmatic events: the story of 
the Exodus and the life and deeds of Jesus Christ, both of which form, as 
it were, the 'objective core' of its hermeneutic and express God's concern 
for those in social and political bondage. The Exodus is the central focus 
of the drama narrated in the Old Testament. It furnishes the starting point 
bt Israel's history, tor it is here that Israel, because of her weakness and 
sLi^r sca~s . b chosen bv God anc ¿escr.ec roc r ^ e i c c i - lr. the Exodus event. 
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The centrality of the Exodus for Cone can be seen in the way in which 
the theme recurs in virtually all of his writings. 6 1 In this he has a great deal 
in common with liberation theology, at least in its early forms. The Exodus 
is, of course, not the final act of God's liberation; it does not exhaust His 
dramatic intervention in history. 6 1 Black theology links the development of 
prophecy throughout Israelite history to God's original concern for justice 
as shown in the Exodus: prophecy and the David-Zion tradition, according 
to which it was the King's duty to protect the weak (Ps. 2.7, 72.12—14; 
Isa. 1.16), both show God's ongoing concern for the latter/ 3 

(6) The sixth source of Black theology cited by Cone is tradition. There are 
two kinds of tradition referred to here: (a) the main Christian tradition 
which has come to us through both Eastern and Western versions of Chris­
tianity, and of which Black theology is highly critical; and (b) the tradition 
of rebellion, protest and self-affirmation characteristic of the black experi­
ence during and after slavery. Tradi t ion ' , in the first sense, consists of the 
Church's cumulative self-interpretation and self-understanding as this is 
embodied in the totality of her history and practice so far. Its indispens-
ability for Black theology (and indeed perhaps for all theology) lies in two 
closely related directions: first, it shaped the biblical witness, and second, 
it supplies access to that witness. Moreover, tradition partly controls 'both 
our negative and positive thinking about the nature of the Christian gospel'. 
While Cone does not really specify what this means it may not be amiss to 
suggest that what he intends to say is, at least, that because of tradition, 
we cannot construe the gospel any way we like if faithfulness to its claim 
is our objective. Tradition provides some guidelines for its own 'proper' 
and 'faithful' construal as well as for the 'proper' and 'faithful' construal 
of the Christian message itself. This does not necessarily mean that tradition 
has precedence over, say, Scripture, since the latter is not only part of the 
tradition but often contradicts the former. But here, as with much else in 
Cone's writings, this interesting question is not fully explored. Thus we are 
left wondering what the precise nature of the connection is between these 
two aspects of Christian experience. 

Finally we may conclude the discussion of the sources of Black theology 
by noting that the sources belong to a threefold relationship between 
revelation, history and faith. We may summarily formulate this relation­
ship by saying that revelation presupposes two foci: history as the location 
of its occurrence, and faith as the medium through which it is perceived, 
understood and appropriated. 

This, then, is Black theology's understanding of its own sources and its 
conception of the doctrine of revelation. But how might we discover the 
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putative Christianness of the discourse based on these sources; or what norm 
or criterion ought to be used in establishing that which makes Black theo­
logy's sources suitable material for Christian theological reflection? Finally, 
how might the validity of this reflection itself be ascertained and measured? 

The norm of Black theology 
We are asking here about the norm to which Black theology and its 
sources are ultimately accountable. In one sense the question seems otiose 
since we have already seen Cone declaring blackness as the ultimate real­
ity. But in another sense the question is crucial, because even when Cone 
sought to make absolute a particular ethnic experience he was aware, or so 
it appeared, of another reality alongside which he placed blackness/ 4 W e 
saw, for example, that for Black theology there is no more binding author­
ity than the experience of oppression, and that at the same time Cone says 
Christ comes first. 

This ambiguity has already been noted. Our purpose in mentioning it 
here is to introduce Cone's christology and the framework in which it is 
presented. 6 5 For our explication we shall turn to two of his books where 
this topic is most clearly dealt with: A Black Theology of Liberation which 
is a sort of single-volume attempt at a fully fledged black systematic theo­
logy and Black Theology and Black Power. 

I propose to deal with a distinction which is fairly central to Cone's 
doctrine of Christ in these books: the distinction between the Jesus of 
history and the Jesus of faith; and with how the content of his christology is 
subsumed within this distinction. Secondly, I shall discuss the importance 
of the incarnation itself, for the contextuality of theological discourse as 
well as the grounds it furnishes for Cone's claim that Christ is black. Cone 
(notwithstanding the ambiguity noted above) is quite clear that Christ is 
the key to the identity of all genuinely Christian theological utterances. It 
follows, then, that since Black theology belongs to the latter, the truth of 
its identity, both as black and as Christian, is centred in the person of Christ. 

Cone begins to formulate his christology by searching for the 'historical 
Jesus' because He is the guarantee against the gospel being reduced to 
a purely human project. Besides, the Christ of the kerygma cannot be 
understood without presupposing the historical one. In this emphasis Cone 
consciously follows Kasemann, Bornkamm, Fuchs and Conzelmann rather 
than Bultmann. He wishes to stress the historical Jesus because, in his own 
words, 'Focusing on the historical Jesus means that Black theology recog­
nizes history as the indispensable foundation of Christology. ' 6 6 

Christology would, of course be incomplete, if not irrelevant, were its 
meaning and significance to be of merely historical interest. Just as access 
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to the Christ of the kerygma requires the Jesus of history, so too the latter 
requires the former. But this dialectical connection between these two 
approaches does not in itself give us a clue to the content of the christologies 
it represents. One way of trying to sketch this out is to enquire as to what 
constitutes the historicity of Jesus. In Black Theology and Black Power 
Cone's christology has a double content: a negative and a positive one . 
Negatively, he describes the form of the work of Christ in terms of conflict. 
Thus, in the Gospels, Christ is seen as conducting a battle against the 
forces of evil: the healing of the sick, the exorcising of demons, the denun­
ciation of corrupt religious authorities. The temptation of Christ at the 
beginning of his ministry and, ultimately, the cross itself, are characteristic 
features of his conflict-ridden campaign. 6 7 If, however, the cross is the 
ultimate symbol of conflict, pain and death, the latter has no final hold on 
Christ. The death which he died did not mark the end of God's involve­
ment with humanity, it did not spell the end of his redemptive project. 
That is why Easter exists. The resurrection acts in Cone's thought as the 
living proof of the enactment of the presence of God in Jesus Christ: it is 
that which discloses the moment of victory over death. It is in view of this 
victory that we are brought to the positive aspect of the twofold nature of 
Cone's understanding of the person of Christ. Here, again, he describes the 
essence of Christ's work in the language of liberation. In fact, the relation 
between the negative and the positive aspects of this understanding are, in 
a sense, an extension of the dialectic between the Jesus of faith and the 
Jesus of history. For example, in A Black Theology of Liberation^ both 
conflict and liberation in the ministry of Jesus make sense only if we accept 
that, according to the New Testament, the historical image of Jesus which 
has precedence over all the others is that of Christ as the Oppressed One, 
and that his whole life and work centred in his identification with the 
p o o r . 6 8 

The finality of Jesus lies in the totality of his existence in complete freedom 
as the Oppressed One, who reveals through his death and resurrection that 
God himself is present in all dimensions of human liberation. His death is the 
revelation of the freedom of God, taking upon himself the totality of human 
oppression; his resurrection is the disclosure that God is not defeated by 
oppression but transforms it into the possibility for freedom.6 9 

This quotation brings out clearly the connection between what we de­
scribed above as the negative and the positive poles of Black theology's 
christology. 

That 'Jesus' identification with the oppressed is the distinctive historical 
kernel in the gospels ' 7 0 derives, according to Cone, from the generative 
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events of the faith. In particular, he mentions four items to buttress his 
point: 

(1) Jesus's birth in the stable, the socio-political marginality of Mary, the 
visit of the shepherds and the wise men and Herod's hostility toward 
his birth. 

(2) Jesus's baptism and temptation: 
(a) In being baptised Christ identified himself with sinners: this was 

a practice intended primarily for them; 
(b) when he refused to yield to Satan's temptation he was effectively 

rejecting the 'available modes of oppressive or self-glorifying 
power 5 . 

(3) As we have already seen, Jesus' ministry was directed at the poor and 
was intended to inaugurate God's Kingdom on their behalf (Mark 

1.14-15). 7 1 

(4) Finally, his death and resurrection are the fulfilment of his campaign 
for the poor . 7 * 

For Black theology all this adds up to the biblical evidence that Jesus is the 
oppressed man par excellence and the liberator of all who suffer and are 
exploited. 

But to speak of Christ as the representative of the oppressed because he 
himself knew what oppression is, is in fact to comprehend his christological 
significance through the symbol of blackness for, as we have already had 
occasion to observe, blackness itself has historically been a symbol of 
oppression. Thus the christological question and its significance for blacks, 
as well as the experience of faith which evokes it in the first place, are 
rooted in the reality of this symbol; in the concreteness of the social 
context of black existence (the context of racism, slavery and rejection). 
The existence of this 'situation' is the basis for the need to recast the issue 
of christology. It is not enough merely to appropriate the biblical witness 
as to who Christ was, for we cannot be satisfied simply with repeating 
Scripture: we need to ask who Christ is for us today. We must continually 
move from the identity of Christ then, to his identity now, and back again 
without undermining either pole. In order for the pendulum to swing in 
this way Cone proposes three stages necessary for the process: (1) Scrip­
ture; the primary, transcendent, 'other' source, (z) tradition; the mediating 
link and (3) the social context of black people. These are the moments 
through which the reformulation of christology must go. What is the pre­
cise shape of this reformulation? Here, once again, we need to recall Cone's 
s c r k i s b o a the historicity of Jesus. This emrhxsis is netessiry not simply tor 
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the sake of history, but also because on history itself depends the humanity 
of Christ. Jesus' humanity in the concreteness of its self-expression (that is, 
in the ethnic specificity of its Jewishness) provides, at least for the present 
version of Black theology, the theological grounds for remoulding christology 
through a hermeneutic of blackness. So, the particularity of Jesus' ethnic 
identity - this irreducible mainstay of his humanity - allows Cone to 
say that if the christological significance of Jesus cannot be affirmed in 
terms of blackness, his resurrection is of little consequence for the twen­
tieth century. Thus: 'It is on the basis of the soteriological meaning of the 
particularity of his Jewishness that theology must affirm the Christological 
significance of Jesus' present blackness. He is black because he was a 
J e w . ' 7 3 

We must be careful to note here that Cone is not claiming that Jesus was 
biologically black, although he sometimes appears to want to say th i s ; 7 4 

rather his point seems to be that the experiences which characterised his 
(Jesus') life, being born a Jew, of an oppressed and despised people, and 
into an insignificant family, as well as his suffering at the hands of both the 
religious and political authorities, are capable of being apprehended through 
blackness today. Hence, when Cone declares, as he frequently does, that 
Christ is black, it is the idea of Christ's identification with the suffering of 
blacks caused by racism which is in the foreground, and not primarily the 
racial category of blackness. 

Cone is aware that 'blackness' as a christological title may not be uni­
versally appropriate, but he points out that this is equally true of New 
Testament titles such as 'Son of God' , 'Son of David' etc. Therefore to say 
Christ is black is not only to recognise the Jesus of history in the Jesus of 
faith and vice versa; it is also an indication that Black theology stands in a 
long tradition of naming Christ in terms of historical experience. 

T o sum up, christology cannot be reconstructed without regard for the 
historical specificity of Jesus' humanity; without regard for the social con­
text which establishes his racial identity and thus identification with those 
who are negated because of their own racial identities. But, in turn, the 
christological importance of Jesus' humanity can itself not be properly 
construed except within the context of the kerygma of liberation. 
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In God of the Oppressed, for example, he writes: "Christ's blackness is both 
literal and symbolic. His blackness is literal in the sense that he truly becomes 
One with the oppressed blacks, taking their suffering as his suffering and 
revealing that he is found in the history of our struggle, the story of our pain 
and the rhythm of our bodies' (p. 1 36) . One suspects that behind this rather 
ambiguous racial biologisation of christology lies a crude notion of the nature 
of race and racism. 
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Feminist theology: a critical 
theology of liberation 

Feminist theology is a global theology, or rather, a family of contextual 
theologies committed to the struggle for justice for women and the trans­
formation of society. It is therefore a critical theology of liberation' engaged 
in the reconstruction of theology and religion in the service of this trans­
formation process, in the specificity of the many contexts in which women 
live. Whereas in European and North American contexts the term 'feminist 
theology' is most frequently accepted, in other parts of the globe, in order 
to heighten visibility, recognise identity and respect the diversity of ex­
periences and goals, the different theologies of Asian, African and Latin 
American women have acquired their own distinctiveness, together with 
Womanist theology (the theology of the United States black American 
women and women of colour)/ and Mujerista theology (the liberation 
theology of Hispanic women). 3 Increasingly emergent is the spirituality of, 
for example, indigenous American Indian women and indigenous Indian 
women in Latin America, as well as of aboriginal women in Australia, 
New Zealand and the Pacific. 

If there is a commonality of purpose in all this diversity, it is the liberation 
of humankind together with all sentient life. The words of the American 
poet Adrienne Rich are widely inspirational: 

My heart is touched by all I cannot save; 
So much has been destroyed 
I have to cast my lot in with those who 
with no extraordinary power 
re-constitute the world.4 

Here, after charting the origins of such diverse theologies, I will de­
scribe feminist theologies in a four-pronged method, namely, as new aware­
ness, new academic discipline, new culture and ethic, and new spiritual 
quest.5 
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New awareness 

The origins of feminist theology in the Northern Hemisphere are usually 
associated with the secular feminist movement which followed the Univer­
sal Declaration of Human Rights at the end of the eighteenth century with 
the struggle for equal rights for women. 6 It is generally maintained that 
the nineteenth-century movement lost its momentum after suffrage for 
women was achieved in 1920, became quiescent, and revived in the 1960s 
although many would dispute this analysis 7 which certainly does not fit the 
experience of women in the Southern Hemisphere. The early movement 
was strongly influenced by such works as Mary Wollstonecraft 's On the 
Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792). This liberal feminist agenda 
had a twofold aim: it focused on the historical exclusion of women from 
the spheres where men, traditionally, held power - political, economic, 
educational and religious - and aimed, first, to dismantle the historical 
structures of patriarchal laws which denied women rights, and second, to 
achieve equal access for women to all these spheres. 8 This became the focus 
in the United States, and there, from the beginning, religious women were 
prominent in the leadership: especially active in the movement were such 
figures as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, author of the Women's Bible Project? 
the Grimké sisters, Susan B. Anthony and Matilda Jocelyn G a g e . 1 0 Though 
the struggle for the vote was achieved for white women in 1920, the fact 
that black women were not included caused a deep rift between black and 
white women which, sadly, is not yet healed. 

Even at this early stage it was felt that the Equal Rights Agenda did not 
address the complexity of women's experience; the nineteenth-century split 
between public and private spheres of life also disguised hidden areas of 
oppression in the home. Thus Romantic feminism - characterised by the 
slogan T h e Rising of the Woman is the Rising of the Race ' - focuses on a 
presumed superiority of women in the private sphere and the qualities of 
caring, tenderness and nurture which women are supposed to both sym­
bolise and embody. (This tendency is frequently caricatured as the 'Angel 
in the House' symbol) . 1 1 What is needed, says Romantic feminism, is for 
these qualities to transform public life, characterised as it is by a male, 
competitive and aggressive culture. Its most essentialist form appears as 
the 'eternal feminine', which attributes the above-mentioned qualities to 
women as part of a divinely-ordered creation. 1 1 Rosemary Radford Ruether 
classifies Romantic feminism in three types - as conservative, as reformist, 
(reforming; society through 'feminine* attributes*, and the radical/separatist 
scrzrxL which r^rcdi-ires ~~.«V czLrzrz for die " r * n p . ^ wodd of the eood 
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remains problematic in lacking an analytic framework for understanding 
women's place in the social structures, as well as resting on an essentialist 
understanding of gender. 

Radical or separatist feminism, resting on the belief that the person is 
political, rejects the patriarchal culture of domination/submission, chal­
lenges traditional notions of family and romantic love as means to control 
the identity and lives of women for patriarchal ends, and develops an 
alternative woman-identified culture. Thus radical feminism has exposed 
the violent means used to control women - such as rape, pornography and 
domestic violence - and claims that the structure of the patriarchal family 
and motherhood as institution arose over the securing of inheritance rights. 
It celebrates women's culture and space and aims to liberate from male-
controlled spaces. But in so doing it fails to address the many other oppres­
sions from which both women and men suffer, for example, those of class, 
race and heterosexism. 

Therefore socialist feminism insists on a class analysis and criticises 
radical feminism for its lack of attention to these factors. Not only does it 
challenge the equal rights agenda and seek to articulate a much more 
comprehensive analysis of women's oppression, but it focuses on the sexual 
division of work as its central but not as its exclusive lens. Socialist femin­
ism asserts that neither liberalism nor Marxism is enough. The structural 
analysis of work conditions outside the home exclusively, renders the eco­
nomic basis of women's reproductive work invisible. Women are productive 
and reproductive and the whole area of housework and child-rearing, o f 
responsibility for the home and care for the elderly, should be taken into 
the struggle for juster structural relationships between women and men. 

Feminist theologies reflect all these strands of secular feminism: indeed 
they are dependent on and in dialogue with the analyses of secular feminism. 
The growing realisation that the concept of the human subject, the familiar 
'man', was gender-blind - now uncovered in anthropology, sociology, 
psychology, philosophy, literature and the sciences - was the catalyst for 
the development of feminist theology as a new consciousness and a new 
awareness. 

It was an awareness that the religions, too, operated with this gender-
blindness, and that the Christian churches failed to promote the full human­
ity of women in their structures of theology, and what was worse, legitimised 
the subordination and victimisation of women by recourse to Scripture and 
tradition to show that this was the part of God's plan for creation. Hence 
it is not enough, as Elizabeth Schiissler Fiorenza writes, for the work o f 
feminist theology to understand the sacred texts in their historical settings. 
Tradition is also 'a source of untruth, repression and domination'. ' 4 Feminist 
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theology's task is therefore twofold: to uncover the theologies and institu­
tional practices which perpetuate the injustices inflicted on women and 
deny their full human subjectivity; and constructively, to create a liberated 
and liberating theology. Thus whether feminist theologians stay within the 
churches - and many women have a deep, abiding loyalty to and hope 
for the Church 1 5 - or choose to leave because, for them, the inherited 
patriarchal tradition is irredeemably sexist (the position of, for example, 
Daphne Hampson, Mary Daly and Carol Christ), there is a common focus 
on theology as the praxis of transformation.16 

For many Roman Catholic feminists - such as Rosemary Radford Ruether, 
Elizabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, Mary Daly and Catherine Halkes - the dawn 
of the new consciousness coincided with the Second Vatican Council ( 1 9 6 2 -
5). Mary Daly describes (in The Church and the Second Sex17) how the 
wind of change which the council documents inaugurated created enorm­
ous hope that the injustice inflicted on women through the centuries would 
be replaced by the just structural relationships between women and men 
in the Church. 1 8 The emphasis on the Church as the people of God, the 
emphasis on the mission of baptism for every Christian, the dignity of the 
lay apostolate, for example, raised the expectations of women. Correspond­
ingly, the disillusionment which followed was the catalyst for many women 
leaving the Church. But for many other women - from all denominations 
- the consciousness-raising process began earlier and owes much to the 
ecumenical work of the World Council of Churches since its foundation 
in 1 9 4 8 . 1 9 Much of the early work was therefore achieved in the context 
for the struggle for the ordination of w o m e n 1 0 although built in from the 
beginning of the process were the wider issues of justice for women on a 
world-wide scale as the programme T h e Community of Women and Men 
in the Church' witnesses. 2 1 There was also from the beginning an aware­
ness that context made a difference to the articulation of feminist theology, 
and serious attempts began to make the connections between feminist theo­
logy and liberation theology. 2 2 On a European level there are two networks 
where women theologians are active - in a more or less explicitly feminist 
way, although this is sometimes disputed - namely, the European Ecumen­
ical Forum of Christian Women (EFECW), and the European society of 
Women in Theological Research ( E S W T R ) . The latter, which held its first 
Conference at Magliaso in Switzerland in 1 9 8 5 , now publishes a Jarhbuch, 
of which the first volume was devoted to Feminist Theology in a European 
Context ( 1 9 9 3 ) , and the second to Ecofeminism and Theology.23 Its special 
focus is the struggle of women in theology both in academic institutions and 
working as independent scholars, and with that in mind the Society holds 
biennial conferences, the different regions organising their own networks. 
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There is an attempt to work in a broadly based manner beyond Christian 
theology, to include Jewish and Islamic scholars: for four years the Society 
had a Jewish vice-President, Dr Evelyn Goodman-Thau from Jerusalem. 
The Forum is more rooted in the Christian Churches of Europe: it holds 
an Assembly every four years, and maintains networks on a very wide 
scale across Europe. Since 1989 it has made valuable links with the women 
in the churches of Eastern Europe. The third networking is a European 
Synod of Women. The first event, which gathered more than a thousand 
women together, took place at Gmünden, Austria, and further events are 
planned. 

But women from the Southern Hemisphere followed a different process 
which is usually associated with the development of the Ecumenical Asso­
ciation of Third World Theologians ( E A T W O T ) . 1 4 E A T W O T ' s birth in 
1976 had been preceded by a decade of heightening awareness of the 
common problems of T h i r d World' countries, politically, economically 
and socio-culturally. The actual association, which began in Dar es Salaam 
in 1976, had as its aim, 'the continuing development of Third World 
Christian theologies which will serve the church's mission in the world and 
witness to the new humanity in Christ expressed in the struggle for a just 
society' . 1 5 Its theology was from the beginning contextual, liberational, 
and ecumenical and the primacy of praxis was its hallmark. But the real 
breakthrough for women did not come until E A T W O T ' s fifth conference 
in New Delhi, in 1981. As Virginia Fabella relates, the women felt that 
their contribution was not taken seriously, that 

despite the supportive statements regarding women's equality and the decla­
rations against sexism in all the past conference documents, the reality was 
different. Both disturbed and disappointed, the EATWOT women decided it 
was time to demand their rightful place not only in society but in the associ­
ation as well. Oduyoye [Mercy Amba Oduyoye from Ghana, MG] referred 
to this as the 'eruption within the eruption' in her assessment of the Delhi 
event. 1 6 

This eruption had an influence on the final statement of the Delhi Confer­
ence. Clause 7 of the statement reads: 'Just as the experience of the Third 
world as a true source for theology must be taken seriously, so also must 
the common experience of women in their liberational struggle be taken 
seriously' (p. 30). In 1983 the E A T W O T Women's Commission was born 
and a process of work in four phases inaugurated, from national, to con­
tinental, to intercontinental and to global in 1987. This final phase was 
envisaged as a dialogue between First and Third World women, a dialogue 
which finally took place at Costa Rica in December 1 9 9 4 / 7 
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The women theologians from each regional group expressed the emphases 
of their theology distinctively: for example, the Latin American theolo­
gians characterised liberation theology from women's perspective as unifying, 
relational, free (with the freedom of those who have nothing to lose), 
marked by humour, joy and celebration and filled with a spirituality of 
hope. The Asian women began the characterisation of their theology by 
denouncing oppression of women as systemic sin, and accusing both theo­
logy and the churches as having contributed to the subjugation and mar­
ginalisation of women and of having 'blurred the image of God that we are'; 
further that the bias against women in the Christian tradition is buttressed 
by male-oriented Asian beliefs. But just as they uncovered the hidden real­
ities of faith which oppressed women, so they rediscovered empowering 
elements of gospel faith and expressed solidarity with all oppressed peoples. 
Among the resolutions emerging from the two meetings of African women 
theologians in 1 9 8 6 were the commitment to participate in the holistic 
human development to eliminate the life-denying developments in Church 
and society, and to work toward eliminating racism, abject poverty and 
the neglect of rural areas, in a theological framework in which men and 
women together image God and neither is complete without the other. 
After this historic development, feminist theology could not be articulated 
without the voices of Third World women. The awareness that ethe maps 
they gave us were out of date' (the phrase is Adrienne Rich 's )/ 8 the need 
for new cartographies to map the categories of thinking about the human 
person, has evolved to a complex and continuing process as yet more pieces 
of the jigsaw come to light, as more of the suppressed voices are 'heard 
into speech' . 2 9 

Alongside Mujerista theology - the distinctive theology arising from 
Hispanic women in the United States 5 0 and their experience of being forced 
into being a permanent underclass - womanist theology continues to grow 
in stature as a powerful voice for the experience of black women in the 
United States. Owing its name to Alice Walker's phrase in In Search of our 
Mothers' Gardens, 'womanist ' is defined as 

1 . From womanish (Opp. of 'girlish' i.e. frivolous, irresponsible, not serious). 
A black feminist or feminist of color. From the black folk expression of 
mothers to female children, 'you acting womanish' . . . Usually referring to 
outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior. Wanting to know 
more and in greater depth than is good for one . . . Responsible. In charge. 
Serious. 2.. Also: a woman who loves other women, sexually and/or non-
sexually. Appreciates and prefers women's culture, women's emotional 
flexibility . . . Committed to survival and wholeness of whole people, male 
and female.*1 
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Womanist theology has a double origin. It distinguishes itself from Black 
theology, because it claims that black men did not include black women in 
their analysis. But it also distinguishes itself from Euro-American feminist 
theology, which, it claims, ignores the realities of race and class in its 
agenda, reducing the oppression of women to sexism alone. White women, 
say the womanist theologians, do suffer from oppression qua women; but 
vis-a-vis black women they are privileged because of the benefits which 
whiteness, and often class privilege, bring in a racist, unequal society. Thus , 
writes Emilie Townes, 'the most common understanding of womanist is that 
she is a woman committed to an integrated analysis of race, gender, class 
. . . Womanist thought is intentionally and unapologetically biassed. Its 
bias is for a diverse and faithful community of witnesses' . 3 1 

The second distinctive feature of womanist theology is its anchor in the 
Black Church. The social structure, the world-views of the people, the very 
life of the Church, 'all are resources and guardians of communal memory 
and accountability. Academic theological discourse is also a part of woman­
ist reflection and thought. ' 3 3 This is in sharp contrast with Western feminism, 
with its secular roots and the many situations of estrangement between 
women and institutional Christian Church. 

Academic discipline 

Feminist theology as an academic discipline has a somewhat varied career. 
Like all theologies of liberation, it attempts to keep its anchor and roots in 
the grassroots struggle; as such it runs into the Scylla of being considered 
ephemeral, lightweight, of being a 'changeling in the academy' , 3 4 substitut­
ing a biased kind of activism for solid theology; on the other hand it runs 
into the Charybdis of being accused of over-intellectualising, of losing 
touch with the grassroots, when it engages with feminist theory from such 
disciplines as psychoanalysis, literary criticism, philosophy, history and 
anthropology. But it is when the feminist theological analysis manages to 
keep in a creative tension both with feminist theory and with the many 
struggles of women against oppression, that it is at its most authentic. As a 
critical theology of liberation there is no discipline of traditional theology 
to which it does not make a contribution. This contribution has become 
sophisticated and diverse in the last twenty years, for example, in Biblical 
Studies. From a rather naive initial attempt to highlight the forgotten or 
hidden stories of biblical women, three distinct types of interpretations have 
emerged. 

The first, which might be called the literary-critical approach (illustrated 
by, for example, Phyllis Tr ib le 3 5 ) , focuses on the androcentric nature of 
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individual literary units of the Bible, 'cleans them up' and tries to present 
them as liberating for women. Important as this may be, the approach 
ignores the androcentric, patriarchal and oppressive context in which the 
entire text was produced. 

The second approach - characteristic of Rosemary Radford Ruether, 
Letty Russell, Carter Heyward, and many others - privileges a certain 
strand of the Bible over against others, namely the 'prophetic-messianic 
dimension' with which, so Ruether claims, the Bible constantly critiques 
itself, recalling itself to God's authentic purposes for humanity. Ruether 
places Jesus in this same prophetic tradition: Jesus is the kenosis of patri­
archy: Christie personhood goes before us, constantly calling humanity to 
yet more liberating forms of relation. 5 6 This approach - with which I am in 
considerable sympathy - yet encounters the difficulty that it arbitrarily 
discounts large chunks of the Bible as not belonging to the inner 'liberating 
core'. 

The third approach, of which Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza is the most 
famous exponent, simply assumes that the Bible is thoroughly androcentric 
in origin and production. Yet Fiorenza acknowledges the ambiguity of 
the Bible functioning in both oppressive and liberating ways in the lives of 
women. Using a criterion derived from the contemporary struggle of women 
for liberation, she identifies what is liberating in the Jesus movement of the 
first century as in its deepest intuition promoting the full humanity of 
women in Christian community as 'Discipleship of Equals ' . 3 7 Although the 
patriarchal structure of the household was soon to stifle the leadership role 
of women in the first flowering of the Christian Church, Fiorenza claims 
that this basic intuition was never totally lost. It is the task of feminist 
biblical hermeneutics of liberation to recover and restore women to their 
egalitarian position within Christian community and society through a 
four-pronged method of a hermeneutic of suspicion, of proclamation, of 
remembrance, and of creative actualisation.^ The crucial importance of re­
claiming biblical traditions in the service of achieving just relations between 
women and men in the Church as a whole cannot be over-emphasised. 
Here the interface between feminist theology as an academic discipline and 
as a grassroots movement is abundantly clear for both'feminist and woman-
ist theology. For example, the figure of Miriam has become significant as 
reclaiming the lost prophetic leadership role of women. 5 9 But for womanist 
theology the person of Hagar is crucial, symbolising the woman who is 

rejected on the grounds of race, sex and class, yet at the same time is the 
recipient of a divine revelation. 4 0 

When it comes to the area of doctrine, the same dialectic is observed 
between the lives and experiences of women and the structures of systematic 
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theology. Unsurprisingly, there has been much attention to the meaning 
of the person of Christ. Feminist theology stresses the fundamental impor­
tance of the incarnation of God in Christ as human, rather than Christ as 
male, although it has to be said that the maleness of Christ does not present 
the same problem for womanist theology, where the symbolic force o f 
Jesus as suffering brother in the struggle, regardless of his gender, is a more 
empowering symbol. As the richness of the contextual diversity of feminist 
theology develops, the plurality of christologies is a rich resource. 4 1 Another 
focus is the revealing of the connections between central doctrines and the 
suffering of women. It is not the doctrines of redemption and atonement, 
or the cross of Christ as such which are seen as problematic, but their 
dominant interpretations which are seen as legitimating the suffering and 
expiatory role of women. 4 1 The method of feminist theology is twofold: a 
critique (Mary Daly's term is castration) of the patriarchal dualist categor­
ies of classical theology, and an alternative constructive movement built 
on anti-dualist, liberating, justice-making categories, which express the key 
notions of revelation in embodied terms, directly relating to the diverse 
experiences of women, as the poorest of the poor, and therefore the direct 
focus of the ministry of Jesus and the justice of the Kingdom of God. From 
the very beginning, the predominantly male categories of theology were 
felt to be a stumbling-block to the full humanity of women: not only the 
maleness of Jesus, but maleness as constitutive of divinity: 'If God is male, 
then the male is God' , as Mary Daly proclaimed. 4 3 It is the link between 
privileging maleness as more intrinsically Godlike - witnessed to by the 
intransigent hanging on to exclusive language in the liturgy - and the legit­
imation of structures which dominate women, both domestically and in 
the societal structures, which has been consistently highlighted by feminist 
theology. 4 4 Elizabeth Schiissler Fiorenza even uses the term kyriarchal -
which better expresses the rule of domination legitimated by patriarchy. 4 5 

But it would be false to suppose that feminist theologians simplistically 
replace a Father with a Mother God. Rather, the many strands of feminist 
theology tend towards imaging God as relational - the Trinity is conceived 
as a God in dynamic movement, as the archetype for just relationality 4 6 -
as the power to make right relation, 4 7 as Sophia, Wisdom, and with a 
variety of titles, such as Mother, Friend, Lover, Sister. 4 8 The concept of a 
God who suffers with the pain of women and all broken people is very 
much to the fore: 'God weeps with our pain', as the Chinese theologian 
Kwok Pui Lan wrote . 4 9 Even when God is called Mother, this is not 
simply a new essentialising of the experience of motherhood: it is both a 
highlighting of this strand already present in the Christian tradition, a 
valorising of the embodied experience of women, calling attention to the 
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role of mothers as culture bearers, as bearers of tradition, and also to the 
symbolism of the sorrowing mother: God as mother cradles the pain of all 
generations. It is the pluralism of images, metaphors and concepts of God 
which is most manifest in feminist theology, and particularly vital are the 
non-personal images derived from the mystical tradition and those images 
which call into being the becoming of women. 'I found God in myself, and 
I loved her, I loved her fiercely', was the famous line from Ntosake Shange's 
play which was so popular on Broadway. 5 0 This is not a call to self-
indulgence, but a rediscovery of the immanent God: as Catherine Keller 
wrote, making the connections between the vital presence of the God within 
and the ethical project of theology: 'If we meet God in ourselves, we meet 
her at the molten core of heart's desire, energising our courage and our 
quest . ' 5 1 In seeking this relational, inclusive, suffering God, beyond rigid, 
exclusive, masculinist conceptions, feminist theology unmasks the links 
between certain interpretations of the atonement and death of Jesus which 
serve to legitimate the suffering and victim status of women. 5 1 

A new ethic and a new culture 

Feminist theology as the search for a new ethic and a new culture resists 
the logic of domination/submission of patriarchy. Although there is a sharp 
focus on ethical issues which contribute to the oppression of women - in 
particular, the many forms of violence against women - there is a more 
profound project of transforming the culture of violence into a culture 
which affirms and celebrates life. Whereas there have been attempts to 
construct an ethics based on a rather essentialised view of female human 
nature, for example Carol Gilligan's 'ethic of care ' , 5 3 there is far more focus 
on an ethic transcending the dualisms of patriarchy. Sharon Welch calls 
this 'an ethic of risk', which refuses to give way to 'the culture despair of 
the middle classes' and which is able to celebrate limits, contingency and 
ambiguity. 5 4 The final statement of the Costa Rica dialogue called for an 
alternative anthropological discourse to ground this theo-ethical project and 
stressed its deeply spiritual nature: 

Resisting violence is a deeply spiritual work interwoven with the struggle for 
life. We must deconstruct theologies of the spirit that devalue physical life, 
especially life as symbolised in the bodies, and particularly in the sexuality, 
of women. Spirit/body dualism must be reconstructed toward a whole life 
energy of resisting, renewing, sustaining healing and growing. Such a spir­
ituality of and for life is continually being renewed not only through our 
experiences of work and struggle, but also through those of prayer, contem­
plation, and communion in worship and action. 5 5 
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This shows how the task of reconstructing the ethical basis of culture is 
deeply related to the fourth dimension of the feminist theological project , 
namely the spiritual quest. 

T h e spiritual quest 

The very fact that the Costa Rica dialogue was titled 'A Spirituality for 
Life' indicates the crucial nature of the spiritual quest for feminist theology. 
Feminist spirituality, writes Katherine Zappone, 'may be simply defined as 
the praxis of imaging a whole world. Such praxis depends on the lived 
experience of mutually supportive relations between self, others, God and 
nature . ' 5 6 The spiritual quest begins with the new, heightened awareness 
that, as I have written, the maps they gave us were out of date. It begins, 
Carol Christ has written, with an experience of nothingness . . . that women 
have no real identity, but simply reflect the identity which others have 
given them. Feminist spirituality (-ies) rejects all dualistic splits between 
matter and spirit which have dogged traditional spiritualities. It is an em­
bodied spirituality, embodied in the specificity of the lived daily realities o f 
women's lives, with all the diversity which this brings. Thus the spiritual 
quest is embarked upon across the world faiths, in Islam, Buddhism, 
Judaism, Hinduism, Sikhism and so o n . 5 7 But it is also embarked on in 
what has been called a post-Christian direction. For example, goddess-
based spirituality invokes the memory and active presence of the ancient 
earth-goddesses, in particular Isis, Cybele, Demeter, Astarte, Ceridwen, 
Aphrodite and so on. And these are merely to cite one tradition: African, 
Afro-Caribbean, Indian, Japanese, Chinese and Latin American women are 
actively reclaiming the goddess traditions of their own cultures as part of 
their own burgeoning spiritualities. 5 8 In addition, the Wicca or witchcraft 
movement, often associated with the name of Starhawk, evokes the power 
of the ancient goddess as inspiration for its rituals of healing, celebration 
of the seasons, and ethical lifestyle based on respect for the earth and 
bodily rhythms: 

'Wicca' are the wise ones, the women priestesses, diviners, midwives, poets, 
healers and singers of power. Starhawk maintains that a woman-centred 
culture based on the worship of the Great Goddess underlies the beginnings 
of all great civilisations. For her and her followers, the old religion of witch­
craft, or 'the craft of the wise', was handed down in the covens of Europe 
where the mythology and rituals of ancient, mother-centered times, were 
preserved through the age of persecutions.59 

'The Goddess' has many meanings in feminist spirituality and is not 
unproblematic. Carol Christ, in a now famous article, has distinguished 
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three dimensions of 'the Return of the Goddess ' . 6 0 The first is the goddess 
as divine female, who really exists (in different cultural manifestations), 
and can be invoked in prayer and ritual. The next two interpretations sec 
the Goddess primarily as symbol 

rather than metaphysical reality; she symbolises above all life, death and 
rebirth energy in nature and culture, in personal and communal life. The 
third view also understands the Goddess as a symbol, but reads it differently 
as affirming above all the legitimacy and beauty of female power, made pos­
sible by the new becoming of women in the women's liberation movement.61 

This last interpretation makes clear why the Goddess movement has become 
crucial for many women in their search for identity and self-affirmation, 
as the already cited title of Ntosake Shange's play has made clear. 6 2 Criticism 
of the many goddess movements has been on the grounds of a 'lapse into 
neo-paganism' or accusations of nostalgia for a supposed Golden Age of 
matriarchy which possibly never existed, 6 3 or because the Goddess move­
ment distracts attention from the social and political challenge of feminism, 
or even because it encourages self-indulgence, as 'women snuggle up into 
the arms of the goddess', (Elizabeth Moltmann-Wendel) , or a trivialising 
of the (serious) feminist agenda. N o doubt there is an element of truth in 
many of these criticisms, as there is also an element of hysteria and exaggera­
tion. Starhawk, for example, has a very earnest ethical project for a peaceful, 
non-violent culture which emerges from her commitment to the Wicca 
movement. 6 4 The criticism of self-indulgence seems to me equally applicable 
to many of the current, narcissistic spiritualities of the 'me generation'. 
What is beyond dispute, is both that the quest for the Goddess can never 
be more than one dimension of an embodied, non-dualistic, justice-seeking 
spirituality for women, and that it has stimulated the search within the 
established religions - Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism and 
Sikhism - if not for actual goddesses, for traditions which affirmed the 
leadership and contributions of women which had been 'forgotten' or 
obliterated from 'mainstream' versions. 

Of special significance in Christian feminism is the spirituality associated 
with the Women Church. 6 5 Rosemary Radford Ruether sees this as an 
exodus, not from the institutional Church, but from patriarchy. Women 
Church - a global movement of women seeking authentic ecclesial com­
munities of justice - is in voluntary exile from patriarchy, is dynamic and 
speaks the prophetic word for our times. Mary J o Weaver describes the 
movement's origin in 1983, when 1400 Catholic women met at Grailville 
in the USA and declared themselves to be Woman Church, (later Women 
Church). Since then the movement has become global, ecumenical and 
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interfaith in character/ 6 Elizabeth Schiissler Fiorenza understands the roots 
of this ecclesia of women to be planted in the very origins of Christianity: 
in her reconstruction of the history of women in early Christianity, in a 
vision of the Church as discipleship of equals, she finds inspiration for a 
new praxis of ecclesial community today. Mary Hunt has defined her 
vision of Women Church as 'base-communities of justice - seeking friends 
who come together to share word and sacrament ' . 6 7 In The Netherlands 
the grassroots movement Vrouw en Geloof (Women and Faith) functions 
as a Women Church movement, which either focuses on ritual and symbol, 
or is a more action-based group. I prefer the term Beloved Community, 
because I want somehow to recapture the sense of vision of early Christian­
ity and combine this with recent justice-based movements - like that of 
Martin Luther King. 6 8 

Women Church is neither a new Church nor an exodus from the estab­
lished churches and religions. It is both an attempt to make it clear, after 
years of being marginalised from church structures, that women are church, 
and to recover authentic inclusive, justice-based communities, responding 
to the reality that within the present structures, many women and men 
receive no nurture in faith: as Rosemary Radford Ruether wrote: 

Women in contemporary Churches are suffering from linguistic depriva­
tion and cucharistic famine. They can no longer nurture their souls in alien­
ating words that ignore or systematically deny their existence.. .Their call 
for new communities of faith and ritual assumes that existing institutional 
churches do not have a monopoly on the words of truth and the power of 
salvation. 6' 

Again, the Women Church movement is only one expression of the con­
temporary spiritual quest of women. Whether this is expressed through the 
creation of healing, transforming rituals using new symbols, or recovering 
lost images (for example those of the female mystics); whether it is ex­
pressed through a new lifestyle, caring for and affirming the sacredness of 
the earth, its rhythms and seasons, as in many ecofeminist groups; whether 
its inspiration is 'a passion for justice-making' - the phrase is Carter 
Heyward's , 7 0 - attempting to speak the prophetic word in the face of 
global poverty and violence; or, finally, whether it is expressed through a 
new mysticism, God being experienced in the political struggle, in nature, 
as mother or Sophia - Wisdom - or through the female mystics of the 
tradition, there is a global awakening of women's spirituality which is a 
powerful response to secularism and to the fact that human spiritual hunger 
cannot be quenched. As the women in Costa Rica affirmed, spirituality in 
its basic meaning is life itself. 
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But these four dimensions which I have explored - new awareness, new 
discipline, new ethic and culture and spiritual quest - are not separable 
categories, capable of hard and fast definitions. Feminist theology's authen­
ticity is its openness to the challenge of new contexts, its ability to resist 
foreclosure, and its commitment to the working out of the theological 
implications of new forms of oppression. (There will inevitably be an ongo­
ing symphony of liberation but sadly, like Schubert's, it is unfinished.) The 
implications of contextuality, diversity, pluralism and the global need for 
justice mean that our work is only beginning. 
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A N D R E W D A W S O N 

The origins and character of 
the base ecclesial community: 

a Brazilian perspective 

Introduction 

It seems that for every commentator who has put pen to paper or given 
voice upon the lecture circuit, there is set forth a different, and supposedly 
conclusive, definition of the base ecclesial community [comunidade eclesial 
de base). Ever since the emergence of this innovative and challenging ecclesial 
phenomenon within the Latin American continent, ecclesiologists and socio­
logists alike have fallen over themselves in an attempt to explicate the 
concrete, lived experiences of those within the base communities by way of 
their own preferred analytical vocabulary. 1 The precision with which etymo­
logical origins, epistemological status and theological significance is sought, 
whilst laudable in terms of theoretical rigour, often belies the haphazard, 
disjointed and sporadic nature of much of the actual pastoral practice and 
tangible experience of those engaged in the day-to-day struggle to survive 
at the base of Latin American society. 

As the above intimates, it is not our intention here to understand the 
base ecclesial community by means of dissecting the words comunidade, 
eclesial, de base.1 Rather, we shall explore the character of the comunidade 
eclesial de base (hereafter, CEB) by way of highlighting a number of land­
mark events and experiences which, over the course of at least a decade, 
played a constitutive part in the emergence of the CEB phenomenon. T o 
this end, we seek to understand the CEB, not as a neatly definable entity, 
but rather as an ecclesial tool and lived experience which has emerged out 
of a prolonged series of pastoral crises, perceived threats, ecclesiological 
shifts, theological refinements, and historical exigencies born of a whole 
gamut of economic, political, social, and theoretical upheavals. In short, 
there can be no unilineal representation of CEB development, nor can 
there be given a singularly conclusive definition. The reality of the CEB 
experience is far too ad hoc and varied for any such exercise to be either 
honest or accurate. As such, the following material is offered only as one 
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attempt, among many, to appreciate the origins and character of the 
comunidade eclesial de base. 

Given the sheer size of the Latin American continent, not to mention its 
attendant socio-political and cultural diversity, it would prove fruitless to 
try and sketch the origins and character of the CEB through such a wide 
and varied panorama. Consequently, the following material will concen­
trate upon outlining the development of the CEB movement with Brazil as 
its major point of reference. At the same time, it should be noted that the 
Brazilian experience is taken by many to be both the arena in which the 
earliest CEBs emerged and broadly representative of the overall historical 
processes, forces and demands which combined to give rise to the base 
ecclesial community. 3 

With the above in mind, a four-stage periodisation is adopted as the 
historical framework within which the origins and character of the com­
unidade eclesial de base in Brazil is to be sketched. This historical periodisa­
tion comprises: ( i ) the years prior to 1 9 6 2 ; (2) 1 9 6 2 - 1 9 6 8 ; (3) 1 9 6 9 - 1 9 7 4 ; 
and, (4) 1 9 7 5 to the present. 

Pre-1962 

The post-war years witnessed in Brazil, as in most other Latin American 
countries, a significant period of accelerated industrialisation and concom­
itant urban growth. 4 Rapid demographic shift from countryside to city, on 
top of an already hastily increasing population, did much to undermine the 
static and monotonal cultural milieu upon which the church had tradition­
ally relied for the transmission and inculcation of those values giving rise 
to an adherence to the Catholic credo and participation within the Roman 
cultus. Alongside the implications of such hastening demographic change, 
the rapidity with which Protestantism was making headway within the 
elite and petit bourgeois strata, in addition (especially, post-Cuba, 1 9 5 9 ) to 
the perceived encroachment of communism upon the ignorant and impover­
ished masses, gave rise to a heightened anxiety among the Roman Catholic 
hierarchy. 5 

Traditionally, a relatively short supply of ordained clergy had weighed 
heavily upon a church whose modus operandi encouraged a strong clerical 
dependency. Any clerical shortage, however, had always remained a man­
ageable, though inconvenient, problem on account of the prevailing ethos 
of desobriga. Desobriga is a mode of ecclesial participation in which the 
faith content and activity of the laity revolves around the 'discharging of 
religious obligations' solely upon those infrequent visits of the clergy to 
meet the sacramental needs of the people. In effect, there are no baptisms, 
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marriages or eucharists, etc., until the local cleric makes his rounds; in 
outlying areas, such might occur only once in every four months! 6 Further 
to the challenges of rapid demographic shift, Protestant growth and a 
perceived communist threat, the escalating decline in priestly vocations 
and subsequent growth in priest-to-person disparity (increasing in Brazil 
from 1 :5,714 in 1950 to 1:6,349 by i960), engendered within a growing 
number of Roman Catholic prelates a distinct reluctance to regard tradi­
tional pastoral practices as in any way capable of staving off the seemingly 
inevitable dwindling of Catholic influence within the continent. 7 This crisis 
of confidence came to be known as the 'pastoral crisis'. 

In addition to a sustained emphasis upon structural reform, the R o m a n 
Catholic church in Latin America responded to the challenges of the pastoral 
crisis by means of coopting the rural laity in an attempt to compensate for 
the endemic shortage of ordained personnel. One early example of such lay 
cooptation is that of the catechetical experiment at Barra do Pirai, Brazil. 
Barra do Pirai is worthy of note because it is regarded by many authors as 
initiating one stream of emphasis which would, upon the confluence of 
others, eventually give rise to the comunidades eclesiais de base* 

The catechetical experiment at Barra do Pirai was directed by D o m 
Agnelo Rossi, and emerged out of the search for an 'efficient and practical 
means of defending the faith' in the face of the increased 'protestant prob­
lem' and the ensuing 'avalanche of heretical propaganda in Brazil ' . 9 This 
'defence and preservation of the faith' began subsequent to Roman Cath­
olic parishioners' complaints concerning the vibrant activity of the three 
local Protestant churches, whilst their church buildings remained closed 
and unused during the lengthy absence of any priest from the area. In 
response to these complaints, Rossi suggested that there exists some ecclesial 
activity that need not be confined solely to those times in which a cleric is 
available to commence and direct it. Consequently, and realising the sorry 
state of lay preparedness in the sphere of formal ecclesial participation, 
Rossi initiated a series of training programmes (October 1958), in which 
lay people already exhibiting signs of leadership in the wider secular com­
munity, were selected and trained as community catechists and animators. 

The task of the newly trained catequistas populares was to gather together 
the members of the local religious community, two or three times a week, 
for the purposes of reading the Bible, praying together and singing hymns. 
On Sundays, the catechist would lead the people in Catholic worship 
which came to be known as a 'priestless Mass ' (missa sem padre). These 
regular mid-weekly gatherings were eventually to be situated in meeting huts 
[saldes) built to house such assemblies. Over time, however, these specially 
constructed buildings came to be used for more than straightforward 
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religious meetings, being progressively utilised by the wider secular com­
munity as the location for food and sewing cooperatives, as well as other, 
non-religious, social gatherings. At the height of the catechetical experi­
ment, there were some 4 7 5 meeting huts throughout the local dioceses. 

Having accepted the above as an important step in the right direction, it 
is crucial, nevertheless, to note that the lay catechist of the Barra do Pirai 
experiment was by no means intended to have a free rein in following his 
own initiative. Rather, the lay catechist was called upon only to read 
material which had been specially prepared by the diocesan authorities. As 
Rossi maintained, 'the popular catechist reads, and does not speak. He is a 
reader, not a preacher nor an improviser', and is to transmit the teachings 
of Christ only 'in those modalities which do not demand the priestly 
function'. 

Given the above, it can be seen that Rossi's utilisation of the laity in 
a formal, though highly qualified, pastoral capacity was characterised by 
two emphases. First, Rossi regarded the laity as no more than a stop-gap 
measure in the face of priestly scarcity. As the popular catechist could 
'never add' to the material supplied by Rossi's team, 'nor make commen­
taries' apart from a verbatim reading, it is apparent that Rossi 's concept of 
popular lay catechesis comprised no more than a strong lay subordination 
and strict clerical dependence, albeit once removed. As such, it is reason­
able to surmise that Rossi would have favoured the rapid phasing out of 
lay catechists and their replacement by a traditional clerico-centricity should 
the priestly scarcity have ended. The second characteristic of Rossi's en­
deavour was its strong reactionary character to the perceived threats of 
non-Catholic religious movements in his area. Rossi considered the main 
cause of the growing 'propaganda of heresy' to be the people's 'religious 
ignorance' of Catholic moral teaching. The people chose other forms of 
religious practice simply because they did not know better. The catechist's 
task, therefore, was that 'of deterring and impeding the advance of heresy 
among us', by providing the necessary Catholic moral education to the 
people. Rossi's concept of catechetical endeavour and lay education was, 
thereby, driven by a negative desire not to lose ground in the face of per­
ceived threats to Catholic influence, rather than any positive wish to promote 
lay insertion and catechesis on its own merits . 1 0 

The elitism and reactive character exhibited by the catechetical experi­
ment at Barra do Pirai need not, however, detract from its early contribu­
tion to the later development of a trust in the laity to perform certain, 
though limited, pastoral tasks on behalf of their religious communities. In 
addition, mention might also be made of the important results of the 
proliferation of meeting huts in which both religious and non-religious 
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events could take place. Such a move, along with the ecclesiastical appro­
priation of local secular community leaders, served to lay a foundation 
upon which the gradual breakdown of traditional sacred-profane barriers 
could later be promoted. In such a way, there would be engendered a 
distinctive growing together of the Christian faith and everyday social 
activity. Given these points, the catechetical experiment at Barra do Pirai 
can be adjudged to have played an important role as an incipient precursor 
of those later movements which, in the light of Vatican IPs Lumen Gentium, 
included the laity on account of their shared charisms, and not simply as 
an obligatory last resort. 

1962-1968 

Responding to the promptings of John X X I I I and building upon the 
momentum generated by the Second Vatican Council (Rome, 1 9 6 2 - 5 ) , 
the years 1962.-8 witnessed in Latin America the increasing utilisation of 
the Pastoral Plan (piano de pastoral).11 The pastoral plan was designed to 
maximise the use of limited ecclesiastical resources via a coordinated and 
informed approach to the pastoral terrain in which the church was seeking 
to w o r k . 1 2 With regards to Brazil and our present purposes, the two most 
influential pastoral plans were the Piano de Emergencia (Emergency Plan, 
196Z-3) and the Piano de Pastoral de Conjunto (Joint Pastoral Plan, 1 9 6 6 -
70). 1 3 Making use of the latest sociological research undertaken in Latin 
America and Europe, and guided by the ongoing ecclesiological paradigm 
shift being effected at the Second Vatican Council, both pastoral plans ende­
avoured to adapt the Church in Brazil to its rapidly mutating context . ' 4 

In broad terms, both sociological and ecclesiological developments con­
verged upon the theme of community. In relation to ecclesiological concerns, 
Vatican IPs stress upon the Church as living organism and the pilgrim 
people of God (Lumen Gentium, 9 - 1 7 ) placed emphasis upon the mutual 
dependence of the different parts of the ecclesial community, as well as 
its assorted individual participants. 1 5 Consequently, the status and parti­
cipation of the laity within the formal ecclesial arena became important, as 
the themes of interdependence, co-responsibility and equality were stressed 
(Lumen Gentium, 2, 1 0 - 1 2 , 3 1 - 2 , 37; Ad Gentes Divinitus, 21). Likewise, 
the significance of the local church as the point in which the individual is 
inserted into the ecclesial realm was underlined (Lumen Gentium, 1 3 , 23, 
26; Ad Gentes Divinitus, 4, 8, 22). In keeping with the above themes, the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy were concerned to ensure that the laity be given a 
greater role within and access to the liturgical rites of the Church. As such, 
Vatican II called for these rites to be simplified, chiefly in the language of 
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the local people, and allowing for a greater variety more attuned to the 
needs of relevant cultural expression {Sacrosanctum Concilium, 19, 2 6 - 7 , 
30, 46). 

Building upon recent sociological findings, and backed by anthropolog­
ical and psychological research, the concept of the 'primary group' (char­
acterised by face-to-face relations, the smaller number of persons involved 
and the intimacy thereby engendered) had begun to hold sway in certain 
sectors of the church. 1 6 Developing the idea that real community (i.e., true 
interpersonal relations) can be fostered only in small and intimate groups, 
there was formulated a critique of the prevailing large-scale parish frame­
work. The conclusions reached were that any concept of the traditional 
(large-scale) parish as promoting community must be dismissed and such 
parish structures revised. Instead, a vision of the parish structure as com­
prising a collection of community-promoting, smaller 'cells' or 'organic 
communities' was proposed, existing within limits defined by demographic, 
geographical and administrative factors. 

Responding to the above emphases, and with the need for lay cooptation 
still high on the agenda, both the Emergency Plan and the Joint Pastoral 
Plan set about championing the dual themes of community and participa­
tion by means of decentralising prevailing parish structures. 1 7 Whilst not 
dismantling existing parish boundaries as such, the creation of a grow­
ing number of 'pilot'/'local'/'base communities' within the broader parish 
structure was proposed, in which there might be fostered 'a communion 
of interpersonal life in Christ', along with an 'interpersonal relationship of 
love' (Joint Pastoral Plan, 27). The parish church thereby becomes the 
'mother church' (Igreja-Matriz; comunidade Mae), surrounded by any number 
of comunidades de base [Joint Pastoral Plan, 57-8). Within these 'base 
communities', 'Christians would not be anonymous persons seeking only 
a service or to fulfil an obligation [re desobriga], but would feel welcome 
and responsible, as well as playing an integral part in the communion of 
life with Christ and with all their brothers and sisters' {Joint Pastoral Plan, 
39). T o this end, the traditional large-scale parish is to be transformed 
'into a confederation of small base communities', by which the parish 
structure becomes 'a community of communities, an overarching community 
that promotes, interlocks and supports the smaller or base communities ' . ' 8 

Whilst the Joint Pastoral Plan neither fully defined its concept of the 
comunidade de base, nor elucidated its precise ecclesiological standing, this 
omission was subsequently amended by the Second General Conference of 
Latin American Bishops, held at Medellin (August 1968). 1 9 Adding little to 
the understanding of the base community as a micro-environment con­
ducive to intimate contact, interpersonal affirmation and lay participation 
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(Justice, 7 , 1 4 , 2 0 ; Peace, 2 7 ; Formation of the Clergy, 2 1 ) , Conference 
findings did, however, accord the 'Christian base community' formal and 
prominent ecclesial status. For those at Medellin, the Christian base com­
munity represented 'the first and fundamental ecclesiastical nucleus . . . the 
initial cell of the ecclesiastical structures and the focus of evangelization, 
and . . . [currently] . . . the most important source of human advancement 
and development' (Joint Pastoral Planning, 1 0 ) . 

With its ecclesiological credentials now established, and its pastoral effect­
iveness becoming increasingly evident, the base ecclesial community never­
theless had one more transformative development to make before it could 
be said to have reached adulthood. This transitional stage from adolescence 
to maturity took place within a context of heightening repression and 
economic exploitation, and comprised the shift from a primarily internal 
emphasis to one of a more balanced approach inclusive of an external 
orientation. 

1 9 6 9 - 1 9 7 4 

Subsequent to the military coup d'etat (April 1 9 6 4 ) , the ending of demo­
cratic government in Brazil was succeeded by the gradual construction of a 
national security dictatorship; a dictatorship representing an ominous pres­
age to later developments throughout Latin America. By no means indul­
gent of would-be detractors prior to 1 9 6 8 , from the December of this year 
the military dictatorship commenced a substantially bloodier and repress­
ive regime. Effected via political purges, almost absolute censorship, count­
less arrests, tortures and deaths, and the proscription of every institution 
likely to harbour protest, the closure of Brazilian society left only a blanket 
of silence which cloaked an increasing abuse of human rights and the 
escalating economic exploitation of those at the base of the social pyramid. 2 0 

Encouraged by the challenges issued at Medellin, and in view of the 
closure of every avenue of protest and resistance besides those of an ecclesi­
astical nature, pastoral agents already working at the socio-economic base 
of Brazilian society were joined by increasing numbers (lay and ordained) 
making their way to the most impoverished neighbourhoods. The days of 
mass action along state or national lines were gone. Now, the only means 
of humanitarian action which could survive the national security onslaught 
was that organised along strictly delimited neighbourhood lines, and depend­
ent on mutual trust and person-to-person contact . 1 1 

During this time of pastoral innovation and societal turmoil, there existed 
three overriding objectives on the part of many pastoral agents working 
among the poor. Living side by side with those at the base (pastoral de 
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convivencia), the primary concern of the majority of pastoral agents was 
that of encouraging a greater lay responsibility and participation within 
the formal ecclesial arena. Consequently, a growing number of leadership 
training courses were promoted with the aim of furnishing each locale with 
a core group of community 'animators' (animadores) who might assume 
greater responsibility, thereby engendering a lessening of clerical depend­
ency whilst also acting as positive role models for other lay members. 

Secondly, many pastoral agents were concerned to stimulate a new and 
more radical religious consciousness within those at the base. Rejecting the 
traditionally dualistic approach to the individual as a union of body and 
soul (with the Church being chiefly concerned with the latter), there was 
posited instead a more holistic approach in which the person is regarded as 
an indistinguishable psychosomatic unity. Utilising the concept of o homem 
integral ('the whole person'), developed within Catholic University Youth 
and the Base Education Movement, it was argued that one cannot talk of 
the spiritual welfare of an individual in isolation from that person's physical 
needs; physical needs which can be met only in relation to the prevailing 
economic, political and social environment in which s/he is enmeshed. " 
Thus, whilst engaged in day-to-day parish work with biblical circles, baptism 
and first communion classes, family catechesis, and marriage counselling 
groups, many pastoral agents used such opportunities to communicate their 
vision of the unified subject existing within a unified historical plane. Regard­
ing the work of redemption as taking place within the warp and woof of 
historical processes, this view is well explicated in theological terms by 
the relatively early thoughts of Gustavo Gutiérrez: 

I emphasize that the work of building the earth is not a preceding stage, not 
a stepping stone, but already the work of salvation. The creation of a just 
and fraternal society is the salvation of human beings, if by salvation we mean 
the passage from the less human to the more human. Salvation, therefore, 
is not purely 'religious'.2 3 

The third objective of those pastoral agents working at the base comprised 
the greater integration of the local ecclesial community within the broad 
expanse of surrounding neighbourhood affairs. Although undoubtedly 
influenced by the concept of o homem integral, increasing numbers of pas­
toral agents came to learn that it was not until the traditional practices of 
the church were linked with concrete activity concerned with food, clothing, 
finance distribution, and neighbourhood issues that the local Christian 
community began to make headway within its surrounding locale. Reflecting 
the perduring pragmatism born of poverty, it was only upon first demon-
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strating to the local community that the implications of the Christian 
gospel touch upon every dimension of human existence, no matter how 
seemingly mundane, that those at the base saw fit to invest both trust and 
effort within these novel ecclesial experiences. 1 4 

With all of the above in mind, pastoral agents came increasingly to incor­
porate reflection upon wider (i.e., non-religious) community events within 
the formal ecclesial arena. The methodological tool utilised for this conjoin­
ing of concerns was the See-Judge-Act method, previously used within 
Catholic University Youth and the Base Education Movement. The import­
ance of this pastoral tool in overcoming the traditional chasm between 
the religion of the masses and their everyday experiences should not be 
underestimated; not least because the See-Judge-Act method continues to 
be the foundation upon which much of CEB success rests today. It is for 
this reason that the following example of how the See-Judge-Act method 
might work in action is given. 1 5 

Our typical mid-week CEB gathering, coordinated by a lay person or 
couple and possibly facilitated by a local priest or nun, is opened with the 
communal saying of a prayer, song or psalm. Following this formal com­
mencement of proceedings, the next half-hour or so is given over to the 
recounting of the past week's events and concerns by each individual 
participating in the community gathering. Such concerns and events might 
include, for example, news of illness through lack of adequate sanitation 
facilities, proper housing or malnutrition, the sharing of hardships caused 
by redundancy or low pay, and information upon someone injured on 
account of dangerous working conditions. Often termed the revisao de 
vida (life review), this stage of open sharing represents the seeing phase of 
the See-Judge-Act method. 

Following this review of the past week's happenings, a scriptural pas­
sage might be read aloud by all present, with each person then sharing any 
comments felt relevant to both text and context of the gathering. When the 
round is completed, the biblical text and shared comments are then drawn 
together in the form of a reflection delivered by a member of the com­
munity. Subsequent to this reflection, a further period of open discussion 
takes place, in which the scriptural passage is questioned in the light of 
present preoccupations and events, in the hope that it might shed light 
upon the situation at hand. In effect, the past week's life experiences 
provide the tool by which the biblical text is interrogated and made rel­
evant to the life setting of the group. In such a way, the scriptural passage 
speaks in retrospect concerning recent events, whilst at the same time 
giving encouragement to those gathered concerning the week to come. As 
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the God of the Bible is so evidently on the side of the poor and dispossessed, 
wrestling for the cause of justice and calling for a love which is realised in 
concrete acts of fairness and equality, must not this same God stand by 
our side and fight our corner? 2 6 Lasting for up to an hour or more, this 
time of reflection constitutes the moment of judging (evaluation) within 
the threefold methodology being utilised. 

Upon being opened to the everyday concerns and events of the poor, it 
is within the formal ecclesial arena that the people find acceptance, resolve 
and encouragement from the knowledge and experience that God is not 
only on their side, but also calling for an end to the massively unjust and 
unacceptable conditions in which so many at the base spend their entire 
lives. Spurred on by the affirmation they have found, many involved in 
such community gatherings seek to work out what they have heard by way 
of a practical engagement with pressing neighbourhood (bairro) issues. 
The stages of seeing and judging thereby pass to a time of action; a time of 
action in which those empowered within the base ecclesial community 
immerse themselves within traditionally secular neighbourhood (bairro) 
concerns such as local community centres, women's groups, cooperative 
ventures, political parties and unions, youth clubs, and ad hoc campaigns 
in the pursuit of a local health clinic, sanitation facilities, school and public 
transport provisions. 

Having originally been envisaged by the hierarchy as a means of includ­
ing the laity within the ecclesial realm, in the face of a refusal by the 
people to concern themselves with a church divorced from their everyday 
experiences, and in view of the See-Judge-Act pastoral method, the CEB 
emerged as something more besides. By means of accepting the people 
within itself (centripetal movement) and then subsequently emboldening 
them to engage their surrounding milieu in the knowledge that this is what 
the gospel demands (centrifugal movement), the base ecclesial community 
reaches adulthood. The mature CEB thereby feeds into the local bairro 
a band of Christian believers no longer willing to be the passive objects 
of abuse and exploitation, but now determined to be active subjects, in­
creasingly responsible for the construction of their own history. As such, 
the secular community is opened to the influence of the faithful, whilst in 
return the ecclesial community is progressively exposed to the ongoing 
preoccupations, struggles and aspirations of those at the socio-economic 
base of society. It is by means of this dialectical process of mutual ingres-
sion that traditional distinctions between the religious and the mundane 
are overcome; and it is via this overcoming of traditional distinctions that 
maturity is attained by the CEB. Thus, the mature CEB can be diagram-
matically represented as follows: 
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1 9 7 5 to the present 

For various reasons, the year 1 9 7 5 represented an important landmark in 
the historical trajectory of the comunidade eclesial de base. In the first 
instance, 1 9 7 5 witnessed the first national gathering [encontró) of the base 
ecclesial movement in Brazil. This national encontró heralded the begin­
ning of a new collective moment in the life of the CEB. Second, it was 
from 1 9 7 5 onwards that Brazilian president General Ernesto GeisePs policy 
of distensáo ( 'decompressionVliberalisation') started gaining momentum 
towards a gradualised return to normality (abertura) and full democratic 
elections by 1 9 8 6 . In addition, it might also be noted that 1 9 7 5 s a w the 
issuing of the first of a series of increasingly captious statements regarding 
the military government by the National Conference of Bishops in Brazi l . 1 7 

Over the course of the next decade these statements would be followed by 
a number of progressive documents, in which the Roman Catholic hierarchy 
in Brazil assumed a more prophetic stance regarding matters of justice, 
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equality, land rights, and democracy. 2 8 As such, it was in a climate of 
growing hierarchical sympathy with matters pertaining to political and 
socio-economic conditions at the base that the first interecclesial gathering 
of the CEBs occurred. 

Upon the lapsing of the Joint Pastoral Plan ( 1 9 6 6 - 7 0 ) , the ecclesiastical 
hierarchy in Brazil was keen to ensure that each of its subsequent biennial 
plans give prominence to CEB implantation. 2 9 Consequent upon such hier­
archical encouragement, not to mention the increasingly fruitful labours 
of those already working at the base, there existed by the end of 1 9 7 4 
an estimated 4 0 , 0 0 0 Brazilian CEBs scattered throughout at least forty 
dioceses. 3 0 In the light of such CEB proliferation, a number of pastoral 
agents and bishops who had been influential in the early successes of the 
CEB in Brazil sought to organise a national forum by which previously 
disparate and often solitary C E B experiences could be shared and reflected 
upon. As a result, the first of a series of national CEB conferences took 
place at Vitoria (Espïrito Santo) between 6 and 8 January 1 9 7 5 . 

With over seventy participants, comprising ordinary cebistas (members 
of a CEB) , pastoral agents, bishops and intellectuals, the people at Vitoria 
gathered under the encontro theme of 'A Church born of the people' . 3 1 For 
our purposes, the encontro event held two significant implications. First, 
the establishment of a national conference provided a forum in which 
previously isolated CEB experiences could be disseminated. Within such 
sharing, cebistas and pastoral agents alike gained encouragement from the 
stories and histories of other individuals and communities, found comfort 
in the news that they were not the only ones struggling to be church at the 
base, and were emboldened by the fact that the God of the poor was seem­
ingly undertaking a new venture in which all of God's people are called to 
participate on an equal footing. Whether in formal conference proceedings 
or after sessions had closed, common experiences were reflected upon, diver­
gent emphases explored and a wide variety of motivations, objectives and 
struggles argued over in the cause of mutuality and learning. It was in view 
of this critical interaction that the CEB movement as such was born, and 
continues today to generate common themes of study and programmatic 
action along diocesan, state and national lines. 

The second major implication emerging from the interecclesial encontro 
was the provision of an environment in which theologians could begin to 
learn from and take stock of the voiced experiences of those living day in 
and day out at the socio-economic base. Attending in the capacity of periti 
(professional advisers) to the first conference, for example, were Leonardo 
Boff, Carlos Mesters and Eduardo Hoornaert; with the likes of Joâo B. 
Libânio, Pedro A. Ribeiro de Oliveira swelling the ranks in later years and 
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Gustavo Gutierrez and Thomas Bruneau attending as guests. Although inter-
ecclesial CEB gatherings subsequent to the first at Vitoria would increase 
in popular participation and progressively come under the organisation 
and oversight of cebistas themselves (rather than their clerical counterparts), 
the advisory role played by these theologians and sociologists would con­
tinue to be regarded as essential to the ongoing success of the movement 
itself. 

Emerging from experiences gained via the encontro event, and growing 
out of a reflection upon a number of reports and histories furnished by 
various CEBs throughout Brazil, the second interecclesial gathering (again, 
at Vitoria) saw the production of a number of papers by, among others, 
Eduardo Hoornaert , J . B. Libanio, Carlos Mesters, and Leonardo B o f f . 3 2 

Carlos Mesters' paper, *Flor sem defesa: ler o evangelho na vida', would 
later form part of his highly influential book, Defenseless Flower: A New 
Reading of the Bible. Perhaps most noteworthy, however, is Leonardo 
Boff's 'Eclesiogenese: as ceb reinventam a igreja', the blueprint from which 
would be developed Ecclesiogenesis: The Base Communities Reinvent the 
Church. 

Providing the initial grounding in issues and concerns of the base, the 
interecclesial gatherings acted as a springboard for various young thinkers 
who would later come to be recognised as the second generation of Brazil's 
theologians of liberation. 3 5 What is important to note, however, is that 
the experience of the CEB gained at these early encontros represented 
the impetus towards the later formulation of ecclesiological themes which 
subsequently formed an integral part of the theoretical bedrock upon 
which a more mature theology of liberation came to rest. Such ecclesiological 
themes also led to Vatican disapprobation and the subsequent censure and 
silencing of Leonardo Boff . 3 4 Although it can be said, therefore, that the 
majority of its theological and socio-political critique was in place prior to 
the m i d - 1 9 7 0 s , it was only via its engagement with the nascent CEB move­
ment that Latin American liberation theology was fully enabled to root 
itself within the lived experiences of the masses at the base. Without this 
praxiological grounding, liberation theology would neither have been able 
to articulate the sufferings of the poor, nor been allowed to claim the repre­
sentative status upon which so much of its credibility continues to rest. 

By the late 1 9 8 0 s , the political and ecclesiastical climate in Brazil 
had undergone considerable change. Under the direction of president J o a o 
Figueiredo, distensao was carefully nurtured into abertura (opening). In 
the face of increasing popular and middle-class mobilisation, the demo­
cratic party system was restored, direct gubernatorial elections in 1 9 8 2 
allowed and the first open presidential elections for over twenty years held 
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in 1986. 3 5 On the ecclesiastical front, the conservative 'restorationist' pro­
gramme set in motion by John Paul II was now fully up and running, and 
in the light of this traditionalist resurgence strong pressures were brought 
to bear upon any in Latin America espousing anything close to a liberationist 
l ine. 3 6 In view of this shift in climate, and although there existed an esti­
mated 100,000 CEBs in Brazil alone at this time, there was much talk 
about how this once innovative and challenging ecclesial phenomenon was 
in danger of becoming no more than a depoliticised and spiritualised shell 
of its former self . 3 7 

As the only national institution which could face up to the military 
dictatorship and survive, and with no legitimate or effective opposition 
existing throughout the prolonged period of socio-political closure in 
Brazil, certain progressive sectors of the Roman Catholic church came to 
represent for many the only avenue through which democratic ideals and 
popular aspirations could be both espoused and pursued. Furthermore, 
given the repressive nature of the national security state and the timely 
emergence of many CEBs within neighbourhoods throughout Brazil, it was 
upon these small, intimate and local ecclesial communities that growing 
numbers of those at the base came to pin their hopes for a better future. It 
was, therefore, within the burgeoning number of CEBs that local pockets 
of popular organisation, previously channelled through unions, profes­
sional associations, state campaigns, and political parties, were enabled to 
survive. 3 8 Nurturing the democratic ideals of mutuality, participation and 
corresponsibility, which the military in Brazil had supposedly upheld by 
torturing and killing thousands, by the late 1970s the CEB movement was 
in a most advantageous position from which to exploit the growing benefits 
of distensåo and organise the increasingly coordinated movements of popular 
protest which eventually drove decompression into full ahertura. 

With the onset of full democratic elections, however, those channels of 
popular organisation and expression previously closed to the masses were 
once again opened. As such, the need for the base ecclesial community to 
function as a space for the preservation and pursuit of many popular 
aspirations and concerns thereby ended, as did the religious motivations of 
a number of people who had attached themselves to the CEB movement 
throughout the years of dictatorship. T o this extent, the CEB movement 
can be said to have undergone a certain degree of depoliricisation, as it 
handed back to the appropriate and ultimately more effective channels 
tho>e tasks it had undertaken by virtue of its peculiar status within dictat­
orial Brazil . 5 * 

Already exerting concerted pressure upon the ecclesiastical hierarchy 
since 1983, Vatican-orchestrated forces took the democratisation of Brazil 
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as their cue for a further push towards a comprehensive adoption of the 
restorationist l ine . 4 0 In view of recent events within the political arena, 
Vatican orthodoxy soon gained hegemony, with the church subsequently 
reverting to a pastoral concentration upon the middle classes and bourgeois 
elite as the principal bulwarks of its influence in Brazil. Concomitant with 
this rapprochement with the petite bourgeoisie and economico-political 
elite, the now powerful conservative lobby within the ecclesiastical institu­
tion took this opportunity to lessen the church's emphasis upon the popular 
pastoral. As they sought to eradicate all potential sources of comprom­
ise and embarrassment in the face of the new political regime, the C E B 
movement and its progressive agenda were regarded as one such likely 
well-spring of contention. Consequently, previously available personal and 
financial resources were gradually withdrawn and a growing number of 
prelates began to impress an increasingly traditionalist agenda upon a pas­
toral terrain which until recently they had been content to leave to the 
oversight of pastoral agents within their charge. Emphases upon ecclesial 
engagement with land, housing, health, and education matters were now 
played down in favour of an individualised spirituality based upon a passive, 
unquestioning deference to hierarchical authority and the privatised venera­
tion of our Lady and the saints. 4 1 It is to this extent that the CEB movement 
has undergone some form of spiritualisation. 

Having acknowledged the processes of depoliticisation and push toward 
spiritualisation to which the CEBs have been subjected since the mid-1980s, 
it is not intended to create the impression that these pressures have left the 
CEB movement in Latin America altogether devoid of influence and relev­
ance. Certainly, changes in the political and ecclesiastical climate have made 
it difficult for the CEB to continue in the same manner as before; but, where 
is it written in stone that this is what the CEB or any other movement of 
God must do? Rather, the fortunes and emphases of the CEB differ from 
country to country, diocese to diocese and even parish to parish. 

Furthermore, it should be noted that talk of the depoliticisation of the 
CEB must not be allowed to mask the still significant continuity of pastoral 
practice and engagement between the pre- and post-abertura CEB. Whilst 
issues pertaining to party politics and unionisation, for example, may 
well have been gladly handed back to the proper channels, many CEBs 
continue to play an influential role within local campaigns for improved 
sanitation and health facilities, better educational and housing provision, 
and other ongoing struggles towards the improvement of life chances a t the 
base. Within the contrasting political climates of national security and open 
democracy, however, the same actions can assume markedly different over-
tones and implications. 25 we/i as eliciting somewhat divergent r e s p o n d 
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from the powers that be. Having thereby acknowledged the transition 
from dictatorship to abertura, it can be seen that it is not necessarily the 
nature of all CEB activity which has changed over this period, but also the 
socio-political matrix in which the content of such activism is interpreted. 
What was regarded as political agitation in 1 9 7 5 , for example, might not 
be regarded as such today. 

In addition to recognising the changing nature of the political in Brazil 
(and, therefore, the changing nature of what constitutes politicisation), the 
enduring pragmatism of the masses must also not be overlooked as an 
important guarantor of the CEB legacy. It should not be forgotten, for 
example, that one of the principal contributing factors towards the integra­
tion of the incipient ecclesial communities within their surrounding locale 
was the refusal of many at the base to concern themselves with any venture 
whose raison d'etre stood divorced from those preoccupations, struggles 
and needs generated at almost every turn by life at the bottom of the social 
pyramid. It is upon this continuing refusal of the faithful to countenance 
any religious undertaking which has no relevance to the everyday experiences 
of poverty that much of the future hope of the base ecclesial community lies. 

For the last decade, Brazil has continued down the road of democratic 
politics. It is, however, a politics of democracy which continues to rest 
upon the unbridled exploitation of the many by a small minority. High 
unemployment, low pay, poor working conditions, lack of job security, 
and myriad restrictions in health care, schooling and decent housing all 
conspire to prevent the impoverished masses from learning to strive for 
that which justice demands they have. Within a context such as this, the 
comunidade eclesial de base continues to have relevance and purpose. Yet, 
it is a relevance and purpose which has meaning only to the extent that the 
powerless assume a role, the voiceless are empowered to speak out, and 
the poor are enabled to seek the Reign of God by way of engaging in the 
transformation of our world towards that for which the God of justice calls. 
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The Bible and the poor: a new way 
of doing theology 

The question of the relationship between socially engaged biblical scholars 
and ordinary poor and marginalised readers of the Bible lies at the heart of 
this chapter. While it may seem strange to begin an essay on T h e Bible 
and the poor' with such a statement, liberation theologies in their various 
forms all emerge from the interface between socially committed theologians 
and ordinary Christians from poor and marginalised communities. The task 
of this chapter is to understand the contours of the interface more clearly. 

As most of the readers of this volume are probably from the First 
World, we must begin by making it quite clear that liberation theologies 
are different from First World theology. 1 It is not just that liberation 
theologies have a different content, they are more profoundly different in 
that they have a different methodology. 'The established methodology of 
First World theology - often regarded as a universally valid norm - has 
recently been challenged. The challenge comes from different quarters in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America, but it also comes from certain groups 
within the First World, e.g., from Christians within the feminist and labour 
movements. ' 1 

Elaborating on this statement, Per Frostin defines the challenge posed 
by theologies of liberation with reference to five interrelated emphases: the 
choice of the interlocutors of theology, the perception of God, the social 
analysis of conflicts, the choice of theological tools, and the relationship 
between theology and praxis. 3 O f particular concern in this chapter is the 
first of these emphases, what Frostin calls 'the interlocutors of theology', 
because it is this emphasis that shapes each of the others. 

Frostin notes that all conferences of the Ecumenical Association of Third 
World Theologians ( E A T W O T ) have argued persistently for a new method 
of doing theology. The focus of this stress on methodology is expressed 
in a concern for epistemology. As early as 1976, the founding members of 
E A T W O T declared that this new methodology was based on a 'radical 
break in epistemology'. 
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The theologies from Europe and North America are dominant today in 
our churches and represent one form of cultural domination. They must be 
understood to have arisen out of situations related to those countries, and 
therefore must not be uncritically adopted without our raising the question 
of their relevance in the context of our countries. Indeed, we must, in order 
to be faithful to the gospel and to our peoples, reflect on the realities of our 
own situations and interpret the word of God in relation to these realities. 
We reject as irrelevant an academic type of theology that is divorced from 
action. We are prepared for a radical break in epistemology which makes 
commitment the first act of theology and engages in critical reflection on the 
praxis of the reality of the Third World. 4 

This quotation makes two crucial points. First, in this methodology 
there is a stress on epistemology. When liberation theologians stress the 
question of epistemological issues, questions related to the origin, structure, 
methods, and validity of knowledge, 'the reason is obviously that they want 
to explain that their reflection cannot be assessed on the basis of established 
epistemology. In other words, they do not understand their own contribution 
as a mere reform within an existing framework but as a challenge to a 
basic consensus.' 5 

Second, in this new methodology the experience of oppression and of 
the struggle for liberation are fundamental. The opening phrases of one of 
the first reflections on liberation theologies, Gustavo Gutierrez's A Theo­
logy of Liberation, emphasises the role of experience as the starting point 
for theological reflection: 'This book is an attempt at reflection, based on 
the Gospel and the experiences of men and women committed to the pro­
cess of liberation in the oppressed and exploited land of Latin America. It 
is a theological reflection born of the experience of shared efforts to abolish 
the current unjust situation to build a different society, freer and more 
human. ' 6 

In their emphasis on epistemology and the experience of oppression in 
the struggle for liberation and life, liberation theologies ask a question not 
usually asked in Western theology: who are the interlocutors of theology? 
Or , who are asking the questions that theologians try to answer? Libera­
tion theologies not only pose this question, they also give a specific answer: 
the poor and marginalised. 

Frostin compares liberation theologies with modern Western theology in 
two ways. He first compares the option for the oppressed as interlocutors 
of theology with the influential position of Schleiermacher, who addressed 
the 'cultured critics' of religion. 7 In an important contribution to the first 
E A T W O T conference, Gustavo Gutierrez interpreted modern Western theo­
logy in the light of Schleiermacher's approach. The chief interlocutor of 
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even 'progressivist' Western theology, he maintains, has been the educated 
non-believer. Liberation theology, by contrast, has chosen 'nonpersons' as 
its chief interlocutors, 'the poor, the exploited classes, the marginalized 
races, all the despised cultures'. 8 

In a second comparison, Frostin argues that in Western theology the 
relation to the poor is usually an ethical question, not an epistemological 
question. But, he continues, 'such a distinction cannot do justice to the 
idea of the poor as interlocutors'. According to theologies of liberation, 
'solidarity with the poor also has consequences for the perception of the 
social reality', and so 'an option for the poor ' implies 'the epistemological 
privilege of the poor' . This penetrating expression suggests, argues Frostin, 
'that cognizance of the experience of those defined as poor is a necessary 
condition for theological reflection'. 9 

In other words, theologies of liberation require that we not only make 
'an option for the poor', but that we also accept 'the epistemological 
privilege of the poor' . This involves an epistemological paradigm shift in 
which the poor and marginalised are seen as the primary dialogue partners 
of theology. Theology begins with the reality, experience, needs, interests, 
questions, and resources of the poor and marginalised. 

Implicit in my discussion of liberation theologies so far is some form 
of relationship between the theologian and the ordinary Christian from a 
poor and marginalised community. We must now probe the form of that 
relationship more carefully. In order to do this I will concentrate on the 
Bible and the poor. 

Biblical scholarship and the contribution of the common people 

The Bible is and has been one of the basic sources of liberation theologies. 
This is certainly the case in South African and African American black 
theology, Latin American liberation theology, African American womanist 
theology, and feminist theologies. 1 0 For the poor in particular, the Bible is 
not merely a strategic tool for liberation; the Bible is the source of 'God's 
project', which is a project of liberation. An anecdote and two recent 
pieces of research from South Africa illustrate this point. 

The dilemma that confronts black South Africans in their relationship 
with the Bible is captured in the following well-known anecdote: 'When 
the white man came to our country he had the Bible and we had the land. 
The white man said to us "Let us pray." After the prayer, the white man 
had the land and we had the Bible.' This anecdote clearly points to the 
central position that the Bible occupies in the process of oppression and 
exploitation. The anecdote also reflects the paradox of the oppressor and 
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the oppressed sharing the same Bible and the same faith. However, what is 
remarkable about this ancecdote is that Desmond Tutu responded to it 
after one of its tellings by stating, 'And we got the better deal. ' While 
Tutu's response would be and has been challenged, it does capture some­
thing of the reality of the Bible in South Africa (and elsewhere): it plays a 
central role in the lives of many, particularly the poor and marginalised. 
The Bible is a symbol of the presence of the God of life with them. 

T w o recent studies have clearly demonstrated this. In discussing the 
construction of an indigenous theology of work in South Africa, James 
Cochrane makes some penetrating comments on workers reading the Bible." 
He argues that besides being 'the primary source of the Christian mythos', 
the Bible 'is probably the only source of theology for most members of 
our churches. It is, as some have said, the people's book par excellence' . 1 2 

Cochrane's argument is supported by the Institute for Contextual Theo­
logy's Church and Labour Project Research Group. The report of this 
group notes that perhaps 'the most interesting question of all, given the 
response to it, was whether or not the Bible had any significance for 
workers, and if so, what kind of a meaning it could have'. 'The answers 
are astonishing,' the report continues, 'at least to anyone who might have 
thought that the general picture of a relatively high level of alienation from 
the Church would be echoed in this question.' The research found that an 
effective 80 per cent of respondents regarded the Bible as significant, which, 
as the report notes, is 'a very high positive evaluation in the light of all the 
other generally more negative data' concerning, for example, the relevance 
of the Church. 'Overall, ' the report concludes, 'the most important conclu­
sion to be drawn from this question is that the Bible is a rich source of 
interpretation for the worker's life, certainly of much greater significance 
than the liturgical and pastoral operations of the Church. ' 1 3 

In his research with the informal peri-urban shack community of Amaoti, 
Graham Philpott examines 'how members of that community use and re-
interpet the symbol of the kingdom of God to make meaning of and com­
municate their reality of poverty and oppression, of suffering and hope'. 
He notes that '[t]he re-interpretation of this symbol has emerged from a 
particular Bible study group which has met regularly over a four-year 
period to reflect on their involvement in the struggles of their community 
in the light of the God who is revealed in the Bible and in their community 
l i fe . ' 1 4 Philpott goes on to argue that T h i s reflection has equipped them 
better to dialogue with and engage the oppressive reality of their commun­
ity, so that they can work against the forces of death and be involved in 
engendering life.' The Bible is central to the process. 
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But, and this is a significant 'but' , having demonstrated the primary place 
the Bible has among the poor and marginalised and having argued that the 
experience of the poor is a necessary constituent of doing theology, what 
role do the biblical interpretations of the poor play in liberation theology? 

There arc two lines of response to this question, and at the core of each 
response is a different understanding of the relationship between the theo­
logian and the ordinary poor Bible reader. In the Latin American context, 
for example, Jan Luis Segundo has analysed this question with remarkable 
clarity. In an important article Segundo outlines the shift within Latin 
American theology between 'two lines' of liberation theology, one fore­
grounding the categories and contribution of the theologian or biblical 
scholar and the other foregrounding the categories and contribution of ' the 
common people'. 

Segundo looks at the history, aims, methods, and results of at least 
two theologies of liberation coexisting in Latin America. The first line of 
response has three characteristics: the solidarity of biblical scholars and theo­
logians with the poor and marginalised; a methodological suspicion that 
Christian faith at all levels of society is ideologically distorted and thus 
serves the status quo; and finally, a commitment to provide 'the pastoral 
activities of the Church with a new and de-ideologized theology capable 
of speaking about the common themes of Christian fai th ' . 1 5 Because it is 
the social sciences that 'provide the theologian who wants to carry out a 
de-ideologizing task with valuable cognitive tools' , and because these are 
'tools which . . . arc beyond the grasp of the majority of people ' , 1 6 the role 
of the theologian or biblical scholar is emphasised. An option is made for 
the poor, but the categories and contribution of their experience is subordin­
ated to or translated into the terms of the intellectual trained in the social 
sciences. 

However, the rise of popular movements either outside or inside the 
Church 'had shown that common people had neither understood nor wel­
comed anything from the first theology of liberation, and had actually 
reacted against its criticism of the supposed oppressive elements of popular 
religion'. 1 7 And so it appeared then that 'if theologians were still to be the 
"organic intellectuals" of the common people, that is to say useful as 
intellectuals charged with the understanding of popular faith, they were 
obliged to learn how oppressed people lived their fai th ' . 1 8 So theologians 
wanting to be in religious matters the organic intellectuals of poor and 
marginalised people, 'began then to understand their function as one o f 
unifying and structuring people's understanding of their faith, as well as 
grounding and defending the practices coming from this fa i th ' . 1 9 
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Although Segundo, like other liberation theologians, empathises with much 
in this second position, he does not want 'to give up the first critical func­
tion which comes out of a suspicion that theology, like other all-pervasive 
cultural features, can and perhaps should be considered an instrument of 
oppression and, hence, as a non-Christian theology' . 1 0 He then goes on 
immediately to claim that *[f ]acts point so obviously in that direction that 
theologians belonging explicitly to the second line cannot but raise the 
same central question.' But do 'facts point so obviously in that direction'? 

I do not think so. Let me explain. 
The tension between these two positions can be found in every context 

in which there is a struggle for liberation and life, and at the centre of this 
difference, as I have already suggested, is the relationship between the 
socially engaged biblical scholar or theologian and the ordinary poor and 
marginalised believer. The emphasis tends to be either on the critical con­
tribution of the trained reader or on the reading resources of the ordinary 
reader. Both emphases want the Bible to be a resource for liberation and 
life. But for this to be a reality one position argues the Bible must be read 
critically, 2 1 and so the ordinary reader must to some extent be dependent 
on the work of biblical scholarship, while for the other position the Bible 
must be read from the perspective of the poor and oppressed, and so the 
trained reader must to some extent be dependent on the readings of ordin­
ary readers. In other words, for the Bible to be a resource of liberation and 
life there needs to be an appropriate relationship between the trained reader 
and the ordinary reader, but there are differing opinions on where to place 
the emphasis, on the trained reader or the ordinary reader. In order to ana­
lyse these differences in emphasis it will be useful to reconsider the dynamics 
and complexity of oppression and domination and to reconsider the role 

of the organic intellectual. 
For Paulo Freire, among others , 2 2 'the logic of domination represents a 

combination of historical and contemporary ideological and material prac­
tices that are never completely successful, always embody contradictions, and 
are constantly being fought over within asymmetrical relations of power ' . 2 3 

In other words, we find in Freire's work a discourse that begins to bridge the 
relationship between agency and structure, 'a discourse that situates human 
action in constraints forged in historical and contemporary practices, while 
also pointing to the spaces, contradictions, and forms of resistance that 
raise the possibility for social struggle' . 2 4 However, in Freire's analysis of 
domination, the poor and oppressed are not only oppressed by external 
structures and forces, they also internalise and thus participate in their 
own oppression. So Freire argues that oppressed people's accommodation 
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to the logic of domination may mean that they actively resist emancipatory 
forms of knowledge. 1 5 

But in James Scott's study of domination and resistance we find a more 
nuanced analysis, arguing that theories of hegemony and false conscious­
ness do not take account of what he calls 'the hidden transcript ' . 1 6 

Every subordinate group creates, out of its ordeal, a 'hidden transcript' that 
represents a critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant. The 
powerful, for their part, also develop a hidden transcript representing the 
practices and claims of their rule that cannot be openly avowed. A comparison 
of the hidden transcipt of the weak with that of the powerful and of both 
hidden transcripts to the public transcript of power relations offers a substanti­
ally new way of understanding resistance to domination.1 7 

The crucial point of Scott's detailed argument is that '[t]he public tran­
script, where it is not positively misleading, is unlikely to tell the whole 
story about power relations. It is frequently in the interest of both parties 
to tacitly conspire in misrepresentation.' 1 8 So social analysis which focuses 
on the public transcript, as most social analysis does, is focusing on the 
formal relations between the powerful and weak , 1 9 but is not attempting to 
'read, interpret, and understand the often fugitive political conduct o f 
subordinate groups ' . 3 0 A focus on the hidden transcript, where it is access­
ible in the rumours, gossip, folktales, songs, gestures, jokes, and theatre of 
the poor and marginalised, or the more public infrapolitics of popular 
culture, 3 ' reveals forms of resistance and defiance. 'Unless one can penet­
rate the official transcript of both subordinates and elites, a reading of the 
social evidence will almost always represent a confirmation of the status 
quo in hegemonic terms. ' 3 1 

But is there still not a case for the Italian social theorist Antonio Gramsci's 
notion of the dominated consciousness of the working class? For Gramsci 
hegemony works primarily at the level of thought as distinct from the level 
of action. Scott turns this around. He considers 'subordinate classes less 
constrained at the level of thought and ideology, since they can in secluded 
settings speak with comparative safety, and more constrained at the level 
of political action and struggle, where the daily exercise of power sharply 
limits the options available to them' . 3 3 So he argues that 'subordinate groups 
have typically learned, in situations short of those rare all-or-nothing 
struggles, to clothe their resistance and defiance in ritualisms of subordina­
tion that serve both to disguise their purposes and to provide them with 
a ready route of retreat that may soften the consequences of a possible 
failure' . 3 4 This is because most protests and challenges - even quite violent 
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ones - 'are made in the realistic expectation that the central features of the 
form of domination will remain intact 1 . Consequently, '[m]ost acts of power 
from below, even when they are protests - implicitly or explicitly - will 
largely observe the "rules" even if their objective is to undermine them' . 3 5 

He believes 'the historical evidence clearly shows that subordinate groups 
have been capable of revolutionary thought that repudiates existing forms 
of domination' . 3 6 However, because the occasions on which subordinate 
groups have been able to act openly and fully on that thought are rare, the 
conflict will usually take 'a dialogic form in which the language of the 
dialogue will invariably borrow heavily from the terms of the dominant 
ideology prevailing in the public transcipt'. So we must 'consider the dom­
inant discourse as a plastic idiom or dialect that is capable of carrying an 
enormous variety of meanings, including those that are subversive of their 
use as intended by the dominant ' . 3 7 

The picture that emerges from this brief overview of Freire's and Scott's 
analyses of domination and resistance is clearly complex. If we are to 
understand the meaning of liberation we must first understand the form 
that domination takes, the nature of its location, and the problems it poses 
for those who experience it as both a subjective and an objective force . 3 8 

Because there is no 'average' ordinary reader and no 'average' context of 
poverty and oppression, trained readers committed to working with the 
poor and marginalised will have differing emphases depending on their 
analysis of the nature of domination and oppression within specific contexts. 
So, for example, in Albert Nolan's work with politicised and critically 
conscious workers in South Africa, he emphasises the possibilities and 
resources for self-emancipation. 3 9 In Mosala's work with members of an 
African Independent Church, a Zion Apostolic Church, who he believes 
have in certain respects internalised their own oppression, he emphasises 
the need for critical resources. 4 0 Although analyses may differ, as in the 
case of Mosala and Nolan, the starting point remains the same: the social 
and historical particularities, the problems, sufferings, visions, and acts of 
resistance of the poor and oppressed constitute the starting point for the 
committed intellectual. 4 1 

The contours of an appropriate relationship between socially committed 
biblical scholars and ordinary poor readers of the Bible are still complex, 
but some clarity is emerging. Whether biblical scholars are organic intellec­
tuals, those fused organically with the culture and practical activities of the 
oppressed, 4 1 or intellectuals like myself, a white, middle-class male, who 
are not and cannot be organic intellectuals and yet who are committed to 
the struggles of the poor and marginalised, we can only inhabit the 'ongo­
ing tension between avoiding the indignity of speaking for the oppressed 

1 36 



The Bible and the poor 

and attempting to respond to their voices by engaging in social and political 
cri t ique' 4 3 by moving beyond 'speaking for' , and beyond 'listening to ' the 
poor and oppressed, towards 'speaking to/[with]' the poor and oppressed. 4 4 

'Listening to ' presupposes the speaking voice of a wholly self-knowing 
subject free from ideology, while 'speaking for' denies the subject status of 
the poor and oppressed altogether. In other words, the danger of 'listening 
to ' is that we romanticise and idealise the contribution of the poor, while 
the danger of 'speaking for' is that we minimise and rationalise the contri­
bution of the poor. Jill Arnott argues that Gayatri Spivak uses the phrase 
'speaking to/[with]' to point to 'the need to occupy the dialectical space 
between two subject-positions, without ever allowing either to become 
transparent'. 'By remaining constantly alert to, and interrogative of, her 
own positionality and that of her subject, and ensuring that the mediating 
process of representation remains visible', the feminist intellectual 'may 
succeed in enabling a dialogue in which the "testimony of the [subaltern] 
woman's voice-consciousness" can be heard' . 4 5 

Clearly 'such a testimony would not be ideology-transcendent or " ful ly" 
subjective',**6 'but it would not be misrecognised as such, and it would, at 
least, be heard ' . 4 7 In other words, Arnott and Spivak are arguing that 
'speaking to/with' takes seriously the subjectivity of both the intellectual 
and the subaltern, and all that this entails for their respective resources, 
categories, and contributions. However, the power relations in the inter­
face between the subaltern (or what I call the 'ordinary reader') and the 
intellectual (or what I call the 'trained reader') cannot be obliterated, and 
they must not be ignored. They must be foregrounded. 

Postmodern feminists like Arnott and Spivak emphasise the creative and 
constructive potential of 'a genuinely dialectical interaction between two 
vigilantly foregrounded subject-positions' . 4 8 Provided the unequal power 
relations between ordinary and trained readers are acknowledged and fore­
grounded, provided the trained reader is willing to serve and to learn 'from 
below', and provided the poor and marginalised continue to empower and 
be empowered, there is hope for something truly transformative emerging 
from the interface between trained and ordinary readers of the Bible. 

Models of contextual Bible study 

Within contexts like Brazil and South Africa such an interface between an 
engaged biblical study with its socially committed trained readers of the 
Bible and ordinary poor readers of the Bible is developing. The contextual 
Bible study interface functions within four commitments, which have 
emerged from the reading practice of the interface: first, a commitment to 

137 



G E R A L D W E S T 

begin with reality as perceived by the organised base; second, a commitment 
to read the Bible in community; third, a commitment to read the Bible 
critically; and fourth, a commitment to socio-political transformation 
through Bible reading. 4 9 T w o examples of what we call 'contextual Bible 
study' will illustrate many of the points I have made, and will also serve to 
offer examples of the contextual Bible study process and product as it took 
place in an actual series of Bible studies in South Africa. 

In a research project with a range of Anglican Bible study groups in 
Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, a colleague and I noted that almost all the 
readers, irrespective of their different contexts, understood Mark 1 0 . 1 7 -
22 as a story about individual s in . 5 0 In this story the sin was putting 
wealth/possessions before following Jesus. This was the sin of the man in 
the story (in the time of Jesus), and this was a potential sin for present-day 
readers. The challenge to the wealthy man (then) and to the participants 
(now) was to make sure that wealth was not an idol, that possessions did 
not come between them and Jesus. 

In one or two groups, significantly groups from poor and oppressed 
communities, there was some discussion of 'structural sin'. In other words, 
participants in some groups argued that the problem was not only one of 
individual sin but also one of structural or systemic sin. However, only one 
group pursued this reading with any persistence. 5 1 But it was this possible 
reading which provoked a series of Bible studies, particularly as 'structural 
sin' was a key concept at that time in the struggle against apartheid. 5 2 A 
series of workshops which I was invited to facilitate provided a useful oppor­
tunity to develop a contextual Bible study on Mark 10 . 17 -22 . 

The Bible studies were conducted during seven workshops with people 
from a number of different contexts, the majority of whom were from 
poor and marginalised communities. A common feature of all workshops 
was that most of the participants were politically conscientised. For each 
of the groups the Bible was a significant text and Bible study a serious 
religious experience. 

My commitment to a process of 'speaking to/with' required that I acknow­
ledge and foreground my own contribution to the process of 'reading with'. 
As I will describe in more detail below, my contribution to the reading 
process was limited to constantly encouraging and facilitating a critical 
reading of the text. The substantive contribution came from the resources, 
categories, concepts and experiences of ordinary readers. 

There was considerable continuity between workshops in that my own 
contribution had been shaped extensively by the previous workshop(s). 
In addition, I would also share the comments and questions of previous 
workshops with subsequent workshops. This enabled a form of dialogue 
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to develop between successive workshops. In a sense, therefore, there was 
a 'speaking with' through me with the participants who had shaped my 
speaking. 

In each workshop I was acutely aware of the power dynamics implicit in 
my presence. M y training gave me power in the context of Bible study. 
There were, of course, other locations of power in each Bible study group. 
Like Michel Foucault, I recognise that there are multifarious points o f 
power. 5 5 The ordinary readers in the Bible study groups also had power, 
particularly those who came from communities of the poor and oppressed. 
They had power because they are the privileged voice of the poor and 
oppressed in the contextual Bible study process and in the process o f 
'reading with*. 

Recognising these particular locations of power, I was especially con­
cerned that ordinary readers did not simply defer to my reading/interpreta­
tion, that they did not offer the 'expected', 'orthodox' , reading, and that 
they did not opt for 'a fundamentalism of the Left' . So I was determined to 
foreground my own contribution to the reading process, and also to assist 
ordinary readers in reading the text. For a variety of reasons, 5 4 the critical 
mode of reading I chose enabled a close and careful reading of the text. I 
therefore concentrated my contribution on certain aspects of the text, spe­
cifically the link between the commandments (v. 1 9 ) and the link between 
these commandments and the command to the man to sell all that he pos­
sesses and to give to the poor (v. z i ) . Because ordinary readers tend not to 
read the text carefully, 5 5 one of my roles as a facilitator was to constantly 
return their reading to the text. 

When ordinary readers in these workshops read verse 1 9 carefully, 
prompted by questions on the commandments , 5 6 there was general agree­
ment that these commandments were concerned with social relationships 
(in contrast to the omitted commandments which referred to the human-
to-God relationship). Once ordinary readers realised this, they then began 
to explore why Jesus chose these commandments, and concluded that 
there was obviously something wrong in the area of the man's social 
relationships. This realisation in turn led to considerable discussion and 
debate as the readers probed for a more precise understanding of the 
problems in the man's social relationships. 

As ordinary readers began to explore and probe these questions, they 
were constantly driven to reread the text. For example, many readers went 
back to the questions concerning the challenge of Jesus , 5 7 and then back to 
the text to reread it more closely and carefully. Verse 22, with its reference 
to 'much property ' , 5 8 became a key verse in their attempt to understand 
this man's wealth. 
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The more critical reading process did not prevent readers from drawing 
on their own experience and resources. Their rereading of the text gener­
ated at first a certain amount of frustration, because the text did not seem 
to give many clues concerning the man's social relationships. However, by 
drawing on their own South African experience some readers argued that 
the man probably obtained his 'much property' through exploiting others. 
There were other ordinary readers who argued that this was not the only 
possible reading, and that this man could have worked hard for or inher­
ited his 'much property'. Through most of this discussion and debate I 
attempted to facilitate discussion on as broad a basis as possible, encour­
aging all participants to share their views. But as I have already stated, my 
contribution was to pose specific questions which would return readers to 
the text. So when some readers themselves recognised the social and struc­
tural dimensions of 'owning much property', I focused their reading on the 
relationship between the commandments (v. 19), the command to the man 
to sell all he possessed and to give to the poor (v. 21) , and the statement 
that he owned much property (v. 22), encouraging them to explore the 
internal relationships within the text. 

Once again my contribution led to a return to the text. Those ordinary 
readers who had argued that the man had probably obtained his 'much 
property' by exploiting others, based on their own South African experience, 
now found textual evidence to support this argument. Gradually others 
began to see this argument, and so a reading of Mark 1 0 . 1 7 - 2 2 which 
included a concern for social and structural sin began to emerge. 

In exploring the relationship between the commandments (v. 19), the com­
mand to the man to sell all he possessed and to give to the poor (v. 21), 
and the statement that he owned much property (v. 22), we understood 
that the text (and Jesus) 5 9 made a connection between the socially orientated 
commandments, the wealth of the man, and the poor. We argued that Jesus 
chose these commandments because he knew that the man had gained his 
'much property' by exploiting the poor, whether or not the man himself had 
done so consciously or personally. In other words, we argued that there 
might have been social structures which produced wealth for the man and 
exploited the people, in the same way that the social system of apartheid 
empowered white South Africans to become wealthy and pushed black South 
Africans into poverty. So even if the man had worked hard for his property 
or had inherited his wealth, he was still part of sinful social structures. 

Given this reading, the challenge of Jesus to the man (v. 21) to sell all he 
possessed and to give to the poor made sense. The man could not follow 
Jesus until he had repented of, and made restitution for, his social and 
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structural sin. As the Third World document The Road to Damascus 
argues/ 0 following Jesus requires structural repentance and conversion. 

The commandments in verse 19 also took on a new meaning in the light 
of this reading. The man thought that he had kept the commandments, but 
he was thinking only on an individual level. While he himself might not 
have murdered anyone, or committed adultery, or stolen, or given false 
testimony, or defrauded, or dishonoured his parents, he was a part of and 
perpetuated a system that did all of these things. The ordinary readers in 
the workshops, most of whom were black, gave countless examples of how 
the apartheid system had resulted in murder, adultery, theft, legal injustice, 
unjust wages, and the destruction of black family life. For example, an 
inadequate health system for black people, impoverished 'homelands' and 
townships, and biased and brutal security forces murdered black people 
every day. The migrant labour system, pass laws, the group areas act, and 
single-sex hostels all generated adultery and destroyed family life. Forced 
removals, no minimum wage, and education for inferiority were forms o f 
theft and fraud. The discriminatory legal system and the state-controlled 
media constantly disseminated false and biased testimony. 

The challenge of M a r k 1 0 . 1 7 - 2 2 was clear to us. The man, and those 
who are like him today, must repent and make restitution before they/we 
could be reconciled to God. This text (and Jesus) seemed to say that there 
could be no reconciliation with God, and no membership in the commun­
ity of Jesus, without repentance and restitution. So while we must be con­
stantly alert to wealth as an idolatrous danger, we must also be constantly 
critical of our social location in sinful structures and systems. 

A further example might also be useful, particularly as it demonstrates 
the growing awareness in our work that critical resources are already 
present in poor and marginalised communities. The Institute for the Study 
of the Bible (ISB) was invited by a women's group in Umtata, a rural town 
in South Africa, to facilitate a workshop on 'liberating ways of reading the 
Bible as women'. The group consists of a majority of black women, most 
of whom are from Umtata, with a few from rural areas, and a few white 
women from Umtata. 

Although the theme of the workshop was determined by the Umtata 
women's group, as well as the programme, the ISB was asked to suggest 
some texts for Bible study. Mark 5 . 2 1 - 6 . 1 was one of the texts used. The 
text was chosen because two of the main characters are women. Besides 
this, there was no clear sense of where the Bible study group might go with 
the text. N o exegesis was done in preparation, and only three questions 
were used to facilitate the Bible study process. 
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Question i : Read Mark 5 . 2 1 - 6 . 1 and discuss in small groups what 
this text is about. 

Question 2: If this text is about women, what is it saying? 

Question 3: In what way does this text speak to us today? 

Question 1 was designed to encourage participants to read the text care­
fully and closely. Question 2 had a similar purpose, but also invited readers 
to probe behind the text to the society that produced the text. The final 
question, question 3 , drew text and the readers' context together in an act 
of appropriation. 

M y role as facilitator was to provide what Cornel West calls 'enabling 
forms of criticism'. 6 1 In this case the process entailed first, encouraging 
participants to read the text fully, carefully, and closely, and then, when 
asked, providing some resources for reflection on the type of society that 
produced the text. The resulting discussion, first in groups and then in 
plenary report-back, produced the basic elements of form and content that 
constitute the reading that follows below. There is nothing in the final 
form of the reading that did not have its beginning in that first Bible study 
group among ordinary African women readers. 

But the process of the reading's production did not end there. Subsequent 
to the Umtata women's workshop, a local Anglican church asked me to 
preach on the subject of 'Compassion and women'. I declined to preach, but 
offered to do a short workshop instead. The same format was used as with 
the Umtata women's group, but this time the ordinary readers were mainly 
white, about 60 per cent women and 40 per cent men. Their responses 
too have shaped this reading, just as the responses of the Umtata women's 
group shaped the responses of the local church participants. 

I then did the workshop with a Master 's class in the School of Theology, 
University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg. This time the responses of trained 
readers were allowed to shape the Bible study, but only in ways that were 
'accountable' to the shape that had emerged 'from below'. This was not 
difficult or forced because most of the responses of these trained readers, 
half of whom are women and half of whom are black, supported and 
strengthened the reading of the ordinary readers. The readings of the 
trained readers might have been more systematic, but the contextual Bible 
study process produced substantially similar responses. 

The final stage in the development of the reading presented here included 
some systematic structuring and further textual and sociological support 
for the reading that had already emerged from the contextual Bible study 
process. It was remarkable to discover how, for example, reference to the 
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Greek text reinforced and supported a reading that had initially emerged 
from ordinary poor African women readers. 

Initial responses to the first question concerning what Mark 5 . 2 1 - 6 . 1 
is about included the following: healing, compassion, faith, love, hope, 
despair, suffering, power, and other similar themes. When the groups had 
reported back with these reponses, I then asked the plenary group as a 
whole whether they thought the text could also be about women. There 
was an immediate buzz as participants began to explore this option with 
each other. I therefore asked them to go back into their small groups to 

discuss the question more fully and to support their discussion with careful 
reference to the text. 

Participants argued that a careful reading of the text did indicate that 
the story is about women. The groups supported this reading in the fol­
lowing way. First, the story of the two women is a literary unit, delimited 
by the geographic shifts in verses 5 .21 and 6 .1 . Second, although the cen­
tral character appears initially to be a man, Jairus, the central characters 
in the story are in fact two women. Jairus does initiate the action, but is 
then ignored as first the woman with the flow of blood and then Jairus 5 

daughter move to centre-stage. The actual absence of the first woman, 
Ja irus ' daughter, emphasises her narrative presence. The plot depends on 
her presence. Similarly, the woman with the flow of blood, the second 
woman, is foregrounded even though she seeks to be self-effacing. And 
while Jesus is still speaking to the second woman, the first woman is again 
presented (verse 3 5 ) . It is almost as if the narrator himself (herself?) is 
interrupted - the narrative certainly is - by the unnamed woman with the 
flow of blood. The careful narrative introduction of Jairus, a named male 
with power (verse 22) , is first interrupted, and then deconstructed, by the 
unnamed woman with no power. 

Third, that the plot and sub-plot arc carefully connected is stressed by 
the repetition of 'daughter', in verse 34 with reference to the second woman 
and in verse 35 with reference to the first woman. The ambiguity of 'your 
daughter', referring to Jairus and possibly to Jesus, in verse 35 reinforces 
this connection. The women, and so their stories, are also linked by repe­
tition of 'twelve years' (verses 25 and 42) . It has also been suggested by 
some readers that 'twelve years' may, in the case of the young woman, be 
an allusion to the onset of menstruation and so the beginning of fertility. 
The flow of blood for the younger woman meant life was possible, but the 
flow of blood for the older woman meant that life was no longer possible. 
The young woman of twelve years of age is a narrative reminder of the 
child(ren) that the older woman has not been able to bear. Here is another 
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link between the two stories. There is also a parallel structure to each 
episode. In each case the woman is defined by her social location; in each 
case the woman is in need; in each case Jesus responds to her need; in each 
case the woman is unclean; in each case there is contact, touching, between 
Jesus and the woman; in each case Jesus speaks to the woman; in each case 
there is healing and restoration of the woman to the community. 

We agreed, then, that this text is about women. This does not mean, of 
course, that the text is not also about other things as well. But it is clearly, 
and probably primarily, about women. 

At this point in the workshops we moved on to the second question: If 
this text is about women, what is it saying? Small group discussion and 
report-back on this question generated a clear understanding of the issues 
involved but also many questions of a historical and sociological nature, 
so I offered historical and sociological resources as they were requested. 
Participants then returned to their small groups before the final plenary 
report-back. 

Participants argued that both women in the story are initially identified 
in terms of patriarchal social systems, and not in their own right. They are 
not named, they are described in terms of their location within two central 
social systems. The first woman is defined by the patriarchal system of 
first-century Palestine. She is defined in terms of her relationship to a male, 
her father. The second woman is defined by the purity system of first-
century Palestine. She is defined in terms of her uncleanness, her flow of 
blood. Both women, in other words, are situated in social systems that 
determine how the world in which they live relates to them. 

But Jesus responds differently. Having heard the story of the second 
woman, he embraces her uncleanness by affirming her faith and healing. 
Her twelve years of uncleanness and social alienation are ended when she 
is healed and restored to the community. The acceptance and affirmation 
of Jesus, together with her faith, bring freedom from her religious, eco­
nomic (verse 2 6 ) , sexual and social suffering. The nameless, self-effacing 
woman has become a part of the Jesus movement; has become 'daughter'. 
Jesus has literally empowered her! (verse 30) 

There will still be times when this woman will not be able to worship in 
the temple, when she will not be able to be touched, when she will be 
unclean, when she will be marginalised by the patriarchal purity system. 
But that system has been challenged by her story. 

Similarly with the first woman. Not only does Jesus touch her unclean 
dead body (verse 4 1 ) , he also refers to her in her own right rather than as 
the property of her father. Her father and 'some men' (used by certain 
English translations) refer to her in the patriarchal genitive (verses 23 and 
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3 5 ) . Jesus relates to the young woman as a subject, not as an object (verses 
39 and 4 1 ) . Significantly, the narrator adopts Jesus' subject designation in 
verse 4 0 , in his (her?) implicit refusal to relate to the young woman as the 
property of her father, rather than the patriarchal language of Jairus and 
his men. He even goes so far as to reverse the genitive of possession. 
Instead of defining the young woman as possessed by her father, as an 
object (see verse 23 where Jairus refers to her as 'My little daughter'), the 
narrator now designates her as a subject, possessing her father and mother 
(verse 4 0 ) . 

There will still be times when this young woman is defined in terms 
of her social location within a patriarchal household, when she will be 
described with the possessive case, when she will be treated as an object 
by the patriarchal system. But that system has been challenged by her 
story. 

The final question related text and present context: In what way does 
this text speak to us today? There were a variety of responses to this last 
question. In one group, for example, women began to explore ways of 
lobbying the new government to make health care for women a priority. In 
another group, the women decided to design a series of Bible studies that 
would make men in their congregations more conscious of structures and 
attitudes that oppress women. Overall, women experienced the Bible study 
as empowering. In the words of one woman, 'This Bible study has stopped 
me from throwing my Bible into the toilet and flushing it away. ' 

As I have already indicated, this workshop did not produce the above 
reading 'as is'. This reading in its final form is the product of a longer process, 
but the basic shape and substance of the reading emerged from this group. 

We can now return to our earlier discussion by reflecting on these 
examples. The contextual Bible study process that produced these readings 
is suggestive in a number of respects. Contextual Bible study begins with 
the needs and concerns of poor and marginalised communities. The ques­
tion or questions that shape the Bible reading emerge from below, not from 
above. So, for example, in actual contextual readings of Mark 5 . 2 1 - 6 . 1 
the life interests of the participating group determined the theme, in each 
case the theme focused on 'women'. In the three workshops in which this 
text was used the theme was related to the needs and concerns of women. 
Trained readers did not dictate the theme, it emerged from the life experi­
ence of ordinary readers. 

The ISB is committed to working with organised communities or groups 
who can 'talk back' and who have the identity, structures, and resources to 
'own' the workshop process. In other words, the ISB deliberately chooses 
to work in those contexts in which it is possible for the subject positions 
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of both the ISB staff and the community participants to be vigilantly fore­
grounded. The relationship between trained and ordinary reader is subject 
to subject and not subject to object. The trained reader reads the Bible 
'with' and not ' for' ordinary readers. 6 2 

Within such a framework of accountability to Bible study groups of 
ordinary readers, trained readers can participate fully in the Bible study 
process. For example, in the workshops on the two women in Mark 5 , 1 as 
a trained reader suggested that this text, along with a number of other texts 
identified by the groups, might be relevant to the chosen theme of 'women'. 
The advantage of a text like Mark 5 . 2 1 - 6 . 1 is that is not usually perceived 
as a text primarily about women. Consequently, reading this text in this 
way 'surprises' the readers, and facilitates a more critical reading of the 
text. The danger with well-known texts is that we think we already know 
what they mean; we 'domesticate' and ' tame' them. The disclosive power 
of the 'untamed' and 'undomesticated' text is a contribution that trained 
readers can make to the contextual reading process. And this was the 
effect. On an initial reading most readers did not consider that the text 
was primarily about women. But once this was suggested and supported 
from a careful reading of the text there was great excitement and expecta­
tion. Women were no longer incidental to christological concerns; the text 
was about women/ 3 

In any reading of the Bible in the interface between trained and ordinary 
readers there is a great deal that ordinary readers can discover and recover 
in texts using their own resources, provided there is some facilitation of 
this process. So in the workshops the Bible was read communally, in small 
groups. M y role was to facilitate a more critical reading, by bringing to the 
reading process additional critical resources. For example, instead of me 
providing evidence from the text to support the suggestion that the text 
was about women, it was usually sufficient to give one or two examples 
from the text and then to ask the groups to find additional examples. My 
task was then to summarise and systematise their arguments. Contextual 
Bible study, then, is committed to corporate and communal reading of the 
Bible in which the trained reader is just another reader with different 
resources and skills, not better resources and skills/ 4 

As already indicated, the contextual reading process is also committed 
to critical readings of the Bible. While ordinary readers do have critical 
resources, these are not the specific critical resources of biblical studies. 
Ordinary readers, by definition, read the Bible pre-critically, while trained 
readers read the Bible critically (or post-critically)/ 5 Once again, creative 
facilitation can enable ordinary readers to read more critically than is their 
usual practice, and this seems to be what poor and marginalised readers 
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want with the resources of biblical scholarship. In the readings of both 
texts in Mark I concentrated on providing resources for two critical modes 
of reading. A close and careful (literary) mode of reading was used in 
order to support the suggestion that Mark 1 0 . 1 7 - z z was about structural 
sin and that M a r k 5 . Z 1 - 6 . 1 was primarily about women. The use o f 
narrative transitions to delimit the literary unit, the reading of the whole 
text to discern its structure, the careful and close reading of the component 
parts, the return to reread the text as a whole in the light of the reading of 
the parts, and the continual attention to the internal relationships within 
the text, including reference to plot, character, theme, repetition, and other 
literary devices, are elements of this mode of reading. 6 6 And while ordinary 
readers are not familiar with these literary resources for reading in any 
systematic way, they are able to recognise and appreciate their usefulness 
and integrate these resources into their own modes of reading. 

A historical and sociological mode of reading was also used to situate 
these texts in their first-century contexts. The implicit use of historical-
critical tools to delimit the text, and to locate it historically, and the 
reconstruction of aspects of the sociological setting of the text, including 
reference to the patriarchal and purity systems, are elements of this mode 
of reading. 6 7 Once again, while ordinary readers are not familiar with 
these historical and sociological resources, they are able to recognise and 
appreciate their usefulness and integrate these resources into their own 
modes of reading. As with the literary resources used, the historical and 
sociological resources were not used as ends in themselves, as is usually the 
case in biblical scholarship, but as resources for interpretation in the fullest 
sense. I will say more on this below. 

It must be stressed again that these critical resources were not used as 
the way into the text. The Bible study began with a life interest of the 
participants. The generative theme determined by the group, in the second 
example the theme of 'women', provided the initial mode of reading. This 
mode of reading is similar to what I have called 'reading in front of the 
text ' , 6 8 although as practised by ordinary readers it is usually not a critical 
mode of reading. But a thematic approach does provide a useful way into 
the text, particularly as it draws on the needs and questions of the particip­
ants. The role of the other modes of reading is then to develop and elabor­
ate what is initiated through this thematic approach to the text. 

The range of experience that groups of ordinary readers bring to their 
reading of the Bible is various and vast. Creative facilitation, including 
asking questions instead of simply providing information, can draw on the 
resources of ordinary readers and in so doing empower them to construct 
their own critical and contextual readings. 
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Our task as biblical scholars in the contextual Bible study process is not 
to do the reading for ordinary readers, nor to simply uncritically accept 
their readings. Rather, our task is to read the Bible with ordinary readers. 
This requires that we vigilantly foreground our respective subject positions, 
and that we become explicit concerning the power relations implicit in the 
reading process/ 9 

The key contribution of critical resources to the contextual Bible study 
process is that it enables ordinary readers themselves to articulate 'the 
hidden transcript' and not only 'the public transcript', both in the Bible 
and in their own traditions of interpretation. Critical tools and skills pro­
vide ordinary readers with a means for articulating what is incipient and 
subjugated. 7 0 While the first response in many Bible study groups is often 
the 'missionary response' or the dogmatically 'correct' response - the public 
transcript - critical modes of reading enable ordinary people from poor and 
marginalised communities to begin to articulate readings and theologies 
that are incipient and even perhaps elements of readings and theologies 
that are deliberately hidden from public view. The latter is clearly dangerous; 
what is hidden from the dominant is hidden for good reason, and can 
and should only be openly spoken in a context of trust and accountabil­
ity. But within such a context, the intersection of contextual and critical 
resources enables the recognising, recovering, and arousing of dangerous 
memories, subjugated knowledges, and hidden transcripts. 

The more systematic, critical, reading process of contextual Bible study 
provides ordinary readers with the resources to situate the text within its 
literary and linguistic context and within its historical and sociological 
context and in so doing enables the text to be appropriated more critically. 
Situating the text in these ways also prevents a simple correspondence 
between text and present context and so facilitates a more critical appro­
priation which takes seriously a structural 'reading' of both text and con­
text. 7 ' By beginning with and foregrounding the questions, needs, experiences 
and resources of ordinary poor readers the contextual Bible study process 
belongs to and is owned by them. Their culture, categories, and concepts 
constitute the core of the reading process. 

Reading the Bible with ordinary readers also challenges the trained reader. 
The trained reader is not only challenged to take seriously the experiences, 
categories, and concepts of the poor, but also to complete the hermeneutic 
cycle and risk appropriation, albeit a critical appropriation. In the contex­
tual Bible study process trained readers cannot be content to remain with 
'what it meant' , we must move on to risk asking 'what it means', for our 
communities, ourselves, and those poor and marginalised communities 
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who are our primary interlocutors. Historical-critical resources, together 
with sociological resources, are no longer sterile tools for reconstructing 
the past; they are resources for interpretation in the fullest sense, which 
includes the risk of appropriation for liberation and life. Similarly, literary 
resources must not only produce 'interesting' readings; they must provide 
resources for interested readings - readings that matter. 

It is important to recognise that in the process of contextual Bible study 
it is quite legitimate for ordinary readers and trained readers to emerge 
from the reading process with different challenges. The readings produced 
in this interface affect ordinary and trained readers differently, and this is 
not surprising because we come to the text from different places, and after 
the reading encounter return to our different places. Our subjectivities as 
trained and ordinary readers are differently constituted, and so the effect 
that the corporate reading has on our subjectivities will be different. How­
ever, and this is extremely important, we will have been partially consti­
tuted by each other's subjectivities. 7 2 And this should always be a constituent 
element of the contextual Bible study process: a desire to be partially con­
stituted by those from other communities. For me, this means choosing to 
be partially constituted by working with poor and marginalised communities. 

Reading the Bible with ordinary readers is a creative and challenging 
process. From the perspective of liberation hermeneutics there is no choice. 
If we are to do theology in situations of struggle for liberation and life then 
the readings of the poor are a necessary resource. If we are serious about 
'an option for the poor ' we must read the Bible with them. 
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Liberation and reconstruction: 
the unfinished agenda 

Liberation theology - an umbrella term embracing a number of particular 
movements, including African, black, feminist, and womanist theologies -
is self-consciously contextual. While having certain characteristics in com­
mon, specific liberation theologies need to be understood in terms of their 
particular contexts. In this chapter attention is first given to the broad and 
inclusive tenets of Latin American liberation theology. The second part 
explores some of the challenges facing liberation theologians in the wider 
context defined by the post-cold war period; in particular, the situation 
of the poor in the changing contexts of debate. Specific attention is given 
to the changing South African context within which the present writer is 
located. 

There is, of course, no one prevailing context in any particular Latin 
American country or in South Africa. Divisions of class, race, gender and 
choice continue to ferment the liberation theology debate, and each of 
these is, in turn, profoundly affected by the changes that have taken place 
in different regional contexts since the 1 9 6 0 s . The Medellin and Puebla 
conferences of 1 9 6 8 and 1 9 7 9 gave formative expression to Latin American 
liberation theology, which formed part of the revolutionary milieu that 
swept South and Central America during this time. In Europe 1 9 6 8 was 
the year of the Prague Spring. In North America the 1 9 6 0 s were the time 
of the Black Power movement. In South Africa, Black theology and libera­
tion theology were born in the late 1 9 6 0 s , 1 reaching their highwater mark 
with the publication of the Kairos Document in 1 9 8 5 , while Black theology 
regained a sense of prominence in the debate at more or less the same t ime. 1 

The divide between the forces of resistance and liberation, throughout this 
period, was crisp, clear and relatively uncomplicated. 

Things have since changed. Latin American dictatorships in Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile and elsewhere have fallen. The iron curtain dividing Eastern 
and Western Europe has come down. In South Africa a democratically 
elected government of national unity, under the presidency of Nelson 
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Mandela, is governing the country. Yet many of those out of whose oppres­
sion liberation theologies were first born, are still oppressed. They remain 
without houses. They are still denied adequate educational and health 
resources. Massive unemployment rages on. Grinding poverty, exploitation 
and unnecessary deaths are daily realities. Yet despite the marked lack of 
clear winners in these negotiated revolutions, changes experienced in Latin 
America and South Africa are indeed momentous. 

Because political liberation in Latin America and South Africa is not 
'evenly distributed', it is likely that the fissures and ferment that have 
always been part of liberation theology will become more pronounced in 
the future. 3 Some Christians who were hitherto part of the revolutionary 
struggle have joined government. Others have chosen to leave politics to 
the politicians. Still others have refused to concede the extent of the acknow­
ledged changes, standing aloof from the politics of negotiation. They have 
resisted engagement in the frustrating complexities of political transition. 

Ironically those who uncritically embrace the new age and those who 
sullenly resist it both fail to exploit the opportunities of renewal that exist 
at the political, economic and spiritual interface where the 'old' is dying 
and the 'new' is agonising to be born. The former baptise the revolution 
into complacency. The latter fail the revolution in not forcing it to deliver on 
its own agenda. Neither group grasps the opportunity to contribute theo­
logically and ethically to the nation-building and reconstruction process. 

Can liberation theology liberate the liberated - from both complacency 
and cynicism? Is liberation theology indeed a vehicle for liberating the 
poor not only when liberation is on the distant horizon but also when it is 
within grasp? Can liberation theology be more than a theology of resist­
ance? In what follows I argue that it can. It will, however, need to take its 
contextual nature seriously, continuing to respond creatively to the actual 
contexts within which it is located. In so doing it is likely to tear open 
ideological and contextual cleavages that liberation theologians have, to a 
significant extent, hitherto been able to hold together. That is part of the 
price to be paid for taking context (contexts within contexts) seriously. 

Naming the dialectic 

'When God saw that the rich Christians, who possessed ninety percent of 
the thousand riches of humanity, had not done with those riches what they 
should have d o n e . . . God allowed socialists the enterprise of dignifying 
the poor of Latin America who are the immense majority. ' These words, 
spoken by Guatemalan Juan David Garcia Vaca, capture the double identity 
of Latin American theology. 4 They locate the economic agenda at the 
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heart of the Latin American revolution. They also give expression to a 
popular belief that the God of history is at work in the Latin American 
social revolution. 

This piety is often ignored by western critics of Latin American libera­
tion theology, who reduce it to little more than a Christian facade behind 
which is found a Marxist agenda. Such attacks unabashedly ignore the 
insistence of Gustavo Gutierrez's formative study A Theology of Libera­
tion that liberation theology is 'critical reflection on Christian praxis in the 
light of the W o r d ' . 5 Gutierrez's critical analysis of the Latin America situ­
ation is, at least in its early stages, poignantly Marx ian . 6 His theology has 
at the same time always been grounded in a biblical hermeneutic and a 
spirituality of liberation, while more recently Gutierrez has given increas­
ing emphasis to popular Christian belief. 7 A similar double emphasis, and 
in several instances a shift towards piety and popular belief can, in turn, 
be found in other Latin American theological writings. Juan Luis Segundo 
speaks of 'a new context for theologizing: the common people' with which 
theologians were obliged to come to grips in the Latin American struggle. 
He refers to it as a painful conversion which intellectuals need to undergo 
- a kind of self-negation within which they give expression to the theology of 
the poor . 8 Enrique Dussel came to speak of the 'discipleship of the poor ' , 
and Leonardo Boff of a new 'ecclesiogenesis' which came to expression in 
the 'church of the poor ' . 9 It must however be noted that this affirmation o f 
'the common people' has been severely criticised by Latin American women 
as failing to take the concerns of women seriously. 1 0 Indeed it has also 
been criticised by black theologians for failing to give sufficient attention 
to race as a category of exploitation. ' 1 This concern is addressed elsewhere 
in this volume. 

When confronted with this (albeit truncated) focus on popular religion, 
the critics of liberation theology respond by suggesting that the earlier 
formative works of liberation theologians gave proportionally more atten­
tion to the critique of structural capitalism than to this popular religion. 
This, they argue, shifted the liberation theology debate away from the 
earlier theological concerns of the Medellin Conference (which included 
sin, conversion and reconciliation) to socio-economic concerns of a Marxian 
kind. The counter-argument is that the emphasis on social analysis and the 
promotion of socialism is a logical consequence of the application of the 
theological concerns of Medellin to the broader Latin American context. In 
the words of Enrique Dussel: 'It was Christian praxis and faith, and criteria 
fundamentally spiritual and pastoral (the fact that Christians were becoming 
involved in politics in order to fight injustice, together with the social 
teaching of the church) that made adequate analytical categories necessary.' 1 1 
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'Proportion' aside, deep-rooted spirituality, liturgy and theological debate 
constitute an inherent part of the Latin American Church. T o suggest that 
this ethos can be ignored or played down in an assessment of Latin Ameri­
can theology is absurd. The extent to which a Marxian understanding of 
class struggle influenced liberation theology in the 1 9 7 0 s and the early 
1980s needs, in turn, to be understood in relation to the growing power of 
Latin American dictatorships during this period. Often bolstered by the 
ideology of the national security state (promoted by the United States as a 
means of saving the region from alleged communist aggression), Marxian 
rhetoric and socialist ideals existed as an ideology of resistance to a state-
imposed ideology of militarism and exploitative capitalism. 1 3 Reflecting 
on the relationship between liberation theology and Marxism, Dussel is 
adamant in stating that liberation theologians had painstakingly adopted a 
' " cer ta in" Marxism, one compatible with a Christian faith received from 
the prophets, from Jesus, and from church tradition i m m e m o r i a l . . . ' 1 4 

We turn now to a consideration, first, of the socialist ideal of liberation 
theology and to the spirituality inherent to this theology. W e then evaluate 
the nature of the relationship between the two as a basis for judging 
possible future developments in liberation theology in Latin American and 

South Africa/ 5 

Socialism 

The socialist agenda of Latin American liberation theology is expressed 
nowhere more clearly than in the meeting of the Group of Eighty Priests in 
April 1 9 7 1 in Santiago, Chile. The priests declared themselves to be in 
unequivocal support of socialism and the 'peoples' revolution'. The bishops 
in Chile responded to the eighty priests both directly, warning them to keep 
out of politics, and indirectly, in a document entitled 'The Gospel, Politics 
and Socialism'. 1 6 The bishops rejected both Marxist socialism and capitalism 
as materialist ideologies that favoured the few at the cost of the many. The 
next important step in a series of documents relevant to liberation theo­
logy came with the publication of Pope Paul VPs encyclical Octagesima 
Adveniens, issued in celebration of Pope Leo XIII 's labour encyclical, 
Rerum Novarum. It affirmed the familiar third-option economic policy of 
the Vatican. When the Second General Synod of Bishops met in Rome 
later that same year, it supported the rights of the poor - carefully drawing 
on the language of the Medellin Conference, while avoiding the Marxian 
underpinnings included in the Latin American theology debate at the time. 

In April 1 9 7 2 the eighty priests went a step further, forming the Chris­
tians for Socialism Movement. The final document of its founding (and 
o n M meeting advocated the "takeover of power by the exploited masses*-1" 
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By the time the bishops met to respond to this document, their condemna­
tion was of little avail. Chilean President Allende had been removed from 
power in a military coup, and the Christians for Socialism Movement was 
prohibited and its leaders driven into exile. 

When Pope Paul VI published Evangelii Nuntiandi in 1 9 7 5 he was 
ready to appropriate the essential ideas of liberation theology, while couching 
them strictly in terms of New Testament teaching. The encyclical recognised 
that liberation 'cannot be contained in the simple and restricted dimension 
of economics, politics, social or cultural life; it must envisage the whole man, 
in all aspects, right up to and including his [sic] openness to the absolute, 
even the divine absolute'/ 8 In the words of Paul Sigmund, 'liberation had 
. . . become theologically respectable'. An attempt was being made to 
break its association with Marxism. 'Henceforth the argument would be 
over the theological content of the term [i.e. " l i b e r a t i o n " ] . . . " 9 

Generally speaking, liberation theologians rejected the Vatican initiative 
(Rubem Alves had earlier warned against what he called the 'cultural 
imperialism' of the First World church 1 0 ) and continued to engage ques­
tions concerning salvation (liberation), the preferential option for the poor 
and social justice (at the material level) through the promotion of socialism 
over against capitalism. 1 1 

Few theologians seriously engaged the writings of M a r x directly. 1 1 M a r x ­
ian undertones were, however, present in the writings of most liberation 
theologians with some affirming a more uncritical espousal of Marxism 
than others . 1 3 Gustavo Gutierrez rejects what he calls 'naive reformism', 
insisting that the Church in Latin America needed to 'break its ties with 
the present order', making itself 'one with the poor' , and dedicating itself 
to the 'revolutionary cause' . 1 4 Indeed he later writes that 'only by overcoming 
a society divided into classes . . . by eliminating the private appropriation 
of wealth created by human toil, can we build the foundation of a more 
just society' . 1 5 When asked in 1 9 8 5 whether liberation theologians could 
support a welfare-oriented capitalism as a basis for a preferential option 
for the poor, Gutierrez replied: 'I don't know any who d o . ' 1 6 And still 
later he wrote in the New York Times (zy July 1 9 8 8 ) : 'I don't believe the 
capitalist system as we know it today is good for the poor. But theoretic­
ally, if it is a way out of poverty, I have no problem. My question is not 
about capitalism. My question is about poverty. ' 1 7 

Similarly rejecting 'dogmatic Marxism' , Miguez Bonino emphasises the 
place of 'a strict scientific-ideological analysis, avowedly Marxist ' as a way 
of unmasking 'enslaving political options' which include such 'third options' 
as promoted by the Vat ican. 1 8 Hugo Assmann, in turn, rejects the notion 
of capitalist development, urging its exposure as 'the lie that it i s ' . 1 9 He 

i 
> 1 5 -



C H A R L E S V I L L A - V I C E N C I O 

158 

insists that the biblical notion of truth involves working for the liberation 
of humanity, which action he defines as being served by 'a sociological 
analysis derived from Marxism, and a strategy that will lead to a form of 
socialist society' . 3 0 Juan Luis Segundo acknowledges the limitations of social­
ist revolutions that have promoted 'the role of the party and of government 
repression', but insists that the socialist ideals incorporated in historical 
materialism are not undermined in the process. 3 ' In his meditation on the 
Lord's Prayer, Leonardo Boff, in turn, defines 'the evil one' as the one 
'embodied in an elitist, exclusivist social system that has no solidarity with 
the multitudes of the poor. He has a name; he is the Capitalism of private 
property and the Capitalism of the s ta te . ' 3 1 

Liberation theologians clearly sought a radical alternative to structural 
capitalism as well as to 'third way' economics. At the same time, it would 
be claiming too much to say that any prominent Latin American liberation 
theologian showed an unequivocal dogmatic commitment to Marxian-
based socialism. Indeed, Gutierrez repeatedly insists that it is not any intel­
lectual elite (Marxist or otherwise) that constitutes the vanguard of the 
struggle, but the poor. For him, the poor of the base Christian communities 
are inspired by a spirituality that is grounded in a sense of God's impend­
ing rule which will be to the social benefit of the poor. 'Conversion', says 
Gutierrez, requires us to centre our lives on 'the neighbour, the oppressed 
person, the exploited social class, the despised race, the dominated country. 
Our conversion to the Lord implies conversion to the neighbour. ' 3 3 The 
exaltation of the poor, which is part of Christian liberation, is grounded in 
this centre. It is a centre which Gutierrez sees as both radicalising the 
revolution and preventing it from betraying its ultimate purpose. 

Miguez Bonino warns against the radical 'monism' of liberation theo­
logy. This he sees occurring when 'the history of divine revelation is [viewed 
as] secondary, merely exemplary, or even dispensable'. His concern is that 
either wittingly or unwittingly 'history' and 'struggle' could themselves be 
deified in the process. Insisting that this is not the intention of liberation 
theology, he nevertheless exhorts his fellow theologians to a self-critical 
stance: 'We must ask ourselves whether the formulations we have worked 
out so far do enough to rule out that possibility. ' 3 4 Likewise Leonardo Boff 
insists that all theology needs to be subjected to ideological critique. 3 5 And 
yet, liberation theologians were not prepared to mask or deny unequivocal 
support for the poor. Miguez Bonino accuses First World theologians of 
claiming solidarity with the poor while 'hover[ing] above the right and the 
left as if that choice did not have anything to do with the matter ' . 3 6 This 
too, Miguez Bonino insists, is an ideological stance. Jon Sobrino approv­
ingly quotes a Peruvian bishop at the Puebla Conference: 'Let him who is 
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without ideology cast the first s tone/ 5 7 Indeed for liberation theologians it 
has been a matter of choice: Which ideology for which side? It has forced 
all theologians to face this question with radical honesty. The dialectic 
between ideology and popular praxis has been at the centre of the libera­
tion theology debate. 

John Coleman, among others, has accused liberation theologians o f 
insufficiently critiquing socialist ideology in their concern to promote the 
interests of the poor. They have been insufficiently 'discriminating [in their] 
judgements about alternative economic and political choices with which 
we are faced' . 3 8 Peter Moll has, in turn, criticised liberation theologians for 
failing to grapple in a critical and serious manner with the contemporary 
debate on Marxian economics. The difficulty, Moll insists, is that liberation 
theologians have accepted dependency theory as axiomatic of Marxism 
while failing to consider alternative ways of reading M a r x . In so doing, 
he suggests that liberation theologians are guilty of the very critique they 
level against traditional theology, namely, living in bondage to specific cul­
tures, philosophies or political systems. 3 9 Moll has probably overstated his 
case. Ignacio Ellacuria suggests that while Latin American liberation theo­
logians have inclined towards socialism rather than capitalism, they have 
been mindful of the limitations of both systems. 4 0 Gregory Baum's spirited 
response to Moll 's article (while downplaying the influence of Marxism 
on liberation theology) offers alternative (non-Marxian) critiques of exploit­
ative capitalism which liberation theology would do well to explore. 4 1 

The shift from resistance to reconstruction in liberation theology needs 
to be rooted here - in theological critique of all economic theory and 
praxis. In this regard Segundo's observation is salutary. He insists that 
theologians '[should] not be able to take the easy way o u t . . . setting aside 
the great problems of today on the pretext that they belong to other fields 
or disciplines'. 4 2 Karl Rahner argues that in addressing the concrete prob­
lems of the day the Church 'can be wide of the mark in its imperatives and 
directives' in much the same way as any other organisation. 'But this', he 
(like Segundo) urges, 'is a risk that must be taken if the church is not to 
seem pedantic, to be living in a world of pure theory, remote from life, 
making pronouncements that do not touch the stubborn concreteness of 
real l i fe . ' 4 3 

Popular religion 
The socialist ideal and the struggle to give material content to liberation in 
Latin America has never been isolated from popular religion. Liberation 
theologians have repeatedly recognised the need for a spirituality capable 
of driving the social revolution. T o quote Gutierrez: 'The project of crafting 
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a new and different society includes the creation of new human persons as 
well, who must be progressively liberated from whatever enslaves them. ' 4 4 

This demands more than intellectual or ideological ideals. It involves an 
inward and spiritual understanding of what it means to 'proclaim God 
as father in a world that is inhumane' . 4 5 This is a spirituality grounded in 
the lived experience (historical praxis) of the poor in Latin America. It 
involves what Gutierrez defines as 'the fundamental hermeneutical circle'. 
In a memorable passage he relates this as a process of moving: 

. . . from humanity to God and from God to humanity, from history to faith 
and from faith to history . . . from the love of one's brothers and one's sisters 
to the love of the Father and from the love of the Father to the love of one's 
brothers and one's sisters, from human justice to God's holiness and from 
God's holiness to human justice.4* 

This, he further stresses, involves 'an understanding of the faith from 
the point of departure in real, effective solidarity with the exploited classes, 
oppressed ethnic groups, and despised cultures in Latin America' . 4 7 It involves 
empowering the poor through liturgy, prayer and Bible studies - which 
constitute the life-blood for many within rural villages and favelas that 
exist cheek by jowl with the cities of Latin America. In the words of 
Leonardo and Clodovis Boff: 'It is in prayer and contemplation, and intim­
ate and communitarian contact with God, that the motivations for a faith-
inspired commitment to the oppressed and all humankind spring. ' 4 8 It 
involves what Segundo Galilea has defined as the linking of the mystic and 
the militant. For him, spiritual contemplation not only results in engage­
ment in the world, it is engagement. It is not withdrawal from the world, 
in order to participate later. It is reflective, spiritual participation in the 
struggle for justice. 4 9 

Few question the power of the spiritual resources of base Christian 
communities in Latin America. Indeed Cardinal Ratzinger has identified 
these communities as providing 'a new consciousness of Christian exist­
ence and the opportunity for the real renewal of the church ' . 5 0 What 
distinguishes this spirituality from what is often the individualistic and 
privatised spirituality of the First World is its material base in the Latin 
American struggle of the poor against oppression. 

In a manner that many Western theologians cannot begin to comprehend, 
the Bible has empowered the poor in their commitment to create a just 
society. In the words of Carlos Mesters, 'the principal object of reading 
the Bible is not to interpret the Bible but to interpret life with the help of 
the Bible ' . 5 1 Indeed this method of understanding the written text in rela­
tion to the lived text of poverty and oppression constitutes a hermeneutic 
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that has energised local Christian communities well beyond the shores o f 
the Latin American continent . 5 1 

The Latin American spirituality of liberation has also involved the emer­
gence of a religio-cultural encounter between Roman Catholic spirituality 
and the Afro-Brazilian religions such as Umbanda, Quimbanda, Macumba 
and Candomblé. Not all those who laud Latin American spirituality approve 
of these developments. They do, however, provide African Brazilians, 
many of whom are alienated and excluded from the Latino culture of Brazil 
and other Latin American countries, with a symbolic universe that empowers 
and sustains. Revering traditional African divinities alongside Catholic saints, 
Brazilian followers of African-Christian religions give expression to a cul­
tural reimaging of traditional Christian spirituality that has profoundly 
influenced the character of popular religion in Latin America. 5 3 

Gutierrez's We Drink from Our Own Wells describes a spirituality born 
in the midst of the struggles of the Latin American poor . 5 4 It is a spiritual­
ity that arises out of an encounter with God within the community of the 
poor. It is communal rather than individualistic in character in response to 
God's gracious activity within the world. This response constitutes a con­
version to a life of obedience to Jesus, which integrates those areas of life 
normally associated with spirituality, such as prayer and meditation, with 
those which are traditionally excluded from spirituality, such as politics, 
economic systems and material well-being. This is a spirituality that gives 
rise to hope in the midst of suffering - a hope grounded in the resurrection 
which carries the promise of liberation. Finally, this spirituality can only 
be experienced in solidarity with the poor. Donal Dorr 's publication Integ­
ral Spirituality provides a useful description of this all-embracing, holistic 
spirituality. 5 5 This is a spirituality which empowers people to deal with the 
challenges of poverty and political exploitation. In brief, it is a spirituality 
which undergirds the social mission of the Church. 

Jether Ramalho, who has been part of the base Christian communities 
movement in Brazil for the past two decades, identifies four different phases 
of this mission within the base Christian communities (BCC) in Brazi l : 5 6 

The encounter between laity and priests. T h i s first phase', he observes, 
'was essentially ecclesial and theological. It involved establishing a 
new relationship between the clergy and the people. BCCs constituted 
a process of the people themselves becoming the church. ' 

The relationship between the oppressed and the oppressors. 'The 
second phase of the BCCs was the level of social and economic 
analysis. This involved class struggle between the rich and the poor. 
As a basis for this we sought to understand the political and economic 
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structures that made for this exploitation. This became a basis for our 
strategic participation in the struggle for transformed political and 
economic structures.' 

The encounter between the church and popular organisations. T h i s 
had to do with a realisation by Christians that they did not control 
the political struggle. In the process we learned of our theological 
vulnerability as church. W e were buffeted by various political forces, 
but resisted absorption by any political party. We at the same time 
underwent a shift away from "pastoral" ministry to direct "poli t ical" 
engagement . . 

The post elections period. With the first democratic elections in 
Brazil behind them, the BCCs faced yet a further challenge. Ramalho 
explains: 

This new phase has to do with religion and culture and the grappling 
with contemporary problems, such as sexuality, gender questions, leis­
ure, unemployment and so forth. We are seeking to work out a prac­
tical, theological way of enabling people to realise their full God-given 
potential. We are at the same time seeking to understand what it means 
to give expression to the Christian faith in different cultural f o r m s . . . . 
By addressing these issues we believe we are freeing people to stand up, 
to be themselves and to participate more vigorously in the creation of 
a compassionate society. The real struggle for renewal in Brazil has only 
just started. All that democracy does is give people an opportunity to 
share in the creation of their future. People need to be empowered to 
do so. That is the task of the church. 

Five points emerge from the above brief analysis: 

( i ) Context provides the agenda. 
(z) The suffering of the poor requires radical questioning of the capitalist 

system. 
(3) This questioning must be from the perspective of and serve the interests 

of the poor. This requires that contextual and ideological critique be 
employed to assess the benefits for the poor of both capitalist and 
socialist options for addressing specific economic problems. 

(4) The participation by the Latin American poor in the struggle for 
liberation is grounded in popular religious culture. Elitist theological, 
ideological and intellectual ideals do not drive the popular revolution. 

(5) Liberation theologians (who are mostly well-educated and not with-
• 

out social and economic power) have a complex role to play in the 
revolution of the poor. 
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Facing the new challenge 

The themes of economic justice and the spiritual empowerment of the poor 
continue to be relevant to the period of reconstruction in South Africa, 
Eastern Europe, Latin America and elsewhere. These situations require, 
however, that these themes be developed in relation to the contextual 
changes that have taken place within these situations. 

Such developments will, in addition to engaging the particular demands 
of each context, also need to respond creatively to four historic shifts that 
have taken place within the global context: 

( i ) The failure of the economic and political structures of Eastern Europe. 
(z) The collapse of a widespread belief in Utopian socialist ideals in 

Third World countries. 
(3) The failure of Western-based capitalism to meet the needs of the 

poor. 
(4) A new-found appreciation that even under the most adverse condi­

tions, the poor rise in rebellion in demand of their rights. 

These changes are central to the consideration of economics and spiritual­
ity in the p o s t - 1 9 9 0 South African context that follows. 

Towards an economic alternative 

Gar Alperovitz, president of the National Center for Economic Altern­
atives in Washington DC, has captured the mood prevailing in the wake of 
the global changes of the last decade of the twentieth century: 'Perhaps the 
most important lesson of recent developments in Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union is that fundamental problems in society, despite misleading 
appearances of superficial calm, are very difficult to "paper-over" forever. ' 5 7 

Theologically there is nothing sacrosanct about any economic (or theo­
logical) system. The call for an alternative economic system, which rejects 
the failed ideologies of Marxian socialism and laissez-faire capitalism, has 
at the same time frequently been rejected as no more than a quest for 
Vatican-style 'third option' reformism. It does little more than point to the 
weaknesses inherent to both systems - while effectively promoting the 
status q u o . 5 8 

Karl Polanyi's observation in relation to early twentieth-century develop­
ments in economic change is, however, a pertinent one. He reminds us that 
major economic change is often born in compromise and reformism. ' N o t 
for the first time in history,' he observes, 'have makeshifts contained the 
germs of great and permanent [revolutions]. ' 5 9 He identifies social legisla­
tion, ranging from the prohibition of child labour to health laws and 
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statutory pensions, as having emerged from incomplete (partial) responses 
to the demands of industrial workers . 6 0 It is thus in industrial struggle 
(with all its ambiguities) that the cause of the poor is promoted, rather 
than by the intellectual pitting of one ideological system against another. 

The shift in South Africa - from a doctrinaire Marxist-Leninist type 
socialism, often promoted by trade unions, the South African Communist 
Party and some other liberation movements prior to 1 9 9 0 , to a more 
pragmatic demand for a market economy that addresses the needs of the 
poor - took place precisely within the ambits of compromise and make­
shift adjustments. 6 1 There is more at stake in the South African struggle for 
economic justice than a carefully balanced 'third option' economy. With 
sufficient political incentive the partial victories gained by workers in recent 
years could mark the beginning of a historic compromise between the dis­
possessed, workers, bankers, business and government. There is at the same 
time a growing realisation by all concerned that the solutions to the eco­
nomic woes of the population are likely to be worked out within a market 
economy 6 1 - a market economy within which the rights of workers are 
protected and advanced. This, needless to say, involves a major structural 
undertaking. The 'nuts and bolts' of an appropriate economy cannot be 
debated here. It is not likely to be Marxist , socialist or capitalist in any 
'pure' essense - raising the question how useful the continual employment 
of these categories are in contemporary economic debate. 6 3 It is also not 
the task of theology to provide the detail of economic practice, although 
certain theological observations are appropiate: 6 4 

( 1 ) Theology is about the well-being of God's creation. This means that 
neither the human race nor the natural order must be made subservient to 
unnecessary material gain or the domination of commodities. At least this 
much must be theologically affirmed: the infinite dignity of humanity, fair 
access by all people to material resources, communal solidarity, and the 
protection of the natural order. It must be further recognised that women 
are more exploited in the marketplace than are men. This puts gender high 
on the theological agenda for human equality and the fair distribution of 
resources. 6 5 Simply stated, labour (women and men) and natural resources 
(the environment) must not be reduced to commodities. 

(2) The theological ideals of this economic vision need to be realised 
within the context of a commitment to a balanced budget - although one 
that favours the poor. This will require reassessment of the lifestyles of the 
middle-class and the wealthy, as well as budget expenditure on the military, 
the salaries of government officials and what is often a bloated civil service. 
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It will also require the poor, where possible, to contribute to reducing the 
deficit . 6 6 Further, this vision also needs to be realised within the context of 
a growth-oriented economy - which at the same time accepts the need for 
fair distribution. For theologians to fail to address these directives is to 
fail to take reconstruction and national independence seriously. 

(3) The Church is obliged to work with concerned economists, political 
activists and the exploited poor in seeking to redress a situation within 
which the market is influenced by transnational corporations, monopoly 
businesses, labour-saving technology, the International Monetary Fund, 
the World Bank and the imposition of trade agreements that benefit the 
r ich. 6 7 For the Church to fail to give concrete economic and political 
content to its ethical values is for it to fail to take its own ethic seriously 
enough to incarnate it in a given time and place. 

(4) The Church is obliged to ask anew whether the concerns of the poor 
are in fact being promoted within any particular economic order. It is one 
thing to raise certain ethical concerns within the context of a particular 
economic or political system, in an attempt to improve the lot of the poor 
in a partial manner. It is another to question the ethical nature of an 
economic system itself. The essential question that needs to be asked o f 
market capitalism, suggest Duchrow and Giick, is whether it is capable of 
serving the interests of the p o o r . 6 8 Liberation theologians have traditionally 
answered this question in the negative. The loyalty of some liberation theo­
logians to doctrinaire socialism is, however, not as strong as it used to be. 

The challenge facing theology concerns the nature of a possible economic 
alternative to exploitative capitalism as well as the dysfunctional forms 
of socialism practised in Eastern Europe and elsewhere. It nevertheless 
needs to be recognised that whatever the nature of any future economic 
development, it will need to be worked out in relation to existing economic 
structures. A consideration of reconstruction programmes in Eastern Europe, 
Latin America, Africa and other Third World regions points to the night­
marish fact that the struggle for the 'new' inevitably occurs under the drag 
of the 'old'. The possibility of a radical overthrow of the existing global 
economic order to be replaced by a radically new alternative is an unlikely 
option in the foreseeable future. 

(5) Specific models of economic growth and distribution to the benefit of 
the poor and disadvantaged - within the broad ambit of what is outlined 
above - are at times seen in local, community-based and regional initiat­
ives. 6 9 It is important that small business initiatives, informal trading and 
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agricultural cooperatives be protected against absorption and destruction 
by big companies. Legislation and possible fiscal measures may need to be 
developed to ensure the survival of small and medium-size businesses. 
Economic growth and Third World development will, however, require 
more than this. For southern African regional development to succeed, fair 
trade agreements between southern African nations are necessary. For the 
South to counter the domination of the North, South-South development 
projects are required. For free trade to become a reality, global regulations 
and tighter control of transnational capital markets are necessary. The role 
of the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and international 
trade agreements will need to be renegotiated to serve the needs of poor 
nations, i.e., in ways that assist local production, distribution and eco­
nomic viability. 7 0 

(6) Threats to the environment by an industrial economy need to be seri­
ously addressed. It is not sufficient to impose a 'green' agenda on the exist­
ing industrial order essentially because the source of the present ecological 
crisis is not merely a result of our more unfortunate management miscalcula­
tions. It involves the indiscriminate human assertion of self over the natural 
environment. This is a reality that has deep cultural roots, requiring that 
the theological borderline between dominion and domination (Genesis 1 .28) 
be investigated. 7 ' This places theological concern with ecology at the centre 
of the theological encounter with economics. It demands a programme of 
environmental accounting that takes into account not only current produc­
tion but also long-term health costs and future productivity, as well as 
natural and cultural interests. 

(7) The Church (because it is church) is obliged to discern the practical 
implications of theological work on the struggle for a just (alternative) 
economic system within the Hebrew Bible and Jesus movement. 7 2 The 
pertinent question concerns the formative values and ultimate goals of the 
people of Yahweh in the Hebrew Bible and in the early Christian messianic 
community of the New Testament. Both these societies were driven by an 
understanding of a God who takes sides with the poor and destitute (Levit­
icus 25) , with those whose basic needs are not satisfied (Matthew 2 5 . 3 i f . ) , 
with the empowerment of the weak and the judgment of the strong (Luke 
i .46f.). Differently stated, the biblical God is never revealed in a neutral 
place (whether in the mind of intellectuals or among the counsellors of 
the Pharaohs or high priests), but among the slaves (Exodus), the peasant 
farmers (Amos), the widows and orphans (New Testament) . 7 3 
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(8) The Church is obliged to note the legitimate objection of economists to 
this biblical affirmation. 'Theology', economists insist, 'does not produce 
grain, nor does it build houses!' Indeed, the theological task is not to 
construct specific economic models for society. It is rather to bring the 
basic social impulses of the liberating biblical tradition to bear on the 
economic struggle of the poor and the oppressed in contemporary times. 
This requires the Church to ensure that the economy is not left to unfet­
tered market forces (individual and corporate) that serve the interests of 
the powerful . 7 4 While conceding the disastrous consequences of statist con­
trols in Eastern Europe, the task of theology is to promote such forces 
within the economy that allow for democratic intervention by ordinary 
people (including the poor) to ensure that their needs are addressed. For all 
the virtues of the market system, history shows that market-minded people 
strive primarily to satisfy their own need for survival, scarcely that o f 
others. Theologically it is imperative to stress that life consists of more 
than money and consumer goods. The 'proper functioning of the market ' 7 5 

necessarily includes the recognition of the intrinsic value of human life, 
which includes health, beauty, community, conviviality, moral integrity and 
spiritual well-being. An economy that is driven by profit alone requires the 
strongest theological critique. 

Christian theology is about community. It is about people living 'in Christ ' 
one with another. The role of the economy in community-building has 
motivated Douglas Meeks to entitle his book God the Economist,76 pre­
cisely because of the way in which the economy is inextricably bound 
up with how people coexist. It is this that causes liberation theologians 
to instinctively lean in the direction of socialism - whether in the form 
of social democracy, democratic socialism or socialism of a more doctrin­
aire kind. The democratic impulse of liberation theology, grounded in the 
empowerment of the poor, should, at the same time, militate against statist-
type (non-democratic) forms of economic control. 

Suffice it to say, the demands for economic justice have shifted from the 
ideological debates of the 1 9 7 0 s and 1 9 8 0 s to a more pragmatic struggle 
with economic realities - to which there appear to be no simple or quick 
solutions. For liberation theology to meet this challenge it must build on 
the pragmatism, social critique and the democratic impulses that have 
permeated this theological debate from its inception, rather than its ideo­
logical, doctrinaire dimensions. This means that the quest for an economy 
that promotes the welfare of all, and more specifically the well-being of the 
poor, is to be democratically pursued in relation (albeit in competition) 
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with the views of those who reject these initiatives. Bluntly stated, a Utopian 

notion of an exclusive socialism that politically excludes those who promote 
the interests of rich and powerful is not a viable option. Democracy demands 
the recognition of difference and the right of dissent. This requires theolo­
gians to concern themselves with matters of constitutionalism, the rule of 
law, human rights and free elections as a basis for addressing the economic 
problems of the poor . 7 7 

In summary: The quest for an economic alternative to exploitative capit­
alism constitutes the point of continuity between the theological agenda 
prior to the 1 9 9 0 s and that of the present. Given the global realities of the 
present, the vision of the alternative order is not finalised. There is at the 
same time a certain confidence that pervades the struggle of the poor. It is 
grounded in what Jorge Pixley calls a 'natural majority' within most coun­
tries that favour radical economic reform. 7 8 The pertinent question is how 
to mobilise this constituency. Ultimately it is about how to mobilise people 
to project goals and to realise these in quest of the common good. 

Empowering the poor 
The common good and national reconstruction is about jobs, houses, health 
care, education and democratic structures that empower people. Empower­
ment, however, includes cultural renewal and a spirituality that draws on 
religious, social and historical resources that provide a sense of personal 
and communal self-worth. In the words of Franz Fanon, culture is 'the 
action through which [a] people creates itself and keeps itself in exist­
ence ' . 7 9 Culture that empowers is born where people suffer, where hope 
emerges from defeat and life out of death. Spirituality is that exercise by 
which people reach beyond themselves to draw on what M a x Weber calls 
the 'life forces' of existence. 8 0 It is story, memory, symbol, language, poetry, 
song and places. It is the soil, the blood and the history which constitutes 
our identity. It is the experience of the mysterium, the poetic, the holy - of 
God, in the midst of life. It is that within which we live, move and have 
our being. It is the food of the soul. As such it involves more than ecclesial 
reliance or priestly dependency. Indeed Leonardo Boff provocatively argues 
that the poverty of an empowering spirituality needs to be explained in 
relation to priests having 'expropriated the spiritual means of production 
from the laity' ! 8 1 A people's spirituality can of course be facilitated by 
ecclesial structures, but it involves more than the internalisation of tradi­
tional Christian devotional practices. 

This organic, people-based spirituality is more than one option among 
others for discovering our worth and giving expression to our identity. It is 
more than a light coat that rests on our shoulders, to be discarded at will. 
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Spirituality is being. It is religion and belief. It is culture. It is life. T o the 
extent that a person is alive, responding to new challenges and ready to 
engage the other in dialogue, spirituality is an irreprcssably dynamic reality. 
It unites, synthesises and brings difference into creative harmony. 

Africans instinctively understand this. Traditional African understandings 
of ubuntu affirm the organic wholeness of humanity - a wholeness realised 
in and through other people. The notion is enshrined in the Xhosa proverb: 
umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu (a person is a person through persons). This 
is a belief that recognises within other people the presence of the divine 
through which a person attains full humanity. Ubuntu involves the realisa­
tion that for better and worse we are shaped by a host of others with 
whom we share our lives. Meaningful relationships, whether 'by blood' , 
'by marriage' or even 'by association', are dearly cherished by traditional 
African culture. 8 2 Primarily the sense of belonging involves kinship within 
one's own clan. One can, however, also discern a sense of belonging with 
'personal strangers' - people with whom one grows in his or her humanity, 
whether through affirmation or conflict. In sum, an African sense of com­
munity includes and unites. 

Theologians have, however, with few exceptions, failed to provide the 
kind of systematic reflection on this encounter that is required. Liturgists 
and priests have, in turn, been too timid in plumbing the depths of African 
identity to glean from it spiritual resources for the Church. 

H. Richard Niebuhr has reminded us that: 

. . . where common memory is lacking, where men [sic] do not share in the 
same past there can be no real community, and where community is to be 
formed common memory must be created . . . The measure of our distance 
from each other in our nations and our groups can be taken by noting the 
divergence, the scparatcncss and the lack of sympathy in our social memor­
ies. Conversely, the measure of our unity is the extent of our common 
memory.8 3 

South Africa still awaits a unifying memory which incorporates provincial 
memories and partial pasts. This struggle, for symbols that unite and 
stories that bind, has only just begun. A new genre of theology is waiting 
to be born, one that draws on song, dance, poetry and art. It will need to 
look to the spoken and unspoken word, often so deep within the human 
psyche that it cannot be adequately articulated. Where seers, prophets, 
priests of the people and poets have scarcely succeeded in uncovering 
the mysteries of the past, academics will need, however, to tread warily! 
They will need to remove the shoes from their feet. They will be on holy 
ground. 
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If spirituality is what creates and sustains a people, in South Africa it is 
urgently needed. For it to succeed in this task it is obliged to deal with 
difference - accentuated not only by generations of apartheid, but also by 
centuries of religious conflict, proselytisation and war. 

Again it is Niebuhr who assists us. He speaks of revelation in a broad 
and inclusive sense. For him revelation is recorded in all life's stories that 
encapsulate an event or events that give life its purpose and meaning. 8 4 

Rosemary Radford Ruether reminds us of a growing repertoire of such 
events that provide new insights into life - contemporary stories and events. 
New liberating experiences in life, she suggests, continually empower us 
'to write new stories, new parables, new midrashim on old stories ' . 8 ' These 
new (contemporary) stories, both oral and written from within the heat 
and passion of lived experience, function every bit as powerfully - if not 
more powerfully - than the stories of traditional religious texts in the 

shaping of our identities. 
The parochial memory of a battle won, of a defeat suffered, of a celebra­

tion or a funeral, of an engaging event or bitter conflict often does more to 
unite and motivate a people than the most sacred events of established reli­
gion. At times these stories override the importance of established sacred 
symbols; at times they give established religious stories new vitality and 
contextual meaning. The memory of the Great Trek, Blood River and the 
suffering of Boer women and children in English concentration camps are 
memories that unite many Afrikaners. Sharpeville, the 1 9 7 6 Soweto rebel­
lion, Umkhonto we Sizwe (for some) and Apia (for others) have equally 
united blacks. And yet these same stories, memories, symbols and culture 
are at the same time at the root of the alienation that exists between most 
whites and most blacks. Thus nation-building of the inclusive kind that 
underpins the goals of the present era of South African politics, requires 
that in affirming these memories, we also transcend them. We need to 
share memories as a basis for the emergence of new unifying memories. 

Storytelling, in one form of another, is part of all traditions, cultures and 
civilisations. 'If you cannot understand my story, you do not accept me as 
your neighbour,' Ellen Kuzwayo once told me. 'I am an African woman. 
I've tried to share my soul, my way of seeing things, the way I understand 
life. I hope you understand.' W e continued to speak at some length. 'Africa 
is a place of storytelling,' she continued. 'We need more stories, never 
mind how painful the exercise might be. This is how we will learn to love 
one another. Stories help us to understand, to forgive and to see things 
through someone else's eyes . ' 8 6 

Gustavo Gutierrez speaks of the need for people to drink from their own 
wells. Nation-building in South Africa demands more than this. It requires 
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us to discover the subterranean rivers on which the different wells draw. 
The discovery of this unifying source which affirms rather than denies the 
particular wells that constitute the multicultural reality of South Africa 
could unleash a source of spiritual energy capable of uniting and empower­
ing the nation to face the challenges that await it. It is a source where the 
different religions, traditions, cultures and memories of South Africans 
encounter one another. It is a common source (allowing that all cultures 
and religions are not necessarily inherently the same) to the extent that it 
constitutes a common human quest for inspiration and a universal set of 
values and ideals that provide purpose and hope. 

Freedom is forever unfinished 

Eric Foner, the Columbian University historian who delivered the 34th 
T . B. Davie Memorial lecture at the University of Cape Town shortly after 
the South African election, reminded us that 'freedom is not achieved in a 
day, or once and forever'. Taking as his topic T h e Story of American 
Freedom', he then quoted Eric Wolf , a previous T . B. Davie lecturer: 
'Freedom is a process that is forever unfinished.'* 7 

Finally, the South African liberation struggle is personified in the person 
of President Nelson Mandela. It is therefore appropriate to conclude this 
chapter with a quotation from his autobiography: 

When I walked out of prison, that was my mission, to liberate the oppressed 
and the oppressor both. Some say that has now been achieved. But I know 
that is not the case. The truth is we arc not yet free; we have merely achieved 
the freedom to be free, the right not to be oppressed. We have not taken the 
final step of our journey, but the first step on a longer and more difficult 
road. 8 8 
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P E T E R H E B B L E T H W A I T E ' 

Liberation theology and the Roman 
Catholic Church 

Medellin and the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council 

It was from a situation of dependence on Europe that liberation theolo­
gians sought to free themselves. In so doing, they could call upon original 
tradition worth reviving. But the awareness of the tradition grew slowly. 
In 1 9 6 8 , the conventional date for the start of 'liberation theology' in the 
modern sense, the stress fell on what was new. The Latin American bishops, 
meeting at Medellin, 2 , made the crucial move. How was the Christian doc­
trine of 'salvation' to be presented in terms that would be intelligible to the 
suffering peoples of Latin America? 'Salvation' always implies a metaphor, 
whether of restoration to health after sickness or 'redemption' from slavery. 
The Latin American bishops decided that the best translation of 'salvation' 
for their oppressed peoples was liberation. T o be meaningful, however, 
they would have to stand with their oppressed peoples. The phrase 'option 
for the poor' , first used in a letter from Pedro Arrupe to the Jesuits of Latin 
America in May 1 9 6 8 , expressed this truth. 

'Liberation theology' 3 came into being to expand on and explain these 
two insights. Its originality consisted in the fact that it was not just a theo­
logy about liberation, as the theology of 'grace' was about grace. It was for 
liberation, promoting and propagating it. Likewise, it was not just a theo­
logy about the poor, it was theology for the poor. So it would be an active 
practical theology intended to make a difference in the real world: the 
Marxist concept of praxis indicated that. The stress of liberation theology 
lay as much on orthopraxis (right action) as on orthodoxy (right thinking). 
But despite these claims to practical effects, liberation theology could only 
qualify as serious theo-logos, discourse about God, if it spoke relevantly of 
God. 

The Second Vatican Council (or Vatican II) had such momentous con­
sequences for the Catholic Church. Yet Latin American theologians admit 
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that in many respects the agenda of Vatican II did not concern them. The 
more progressive bishops, like Helder Camara from Recife, Brazil, were 
committed to the idea of the 'Church of the poor' , but they were a minor­
ity among Latin Americans. The Council was in danger of passing Latin 
America by. There was little cohesion at Vatican II between the Latin 
American bishops. Yet the Conference of Latin American Bishops (CELAM), 
the body designed to bring them together, had been in existence for ten 
years. In 1 9 5 5 they had met for a 'conference' during the Eucharistic 
Congress in Rio de Janeiro. This was a novel type of meeting, unprec­
edented in Church history. It was summoned by the Holy See, presided 
over by a Cardinal Legate, Adeodato Piazza, named by Pope Pius XI I , and 
its conclusions were revised by Rome before being published. This meeting 
of seven cardinals and ninety bishops was devoted to a 'new pastoral 
programme'. Four questions prevailed: the priest shortage, religious educa­
tion, social problems, and the plight of the Amerindian population. 

Towards the end of Vatican II Pope Paul VI delivered a substantial 
'pastoral exhortation' to the Latin American bishops on the tenth anniver­
sary of the foundation of C E L A M . It was devoted to the need for pastoral 
planning on the continental level. Paul VI was briefed by the president and 
vice-president of C E L A M , Manuel Larrain, Bishop of Talpa, Chile, and 
Helder Camara. 

Paul VI had measured the problem of two models of the Church. In the 
triumphalist model the Church was the unabashed ally of the established 
order which it sanctioned. In Chile and Colombia Our Lady, Mary the 
mother of Jesus, was regarded as honorary commander in chief of the 
armed forces. In Brazil the arch-reactionary Cardinal Sigaud equated mod­
est proposals for land reform with 'atheistic communism'. 4 Paul VI warned 
that the gap between rich and poor was widening, and that Catholics had 
to become sensitive to social justice otherwise what he called 'the social 
messianism' of Marxism would prove attractive and promote 'violent re­
volution'. The remedy, Paul VI averred, was not sterile anti-communism 
but that integration of life and faith which Gaudium et Spes, the Council's 
pastoral constitution recently promulgated, had so strongly asserted: 'The 
Christian who neglects his temporal duties, neglects his duties towards his 
neighbour and towards God, jeopardising his eternal salvation.' This was 
the starting point for the denunciation of any false 'dualism' that would 
lead Christians to shirk action here below on the pretext of otherworldly 
spirituality. That was decidedly not the wave of the future. 

Pope John XXII I spoke frequently of the need to 'discern the signs of the 
times'. 5 Pope John used this idea to draw attention to 'what the Holy Spirit 
is saying to the Churches'. What this meant in practice was that the Holy 
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Spirit speaks through the people and movements of our time. Grace does 
not come merely through institutional channels. Speaking of the concern for 
human rights and where the impulse to defend them comes from, Gaudium 
et Spes says: 'God's Spirit, who with a marvellous Providence directs the 
unfolding of time and renews the face of the earth is present to this develop­
ment {adest huic evolutioni). The ferment of the Gospel arouses in men's 
hearts a demand for dignity that cannot be stifled' (GSz6) . This 'demand 
for dignity' is another sign of the times, another appeal of the Holy Spirit. 
Moreover, the magnificent opening chord of Gaudium et Spes, declaring 
the solidarity between the 'hopes and the fears, the griefs and the anxieties 
of the people of our time' and those of the Church, added the all important 
clause 'especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted9. 

1 9 7 1 was the annus mirabilis of liberation theology. In May Octogésima 
Adveniens, marking the eightieth anniversary of Rerum Novarum, admitted 
that social situations were so diverse that no one teaching could be given 
to cover them all. 'Such is not our intention, nor our mission,' Paul V I 
admitted. He meant that the task of 'discerning the signs of the times' 
would henceforward have to be done on the level of the local church. He 
could provide some guidelines, as he did in presenting a discriminating 
approach to variants of 'socialism'. It could take the form of sociological 
analysis, a strategy for radical change, a commitment to the class war, or 
a totalitarian philosophical system atheistic in character. There was much 
argument about whether it was possible to make such distinctions. T h e 
Jesuits, in the person of Pedro Arrupe, thought it might be possible to use 
Marxist analysis while rejecting its philosophical positions. 

Liberation theology scored an even greater success in October 1 9 7 1 
when the Synod of Bishops declared the 'proclamation of justice' to be 'a 
constituent part of the preaching of the gospel'. It was not an afterthought 
or postscript to be tacked on when the spiritual message was complete: it 
was integral to the gospel. However this victory was challenged at the next 
Synod in 1 9 7 4 . The Brazilian cardinal Alfredo Scherer, a papal nominee, 
complained that liberation theology was provoking grave dissension in the 
Church. More menacing was the challenge from Alfonso López Truji l lo, 
then auxiliary bishop of Medellin and secretary of CELAM. Trujillo charged 
that liberation theology was unduly influenced by Marxist thinking, iden­
tifying the poor of the Gospels with Marx ' s proletariat and thus encourag­
ing the class war. This anticipated later C D F (Congregation of the Doctrine 
of the Faith) criticisms. But its only immediate effect was to make Paul VI 
very cautious in Evangelii Nuntiandi, the synthetic document in which he 
tried to resolve the contradictions of the 1 9 7 4 synod. Cautious - but not 
negative. Base communities were all right, provided they were ecclesially 
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based. On the central question, the link between evangelisation and libera­
tion, Paul VI laid down two conditions: 

( i ) It cannot be limited purely and simply to the economic, social and 
cultural spheres, but must concern the whole person in all dimensions, 
including the relationship to an 'absolute', and even to the Absolute, 

which is God. 
(z) It is based, therefore, on a conception of human nature, an anthro­

pology, which can never be sacrificed to the requirements of some 
strategy or other, or to practice, or to short-term effectiveness. 

Pope John Paul II at Puebla 

Just when liberation theology seemed poised for its greatest expansion, a 
pope appeared who was hostile to it. As a Pole, Pope John Paul II had seen 
the bankruptcy of Marxism and could not understand why Christians 
should feel they had anything to learn from it. The Latin American enthu­
siasm for borrowing some Marxist concepts seemed like the height of 
naivete. At the first available opportunity, namely his visit to the CELAM 
conference in Puebla, M e x i c o , 6 in 1 9 7 9 , he declared roundly that 'the idea 
of Christ as a political figure, a revolutionary, as the subversive man from 
Nazareth, does not tally with the church's catechesis'. He also said it was 
wrong to identify the Kingdom of God with a political realm, and scotched 
the notion that Catholic social doctrine was out of date. 

Did Pope John Paul condemn 'Liberation Theology' at Puebla, and so 
disappoint the hopes of the Latin Americans? Many reports suggested that 
he did, and that there was a contrast between the public acclaim given by 
the Mexican people and his reception at Puebla. Others have reacted against 
this interpretation and attributed the alleged rejection of 'liberation theo­
logy' to hasty misreporting of random remarks made on the plane out. The 
Pope's speech was well received at Puebla, and theologians of liberation, 
present in large numbers, welcomed it. 

A careful reading of the full text of the speech will alone enable us to 
solve the puzzle of contradictory interpretations. It seems that the questions 
above are badly posed. It was assumed either that the Pope would endorse 
the 'conservative' line or that he would endorse the 'liberation' and 'pro­
gressive' line. In fact he did neither. He did something else. He changed the 
level on which the questions were to be asked. He revealed his 'pastoral 
solicitude' by inviting the Latin Americans to see their problems in a wider 
theological perspective. What he did in effect was to present, 'as a brother 
to very beloved brothers' but also 'with the solicitous care of a pastor and 
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the affection of a father', an alternative form of the theology of liberation. 
This has two consequences - but they must be taken together, dialectically, 
otherwise the meaning of the speech will be distorted. First, liberation theo­
logy, as developed in Latin America is critically scrutinised and found gravely 
wanting. But at the same time, second, the concern for social justice ex­
pressed by liberation theology is validated and confirmed. 

The criticism of liberation theology is acute and shows a good know­
ledge of the literature. John Paul II asserts, as a central principle, that the 
primary mission of pastors is to 'be teachers of the truth, not a human and 
rational truth, but the truth that comes from God' . This runs counter to 
one of the main theses of liberation theology which claims that 'truth that 
comes from God' cannot be discovered outside the political and social 
world in which they are embroiled. Hence their criticism of Maritain's ex­
pression 'the primacy of the spiritual'. They are for the primacy of praxis. 
A separated spiritual truth has no meaning for them. It is not enough to 
proclaim the gospel faithfully, it must be lived: or rather you cannot truly 
proclaim the gospel faithfully unless you live according to it (by identifying 
with the oppressed). But the Pope remarks: 'Over and above unity in love, 
unity in truth is always urgent for us.' The Pope also reacts against the tend­
ency of liberation theology to say that the starting point of theology is the 
situation.7 Against this 'source' of theology, the Pope reasserts the traditional 
'sources', Scripture and tradition. 

Just as emphatic is his rejection of the 're-interpretations' of the gospel 
that have been proposed. They are the result, he says, 'of theoretical specu­
lations rather than an authentic mediation of the Gospel' ( 1 , 4 ) . Liberation 
theology proposes that we read the Gospels from 'a class point of view', 
and this vantage point results in seeing Jesus as a political liberator, 'as one 
involved in the class struggle' as the Pope says. But 'this idea of Christ as 
a political figure, a revolutionary, as the subversive man from Nazareth, 
does not tally with the Church's catechesis\ Note the mildness of this 
formulation. He might have said 'is totally misleading' or 'is unfounded 
in Scripture'. Note, too, the 'unequivocal rejection of violence' which the 
Pope finds in the New Testament. However, one should also notice that 
John Paul II hints at the end of this section that Jesus is indeed a 'revolu­
tionary' but in a far deeper sense: the claims of what he calls 'a transforming, 
peace-making, pardoning and reconciling love' are extremely demanding. 
Human values are turned upside down. Though John Paul does not say so, 
it is open to call that attitude 'revolutionary'. 

Liberation theology has consequences over the whole field of theology. 
The Church becomes the unrealised union of all those who are committed in 
the struggle for human liberation, whether they happen to call themselves 
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Christians or not. The Pope rejects this account of the origin of the Church. 
T h e Church is born', he says, 'out of our response in faith to Christ' ( 1 , 6 ) . 
It is not, or not primarily, born out of a response to political situations. 

Pope John Paul II recalls that in his first ever speech as Pope he said that 
a concern for sound ecclesiology would be central in his pontificate. That 
is why he attacks as erroneous the position which suggests that a distinc­
tion can be made between the 'institutional' or 'official Church' - which 
is judged and condemned - and a new church, 'springing from the people 
and taking concrete form in the poor', which is said to be emerging. 
Preaching the gospel, he explains, is not an individualistic activity, and 'it 
is not subject to the discretionary power of individualistic criteria and 
perspectives' but to that of 'communion with the Church and her pastors' 
( 1 , 7 ) . Unity within the Church is a condition of the effective preaching 
of the gospel. This runs counter to the affirmation, sometimes found in 
liberation theology, that the 'unity of the Church' is often a sham. The 
dream of the harmonious collaboration between social classes, which is 
found in papal encyclicals, is still upheld by Pope John Paul II. It is at 
times denied by liberation theology. 8 Pope John Paul has an explanation 
for these deviant views. They are the product, he suggests, of 'familiar 
forms of ideological conditioning'. In his vocabulary that means Marxism, 
which does lead people to see everything in class terms, though he does not 
mention it by name ( 1 , 8 ) . 

So far, the most fundamental principles of liberation theology are chal­
lenged by John Paul II. However all that has been said so far must be quali­
fied by the final and positive part of his speech. The Pope's fundamental 
Christian humanism comes out in his second part. Though the Christian 
message is primarily about God and his action in the world, it says some­
thing correlatively about humanity. T o use his own words it enshrines an 
'anthropology'. The paradox is that we live in an age which has poured 
forth endless rhetoric about humanity and about liberation, and yet in 
practice never has humanity been so enslaved, abused, tortured etc. John 
Paul II has no doubt about the answer. 'Humanism' requires a 'more than 
human' dimension to protect humanity against tyranny. 'Atheistic human­
ism' leads directly to this paradox: 'It is the drama of humanity deprived 
of an essential dimension of its being, namely its search for the infinite, 
and thus faced with having been reduced in the worst way' ( 1 , 9 ) . The clear 
implication is that 'liberation' understood in a secularist context, leads 
straight to its contrary: enslavement. Against this the Pope sets 'Catholic 
social doctrine' which insists on the dignity of every human person: T h e 
complete truth about the human being constitutes the foundation of the 
church's social teaching and the basis of true liberation* ( 1 , 9 ) . 
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This, for John Paul II, is what is specific about the Church's contribution 
to the debate about 'what is to be done'. John Paul II is in no doubt ( 3 , 1 ) . 
In asserting the dignity of human persons, and therefore providing the 
basis for political commitment, the Church does not have to have recourse 
to political ideologies. He says: 'The Church does not need to have re­
course to ideological systems in order to love, defend and collaborate in 
the liberation of humanity: at the centre of the message of which she is the 
depository and herald she finds inspiration for acting in favour of brother­
hood, justice and peace, against all forms of domination, slavery, discrimina­
tion, violence e t c ' ( 3 , 3 ) . 

The rest of the speech develops this idea, and shows its practical applica­
tion. If so far, John Paul II has been delivering a shot across the bows of 
liberation theology, he now delivers blows against the military dictator­
ships. He denounces a situation in which 'the growing wealth of a few 
parallels the growing poverty of the masses' ( 3 , 4 ) . He is aware of the prob­
lem of the redistribution of wealth ( 3 ,4) . He recognises that the world is 
interdependent: 'Internal and international peace can only be secured if a 
social system and economic system based on justice flourishes' ( 3 ,4) . T h e 
assertion of the 'right to private property', if understood in the context of 
his references to Aquinas and Vatican II, presupposes 'the universal destina­
tion of all the world's goods' . 

The positive 'theology of liberation' sketched out by John Paul II occurs 
in 3 ,6 . It offers, moreover, criteria for distinguishing true from false libera­
tion (very close to the Gospel criterion of 'by their fruits you will known 
them). In content, you cannot 'liberate' except in the full truth of the gospel. 
In attitudes, there must be union with the bishops, and a real concern 
for the poor, the sick etc. ( 3 ,6) . There is, penultimately, a passage on 'the 
Church's social doctrine' which is more controversial than it may appear. 
Briefly, the contrast is between a 'social doctrine' which offers a complete 
blue-print for society, and is presented as an alternative to say, Marxism, 
and 'social teaching', which is more modest in its claims, and which seemed 
to be the last word of Paul VI in Octogésima Adveniens (cf. 4 : 'In view of 
the varied situations in the world, it is difficult to give one teaching to 
cover them all or to offer a solution which has universal value. This is not 
our intention or our mission''). John Paul II seems to go back on this 
disclaimer of Paul VI which he evidently finds too feeble and weak-kneed. 

Early in his speech John Paul II says that Medellin will be the point o f 
departure, and remarks that there were many 'incorrect interpretations 
at times' of its statements. But the 'retreat from Medellin' should not be 
interpreted as a withdrawal of the Church from the sphere of politics, or 
a simple return to inner church concerns and prayer. Medellin unleashed 
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forces which have become alarming because they have been taken unilater­
ally. It never said that all sin was 'social sin' and continued to assert that 
human egoism was responsible for many social evils. In reminding the 
Latin American Church of fundamental principles, John Paul II is not 
'clamping down' on what is good in their aspiration for social justice, he is 
doing his duty as supreme pastor in recalling that though the transforma­
tion of society is the supreme question for Latin America, it must be a 
Christian transformation of society. Though he did not speak of a 'third 
way', somewhere between capitalism and Marxism, that is evidently what 
is in his mind. 

His hope, clearly, is that Latin American society will be changed in the 
direction of greater fraternity, pacification and justice, without violence 
and in the light of the gospel, undistorted by ideological manipulation. His 
intention is to hold the drifting away of Latin American Catholics - who 
will be half the Catholic population of the world by the year zooo - and to 
ensure that the 'revolution' when it happens, will be a Christian revolution. 

Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 'Theology of Liberation' 

From this point on, liberation theology went on the defensive. This was 
not because liberation theologians accepted the charge of Marxism or the 
papal account of what they were doing, but because so many of them were 
under direct attack from the CDF. A special assembly of the Peruvian 
bishops was summoned to Rome in September 1 9 8 4 for the express purpose 
of condemning Gustavo Gutierrez. Despite intense pressures, the Peruvian 
bishops held firm, knowing that in condemning Gutierrez they would have 
been condemning their own past. Religious were dealt with by their sup­
eriors. Father Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, who had succeeded Pedro Arrupe as 
General of the Jesuits, managed to keep his men out of the direct line of 
fire. The Franciscans were less successful. Leonardo Boff was summoned 
to Rome for what was called by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger a 'colloquy' 
and by everyone else a 'trial' . At issue was his book Church: Charism and 
Power. Authority and ministry, Boff maintained, could come from below 
in the Church. In the communion-of-persons that was the Trinity, there 
was no subordination or hierarchy. The Church was modelled on the 
Trinity, and so hierarchy and authority could only be allowed provided 
they were for the service of the whole. This was regarded as 'subversive'. 
Boff was silenced for a year. 9 

T w o instructions were issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of 
Faith in successive years, a more negative one in 1 9 8 4 and a 'positive' one 
in 1 9 8 6 . 
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Read with discrimination, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith's Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 'Theology of Liberation'10 is 
one of the most radical documents ever to emanate from the Vatican. In its 
anxiety to refute liberation theologies (the plural is correctly insisted upon), 
it is obliged to borrow their clothes. 

Here is the aspiration of the oppressed as a 'sign of the times': 

Humankind will no longer passively submit to crushing poverty with its 
effects of death, disease and decline. It resents this misery as an intolerable 
violation of its native dignity. Many factors, and among them certainly the 
leaven of the Gospel, have contributed to an awakening of the consciousness 
of the oppressed. (1,4) 

This is the theme of 'consciousness-raising' of 'the wretched of the earth' 
that was historically at the origin of liberation theology in the 1960s. T h e 
Instruction then tackles a complementary theme: the scandal of inequality: 

The scandal of the shocking inequality between the rich and the poor -
whether between rich and poor countries, or between social classes in a 
single nation - is no longer tolerated. On the one hand people have attained 
an unheard of abundance that is given to waste, while on the other hand so 
many live in such poverty, deprived of such basic necessities, that one is 
hardly able to count the victims of malnutrition. (1,6) 

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith's Instruction contains this 
ringing commitment: 

More than ever, the Church intends to condemn abuses, injustices and attacks 
against freedom, wherever they occur and whoever commits them. She intends 
to struggle, by her own means, for the defence and advancement of the rights 
of humankind, especially of the poor. (Introduction) 

Liberation theologians should rejoice that the gist of their message has 
got across to the universal Church, and that what they have been saying 
for a decade and a half has now been accepted by the CDF. Its purpose is 
differently explained, however: 

To draw attention . . . to the deviations, and risks of deviations, damaging to 
the faith and to Christian living, that are brought about by certain forms of 
Liberation Theology which use, in an insufficiently critical manner, concepts 
borrowed from various currents of Marxist thought. (Introduction) 

Unlike earlier condemnations in this century, there is no talk of 'errors' 
still less of 'heresy', but merely of 'deviations' or the possible threat of 
them. T o 'deviate' means to go astray, to get on a wrong track: it is not to 
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be irremediably lost. Moreover, the risk of deviation afflicts only 'certain 
forms of Liberation Theology' - not presumably all of them. Its target is 
only those who use Marxist concepts 'in an insufficiently critical manner'. 
That suggests - though later this idea seems to be rejected - that provided 
one retains one's critical faculties, some Marxist concepts might be useful. 
Moreover, 'Marxism' itself exhibits great diversity, as Ratzinger, the Pre­
fect of the Congregation for the Doctine of the Faith, recognised. So we 
are dealing with a warning, not a condemnation; and right from the start 
the warning almost 'dies the death of a thousand qualifications'. It will be 
difficult to find a liberation theologian who owns up to an insufficiently 
critical use of Marxist concepts. 

The second and negative part of the Instruction makes a powerful case 
against some Marxist assumptions. The first concerns the relationship be­
tween sin and social structures. It makes a concession: ' T o be sure, there 
are structures that are evil and which cause evil and which we must have 
the courage to change' ( I V , i 5 ) . This is important because at the 1 9 8 3 
Synod some conservatives tried to throw out the concept of 'structural sin' 
altogether. Here it is redefined: 'Structures, whether they are good or bad, 
are the result of human actions, and so are consequences more than causes.' 
So one has to try to convert the people while changing the unjust struc­
tures. This also disposes of those who claim that morality has to be post­
poned until after the revolution on the grounds that 'you cannot draw 
straight lines in curved space'. The Instruction seems to be very much 
influenced by the East European experience when it points out how many 
crimes have been perpetrated in the name of liberty: 

This shame of our time cannot be ignored: while claiming to bring them 
freedom, these regimes keep whole nations in conditions of servitude which 
are unworthy of humankind. Those who, perhaps inadvertently, make them­
selves accomplices of similar enslavement betray the very poor they mean to 
help. (XI, io) 

This pessimism is not entirely unjustified. The exact meaning of the 
Instruction remains unclear. Does this scepticism about revolutions rule out 
all possibility of the 'just revolution', envisaged in Populorum Progression 
Is the kind of 'violence' displayed in, say, the Warsaw uprising of 1944 
and recently praised by Pope John Paul, never to be allowed? Is not the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith aware that liberation theo­
logians - there are no exceptions to this rule - do not regard the Soviet 
Union as a model instance of Marxism in practice, and that most of them 
regard it on the contrary with abhorrence? For that reason, they fail to sec 
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why it should be dragged into a discussion of Latin America where, any­
way, pro-Soviet Communist parties are weak. 

The heart of the Instruction is reached in Section VII. It deals with 
'Marxist Analysis'. Scholars have distinguished three elements or levels in 
Marxism. It can be seen as a would-be scientific analysis of the state o f 
things, a strategy for transforming it, or an all-embracing philosophy or 
world-view. Many liberation theologians have suggested that the Marxis t 
analysis was separable certainly from the world-view, and perhaps also 
from the strategy. The Instruction simply denies the possibility of making 
any such distinctions within Marxism. It is all one. It sees Marxism as a 
package deal in which you begin by buying class struggle and find you 
have embraced atheistic materialism. The denial that the 'analysis' can be 
separated from the world-view also involves the rejection of another favour­
ite liberation theology thesis (borrowed from the French philosopher Louis 
Althusser): that Marxism is a science. 1 1 This rouses Ratzinger's special 
wrath. There are plenty of reasons for feeling indignant, he concedes, ' in 
certain parts of Latin America'. But this instinct, he believes, goes awry: 
T h e recognition of injustice is accompanied by a pathos which borrows its 
language from Marxism, wrongly presented as though it were scientific 
language' ( V I I , i 2 ) . Marxism does not deserve the name of science, says 
Ratzinger. It is merely a set of unverified hypotheses. Marxism is not a 
neutral science. You cannot pick and choose among its tenets. If the class 
struggle determines all thinking and action, then it invades the Church 
itself ( IX ,z ) . Thus the magisterium will not be listened to because, embody­
ing the class positions of the oppressors, it is discredited in advance ( X , i ) . 

More grievously, God and History are identified: 

There is a tendency to identify the Kingdom of God and its growth with the 
human liberation movement, and make history itself the subject of its own 
development, as a process of the self-redemption of humanity by means of 
the class struggle. (IX,3) 

The secularisation of Christian concepts and sacraments is complete. Faith, 
hope and charity are transformed into 'fidelity to history', 'confidence in 
the future' and 'option for the poor ' ( IX,5) , though liberation theologians 
will defend themselves by saying that they have 'translated' the theological 
virtues in this way, not transformed them. 

The gravest and key accusation is that 'the theologians of liberation' are 

said to make a 

disastrous confusion between the poor of the Scripture and the proletariat of 
M a r x . . . In this way they transform the rights of the poor into a class fight 
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within the ideological perspective of the class struggle. For them the 'Church 
of the Poor' signifies the Church of the class which has become aware of the 
requirements of the revolutionary struggle as a step towards liberation and 
which celebrates this liberation in the liturgy. (IX, 10) 

It is true that many of them have drawn a parallel between the anawim or 
poor of the gospel and the proletariat in M a r x . But that is not the same as 
identifying them. In any case, the dispossessed, landless peasants of Latin 
America do not fit easily into Marxist theory: far from being a working 
class bearing in themselves the meaning of history, they are more like the 
Lumpenproletariat that M a r x thought useless for the revolution. The libera­
tion theologians do not consign anyone to 'the scrap-heap of history'. Linked 
with the charge that liberation theologians identify the poor of the gospel 
with Marx 's proletariat is the accusation that they have set up a 'popular 
Church' at odds with the hierarchy ( I X . 1 3 ) . 

Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation 

The Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 'Theology of Liberation' makes 
no claim to completeness. It says that another document is being prepared 
which will 'detail in positive fashion the great richness of this theme 
(namely Christian Liberation) for the doctrine and life of the Church'. The 
Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation, published on 5 April 
1 9 8 6 , does little to correct the negative emphasis of the September 1 9 8 4 
Instruction.11 It says on the contrary that its warning about 'deviations, or 
risks of deviations damaging to Christian faith and the Christian living', 
'far from being outmoded . . . appear ever more timely and relevant' (In­
troduction 1 ) . 

Yet there is a great difference between them: Pope John Paul has been 
involved in the production of this second Instruction to a far greater extent 
than in the last one. The ideas and the style are his throughout. For all 
practical purposes this second document can be considered as an encyclical: 
it has the style, sweep and scope of an encyclical. It is an essay in Catholic 
social doctrine, to be placed in the line of Mater et Magistra, Pacem in 
Terris, Populorum Progressio, and Octogésima Adveniens. Chapter 5 is 
significantly called: 'The Social Doctrine of the Church - towards a Christian 
Praxis of Liberation'. Social teaching develops, says the Pope, in accordance 
with the changing circumstances of history. He goes on to tell us how to 
read his document: 

This is why, together with principles that are always valid, it also involves 
contingent judgements. Far from constituting a closed system, it remains 
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constantly open to the new questions which constantly arise; it requires the 
contribution of all charisms, experiences and skills. (para. 72.) 

This marks an important shift. For in practice Catholic social doctrine 
had come to mean 'what Popes taught'. They undoubtedly thought of 
themselves as summing up the thinking of the whole Church. The return to 
Catholic teaching which the new document both urges and exemplifies, 
should also be seen as the recovery of a terrain which Pope Paul VI had 
abandoned. In Octogésima Adveniens - published in 1 9 7 1 , the eightieth 
anniversary of Rerum Novarum - Paul confessed: 'In the face of such 
widely varied situations it is difficult for us to utter a unified message and 
to put forward a solution which has universal validity. Such is not our 
ambition, nor is it our mission' (4). Where the Pope felt incompetent, the 
local churches had to take over and try to discern the signs of the times for 
their own place. This revivified the local churches and, incidentally, the 
episcopal conferences. The result in Latin America was liberation theology. 

Pope John Paul deals with the question - who can teach Catholic social 
doctrine? - in the following way: 

The present document limits itself to indicating the principal theoretical and 
practical aspects. As regards applications to different local situations, it is for 
the local Churches, in communion with one another and with the Sec of 
Peter, to make direct provision for them. (para, z) 

The Pope recognises that this can be done: 

A theological reflection developed from a particular experience can constitute 
a very positive contribution, in as much as it makes possible a highlighting 
of aspects of the work of God, the richness of which had not yet been fully 
grasped. (para. 70) 

The next remark however, suggests that the Latin Americans cannot pass 
this stringent test: 

But in order that this reflection may be truly a reading of scripture and not a 
projection onto the word of God of a meaning which it does not contain, the 
theologian will be careful to interpret the experience from which he begins in 
the light of the experience of the Church herself. This experience of the 
Church shines with a singular brightness and in all its purity in the lives of 
the saints. (para. 70) 

The generalised 'experience' of sanctity in the Church looks merely like 
another way of imposing authority, as indeed the next sentence confirms: 
'It pertains to the pastors of the Church, in communion with the Successor 
of Peter, to discern its [i.e. the experience's] authenticity.' 
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In the mind of the Pope the most dangerous threat to the Church comes 
from Marxism. Though it is never named in the document, its shadow is 
omnipresent. The particular version of Marxism he has in mind is radically 
atheistic, and not just atheistic by chance. Karl M a r x did indeed once say 
that T h e human person is the supreme being for humankind.' John Paul 
refers to this: 

For many more, it is God himself who is the specific alienation of humanity. 
There is said to be radical incompatibility between the affirmation of God 
and human freedom, by rejecting belief in God, they say, humankind will 
become truly free. (para. 18) 

This false dilemma - having to choose between God and humanity - is for 
John Paul the great tragedy of the modern world and the lesson of modern 
history: 

Why does this history, in spite of great achievements, which also remain 
always fragile, experience frequent relapses into alienation and see the 
appearance of new forms of slavery? (para. 19) 

Where God and humanity are seen in competition with each other, the 
denial of God leads straight to tyranny. Atheism is fundamentally immoral 
because it is idolatrous. It places the creature in the place of the Creator. It 
supplants the Creator, and usurps his role. 

The result is this: 

When men and women wish to free themselves from the moral law and 
become independent of God, far from gaining their freedom, they destroy it. 
Having lost any criterion of truth, they fall prey to the arbitrary; fraternal 
relations between people are abolished and give way to terror, hatred and 
fear. (para. 19) 

In the early, and more philosophic, part of the document, John Paul 
traces a continuous line from Martin Luther to the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment and the French Revolution. 'Since that time', he says, 'many 
have regarded future history as an irresistible process of liberation inevit­
ably leading to an age in which humanity, totally free at last, will enjoy 
happiness on earth' (para. 6) . T o this anarchic individualism Pope John 
Paul opposes the Christian view of freedom: 'Freedom is not the liberty to 
do anything whatsoever. It is the freedom to do good, and in this alone is 
happiness to be found. The good is thus the goal of freedom' (para. 26). 

If freedom really is the freedom to do good, then it represents an inner 
treasure that no one can take away. The Pope explains: 'Thus it is not 
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liberation which produces human freedom. Common sense, confirmed by 
Christian sense, knows that even when freedom is subject to forms of con­
ditioning it is not completely destroyed' (para. 3 1 ) . 'People who undergo 
terrible constraints succeed in manifesting their freedom and taking steps 
to secure their own liberation.' Saint Maximilian Kolbe was freer than his 
Nazi executioners. However oppressed, the poor have always had this sense 
of inner freedom, the Pope claims. 

The 'poor of Yahwch* know that communion with God is the most precious 
treasure and the one in which men and women find their true freedom. For 
them, the most tragic misfortune is the loss of this communion. Hence their 
fight against injustice finds its deepest meaning and its effectiveness in their 
desire to be free from the slavery of sin. (para. 47) 

This systematic 'spiritualising' of the theme of poverty is the chief dif­
ference between John Paul and liberation theologians. His interpretation of 
the Beatitudes, for example, is politically pessimistic: they 'prevent us from 
worshipping earthly goods and from committing the injustices which their 
unbridled pursuit involves, and they also divert us from an unrealistic and 
ruinous search for a perfect world' (para. 6 2 ) . He never seems to allow 
that one might want to make it a slightly better place. 

John Paul feels so strongly about this, that he says of the Magnificat, 
especially Luke 1 . 5 2 : 

[the Magnificat] sings of the mystery of salvation and its power to transform. 
The sensus fidei, which is so vivid among the little ones, is able to grasp at 
once all the salvific and ethical treasures of the Magnificat. (para. 48) 

Granted that what the Pope says is true, is the Magnificat only about the 
mystery of salvation? Is it not also about the concrete lifting up (i.e. 
liberation) of the oppressed? John Paul seems to rule out this possibility. 

This can be seen again in the crucial passage on the 'preferential option 
for the poor ' as defined by Medellin in 1 9 6 8 and confirmed by Puebla in 
1 9 7 9 . John Paul interprets this to mean one should be charitable towards 
the poor: 

Those who arc oppressed by poverty are the object of a love of preference 
on the part of the Church, which since her origin and in spite of failings of 
many of her members had not ceased to work for their relief, defence and 
liberation. She has done this through numberless works of charity which 
remain always and everywhere indispensable. (para. 68) 
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The papal version of the option for the poor is as follows: 

The Church shows her solidarity with those who do not count in society by 
which they are rejected spiritually and sometimes physically. She is particu­
larly drawn with maternal affection toward those children who, through 
human wickedness, will never be brought forth from the womb to the light 
of day, as also for the elderly, lonely and abandoned . . . The special option 
for the poor, far from being a sin of particularism or sectarianism, manifests 
the universality of the Church's being and mission. This option excludes no 
one. (para. 68) 

Christians about to embark on a 'just revolution' need to take time to 
consider this grave warning: 

Those who discredit the path of reform and favour the myth of revolution 
not only foster the illusion that the abolition of an evil situation is in itself 
sufficient to create a more human society; they also encourage the setting up 
of totalitarian regimes. (para. 78) 

The Pope says very firmly: 'Systematic recourse to violence put forward as 
the necessary path to liberation has to be condemned as a destructive 
illusion and one that opens the way to new forms of servitude' (para. 7 6 ) . 

M a r x may have believed that force was the midwife of history, but the 
'just revolution' tradition has always held that one should use the min­
imum of violence compatible with achieving the goal in view. The angriest 
statement in the Instruction again alludes to the Magnificat and declares: 
'It would be criminal to take the energies of popular piety and misdirect 
them toward a purely earthly plan of liberation, which would soon be 
revealed as nothing more than an illusion and a cause of new forms of 
slavery' (para. 98). 

The Exodus experience, so central to liberation theology, is re-interpreted. 
The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith cannot deny that it has a 
political aspect, but it is subordinated to a spiritual purpose. 'The Exodus', 
declares the second Instruction, 'has a meaning which is both religious and 
political' (para. 4 4 ) . God sets the people free and gives them descendants, 
a land and a law, but within a covenant and for a covenant. ' So the 
Exodus is ordered to the Covenant. The conclusion is: 'One cannot isolate 
the political aspect for its own sake: it has to be considered in the light of 
a plan of a religious nature within which it is integrated.' The assumption 
being made here was that liberation theologians had isolated the political 
aspect of the Exodus. Yet their whole point was that forms of dualism 
which separated the 'spiritual' and the 'political' religious should be avoided. 
So at the heart of the quarrel was a different experience of liberation, a 
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semantic quarrel, and in the end a misunderstanding. This was masked 
because the two Instructions made it seem that the real issue was the 
'Marxism' of liberation theologians. All would be well, if only liberation 
theology were purged of its 'Marxist ' elements. John Paul, indeed, wrote a 
letter to the Brazilian bishops which they received at Easter, 1 9 8 6 , with 
Alleluias and tears of joy. John Paul wrote that liberation theology was 
'not only timely, but useful and necessary'. 

Santo Domingo and after 

These words have proved a false dawn. The theoretical attacks on libera­
tion theology may have ceased. They were no longer needed: everything 
that could be said had been said. From now on the attacks on liberation 
theology used administrative means: the appointment of reactionary bishops, 
intense pressure on religious superiors to oust liberation theologians, the 
decapitation of CLAR (the Latin American Conference of Religious), the 
encouragement of right-wing movements hostile to liberation theology, 
control of the position-paper for Santo Domingo and the vetting of those 
who could go. The outcome of the Santo Domingo conference, 1 3 the fourth 
conference of Latin American bishops in 1992 . , was not the disaster for 
liberation theology that was predicted. Called to coincide with the five 
hundredth anniversary of Columbus' landfall in the Americas, the confer­
ence's theme was evangelisation, human development and Christian cul­
ture. In the Pope's opening address there were key markers of the spirit of 
the age with the call for 'interior renewal', to 'judge the signs of the times'. 
There was a clear call for continuity with Medellin and Puebla, however: 

In continuity with Medellin and Puebla conferences, the church reaffirms the 
preferential option on behalf of the poor, though that option is not exclus­
ive or excluding, since the message of salvation is intended for all. It is an 
option, moreover, that is based essentially on God's word, and not on criteria 
provided by human sciences or opposed ideologies, which often reduce the 
poor to abstract socio-political and economic categories. But it is a firm and 
irrevocable option. 1 4 

The Pope then goes on to talk about 

the genuine praxis of liberation [which] must always be inspired by the 
doctrine of the Church as set forth in the two instructions by the Congrega­
tion for the Doctrine of Faith . . . which must be kept in mind when the topic 
of liberation theologies comes up for discussion. However, the Church can in 
no way allow any ideology or political current to snatch away the banner of 
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justice, for it is one of the primary demands of the gospel, and at the same 
time, a fruit of the coming of God's kingdom. (para. 16) 

Similarly in the conclusions of the Conference the importance of the base 
ecclesial communities is stressed but their ecclesial character is underlined: 

4 . . . the leaders must be in communion with their parish and bishop.. 
When they lack a clear ecclesiological foundation and are not sincerely seek­
ing communion, such communities cease being ecclesial and may fall victim 
to ideological or political manipulation. (para. 6 i f . ) 

The continuity with Medelh'n and Puebla is reaffirmed in the confer­
ence's conclusions - though with a subtle twist echoing the sentiments of 
the Pope's opening address: 

Evangelising means doing what Jesus Christ did in the synagogue when he 
stated that he had come to 'bring glad tidings' to the poor. He 'became poor 
although he was rich, so that by his poverty you might become rich.' He 
challenges us to give an authentic witness of the gospel poverty in the way 
we live in our church structures, just as he gave it. (para. 178) 

Such is the basis for a commitment to a gospel-based and preferential 
option for the poor, one that is firm and irrevocable but not exclusive or 
excluding, as was solemnly affirmed at the Medellin and Puebla conferences. 

This emphasis on the 'gospel preferential option for the poor' is a theme 
which runs throughout the Santo Domingo conclusions and resonates with 
the Papal address and the themes of the Instructions, whose intent is to 
affirm the resources of the Christian tradition for the true understanding of 
liberation. For all the ecclesial tone of the Conclusions the central features 
which have marked so much Latin American theology over the last thirty 
years are nevertheless reaffirmed. 

From the point of view of the Vatican the fortunes of liberation theo­
logy have continued to wane. In 1 9 9 7 the Sri Lankan theologian, Tissa 
Balasuriya, was excommunicated for deviating from the Catholic faith be­
cause of 'errors' in his book Mary and Human Liberation, an action resem­
bling but exceeding in its severity earlier penalties imposed on Leonardo 
Boff and others . 1 5 Liberation theology is in a less friendly theological and 
ecclesial climate. Indeed, the Prefect for the Congregation for the Doctrine 
of the Faith, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, seems to believe that he has put a 
stop to liberation theologians' attempts 'to turn religion . . . into the hand­
maiden of political ideologies'. But reports of liberation theology's demise 
have been exaggerated. Even if bishops sympathetic to liberation theology 
may be less numerous than they once were and the particular theological 
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ethos of the immediate aftermath of the Second Vatican Council less appar­
ent, the influence of the liberation theologians on the theological positions 
of the Roman Catholic Church is everywhere apparent in its official state­
ments. However vociferous the critics of liberation theology may have 
become, the pressing needs of the majority of men, women and children in 
our world only add force to the challenge to Catholic theology from Jon 
Sobrino: 'If those doing liberation theology are not doing it well, let others 
do it and do it better." 1 5 

N O T E S 

T At his death in December 1994 Peter Hebblethwaite was a third of the way 
through this article. With the help of Margaret Hebblethwaite I have been able 
to incorporate material that he might have used. All but the final section were 
written by Peter. What appears here is, inevitably, only a shadow of what Peter 
would have finally offered on the subject, but it is included in this collection 
because it reflects the wisdom of one of the foremost Catholic commentators of 
our day on a matter on which he was uniquely equipped to comment. 

2 For the final documents see Medellin Conclusions (New York, US Catholic 
Conference, 1 9 7 3 ) , also in A. T. Hcnnclly (ed.), Liberation Theology: A Docu­
mentary History ( 1990). The basic texts relevant for understanding evangelisa­
tion are to be found in the collection Proclaiming Justice and Peace, eds. 
M. Walsh and B. Davies (London, CIIR/CAFOD, 1984) ; particularly relevant 
is the encyclical Evangelii Nuntiandi. 

3 A survey of important source material may be found in Hennelly (ed.), Libera-
tion Theology, e.g. p. 64. 

4 P. Hebblethwaite, Paul VI: the first modern Pope (London, Harper Collins, 
1 9 9 3 ) » P- 448. 

5 John XXIII's treatment of 'signs of the times' was first seen in Humanae Salutis, 
the solemn apostolic constitution which convoked Vatican II. On the social 
teaching of Vatican II see Walsh and Davies (eds.), Proclaiming Justice and 
Peace. 

6 Puebla Conclusions, (London, CIIR, 1 9 7 3 ) . 
7 Cf. Hugo Assmann quoting a 'committed Christian': 'The Bible? It doesn't 

exist. The only bible is the sociological bible of what I see happening here and 
now': A Practical Theology of Liberation (London, Search Press, 1 9 7 5 ) , p. 6 1 . 

8 Cf. G. Gutierrez: 'It is a class option, deceitfully camouflaged by a purported 
equality before the law': A Theology of Liberation, rev. edn (London, SCM, 
1988) , p. 275 . 

9 H. Cox, The Silencing of Leonardo Boff (London, Collins, 1989) and on Tissa 
Balasuriya see p. 196 . 

10 Reprinted in Hennelly, Liberation Theology, pp. 393ft. 
1 1 See the discussion in C. Boff, Theology and Praxis (Maryknoll, NY, Orbis, 

1987) . 
1 2 Reprinted in Hennelly, Liberation Theology, pp. 461ft . 
13 Santo Domingo Conclusions, tr. P. Berryman (London, CIIR, 1993) . 
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4 Ibid., p. 1 3 . There is a reference to an address to the Roman curia of December 
1984. 

5 The issues are summarised in The Tablet, n January 1 9 9 7 , pp. jo f . 
6 J . Sobrino, Companions of Jesus. The Murder and Martyrdom of the Salvadorean 

Jesuits (London, CIIR, 1990), p. 5 1 . 
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D E N Y S T U R N E R 

Marxism, liberation theology and 
the way of negation 

i 

In 1 9 8 4 the Vatican's Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith published 
an Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 'Theology of Liberation', known 
from the first two words of its Latin text as Libertatis Nuntius. The 
intention of this document was, it says, 'limited and precise', which was 

to draw the attention of pastors, theologians, and all the faithful to the 
deviations, and risks of deviation, damaging to the faith and Christian living, 
that arc brought about by certain forms of liberation theology which use, in 
an insufficiently critical manner, concepts borrowed from various currents of 
marxist thought.1 

The issue, then, was Marxism, or the use of it within some versions of 
liberation theology. The document is careful to point out that it offers no 
general criticism of liberation theology as such, at any rate insofar as libera­
tion theology is defined by its response to the 'preferential option for the 
poor' ; nor, it adds, should its criticisms of liberation theology on the score 
of its Marxism 'serve as an excuse for those who maintain an attitude of 
neutrality and indifference in the face of the tragic and pressing problems 
of human misery and injustice'. 1 The Apostolic See, it goes on, has a good 
record of denunciation, for it 'has not ceased to denounce the scandal in­
volved in the gigantic arms race', 3 nor does it any longer tolerate 'the shock­
ing inequality between rich and poor ' 4 the injuries of which to the poor, 
it notes, are aggravated by 'the memory of crimes of a certain type of 
colonialism'. 5 

The Church's 'yearning for justice' requires, however, to be submitted 
to a 'discernment process' in respect of both its 'theoretical and practical' 
expressions, for 'the aspiration for justice often finds itself captive of ideo­
logies which hide or pervert its meaning' , 6 even if, 'taken by itself, the 
desire for liberation finds a strong and fraternal echo in the heart and spirit 
of Christians V 2nd even if. 'in itself, the expression wtheoJogy of liberation" 
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is a thoroughly valid term', which designates 'a theological reflection cen­
tred on the biblical theme of liberation and freedom, and on the urgency of 
its practical realisation'.8 

In the process of discernment, the Instruction goes on, it is necessary to 
begin from biblical foundations in the Scriptures, which, it insists, offer a 
'radical experience of Christian liberty' which consists in the first instance 
and fundamentally in liberation from 'that most radical form of slavery' 
which is 'slavery to sin', for all 'other forms of slavery find their deepest 
root in slavery to sin'. 9 For this reason 'the full ambit of sin, whose first 
effect is to introduce disorder in the relationship between God and man, 
cannot be restricted to "social s i n " ' , 1 0 nor 'can one localise evil principally 
or uniquely in bad social, political, or economic "structures" as though all 
other evils came from them so that the creation of the "new man" would 
depend on the establishment of different economic and socio-political struc­
tures'. 1 1 'To be sure', the document admits, 'there are structures which are 
evil and which cause evil', but 'structures, whether they are good or bad, 
are the result of human actions and so are consequences more than causes'; 
for which reason 'to demand first of all a radical revolution in social relations 
and then to criticise the search for personal perfection is to set out on a 
road which leads to the denial of the meaning of the person and his tran­
scendence, and to destroy ethics and its foundation which is the absolute 
character of the distinction between good and evil ' . 1 2 

Libertatis Nuntius then proceeds to an analysis and critique of what it 
calls 'a new interpretation of Christianity'. According to this ill-defined 
and unreferenced congeries of theological opinions, there are 'some', who 
'are tempted to put evangelisation into parentheses . . . and postpone it till 
tomorrow: first the bread, then the Word of God ' ; 1 5 there are 'some' to 
whom 'it seems that the necessary struggle for human justice and freedom 
in the economic and political sense constitutes the whole essence of salva­
tion' and for whom 'the Gospel is reduced to a purely earthly gospel'; 1 4 and, 
in a more explicitly targeted comment, it rather curiously describes 'the 
different theologies of liberation' as being 'situated between the preferential 
option for the poor forcefully reaffirmed without ambiguity after Medellin 
at the Conference of Puebla on the one hand, and the temptation to reduce 
the Gospel to an earthly gospel on the other'. 1 5 These corruptions of 'what­
ever was authentic in the generous initial commitment on behalf of the 
poor' it ascribes to an uncritical borrowing by such liberation theologians 
'from marxist ideology and recourse to theses of a biblical hermeneutic 
marked by rationalism'. 1 6 

There is scarcely a word of all this with which any published liberation 
theologian writing before 1 9 8 4 would not fully agree, still less any since. 
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On the other hand, any liberation theologian would note with some irony 
the Vatican's enthusiasm for the 'preferential option for the poor', since if 
there is any source for this theological principle upon which the Vatican 
could draw it would be the writings of liberation theologians; few would 
deny the Vatican its right to claim some credit for its recent record of 
denunciation of the exploitation of the poor, though all would want to 
add a comment on the Catholic Church's history of studied ambiguity (to 
say the least) on this score within Latin American history. All would con­
cede the need for theological discernment between authentic and inauthen-
tic expressions of the option for the poor, and most Catholic liberationists 
would concede the Vatican's right to some role in the processes of that 
discernment. All would heartily endorse the insistence upon the need, within 
those processes, to return to the biblical sources, though again they might 
note wryly that it is liberation theology itself which has been the agent 
chiefly responsible for a return to biblical sources for the construction of a 
Catholic social theology and away from the largely non-biblical 'natural 
law' traditions of the markedly 'Euro-centred' papal teachings of this cen­
tury. None would deny the centrality of personal sin; all would deny that 
'structural' sin is principally, even more emphatically they would deny that 
it is 'uniquely', the cause of personal sin; all would affirm the impropriety 
of severing the links of mutual interaction between the personal and social 
dimensions; all would reject any attempt to reduce the gospel to an 'earthly 
gospel', or to translate out the 'whole essence of salvation' into the 'neces­
sary struggle for human justice and freedom in the economic and political 
sense'; none accepts 'uncritically' any relation with Marxism, and none 
offers a 'rationalist hermeneutic' of the Bible. In short, thus far, liberation 
theologians either anticipated all that the Vatican endorsed in Libertatis 
NunthiSj or else had no reason to dissent from its analysis except insofar 
as it was intended to target them. Only on one issue of principle need some 
liberation theologians engage in substantive disagreement with the Vatican, 
namely in the matter of the place of Marxism within the construction of 
a theological 'option for the poor'. 

2 

What, then was the issue about Marxism? The issue may be briefly stated. 
Marxism, the Vatican asserts, is a reductivist form of social analysis; as 
such, it is intrinsically and so inseparably connected with a praxis of class 
hatred and struggle, which offends against Christian norms of charity, and 
with the denial of God and of the human person, which strikes at the core 
of Christian belief about God and the human. 1 7 Liberation theologians, it 
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concedes, propose to ally themselves only with Marxism as to an instru­
ment of the 'analysis' of the structures of oppression in the Third W o r l d ; ' 8 

but in this they are multiply deceived. For Marxism is a totalising ideology 
of materialism and its 'ideological principles come prior to the study of 
social reality and are presupposed to i t 5 . 1 9 Thus, insofar as it is truly Marx­
ism that these liberationists ally themselves with, they are inviting a theo­
logical cuckoo into the nest; insofar as Christian faith and praxis can truly 
live with a 'scientific' analysis of society and praxis for social change, that 
analysis must cease to be Marxist . 

The consequences of ignoring the theologically subversive character of 
Marxism are a wholesale deformation of the Christian response to poverty 
and exploitation. Marxism defines truth in general as inseparable from 
praxis, the partisan praxis of engagement in the class struggle: 2 0 all and 
only that which contributes to the success of the oppressed classes within 
that struggle is 'true' and this class struggle 'is presented as an objective, 
necessary law. Upon entering this process on behalf of the oppressed, one 
" m a k e s " truth, one acts "scientifically". Consequently, the conception of 
the truth goes hand in hand with the affirmation of necessary violence, and 
so, of a political amorality. ' 2 1 

Worse still, the all-embracing character of this class analysis inevitably 
requires its application to the Church as institution and to its core bel iefs . " 
Therefore, if liberation theologians accept class analysis in principle, they 
will, whether they like it or not, have to accept the consequence that 'the 
class struggle divides the Church herself, and that in the light of this 
struggle even ecclesial realities must be judged' 2 3 - and the Instruction 
clearly implies that at least some liberation theologians are none too un­
happy to accept this consequence. What is more, the totalising and deter­
ministic nature of Marxism entails wholesale consequences of a reductivist 
sort for Christian faith as such. 2 4 Liberation theologians may not accept 
that this is so, but the logic of Marxism requires it: for any alliance with 
Marxism is an alliance with a system of thought for which religion as such 
is merely a phenomenon, expressed in misleading and mystifying terms, of 
real material - that is social, political and above all economic - forces 
which are the true engine of history. Inevitably, then, a Christianity wed to 
Marxism will lead to what the Instruction calls 'historicist immanentism' 
which will tend 'to identify the Kingdom of God and its growth with the 
human liberation movement, and to make history itself the subject of its 
own development, as a process of the self-redemption of humanity by 
means of the class struggle' . 2 5 Along these lines, the Instruction adds, 
'some go so far as to identify God Himself with history and to define faith 
as "fidelity to h is tory" ' and, \ . . as a consequence faith, hope and charity 
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are given a new content: they become "fidelity to history", "confidence in 
the future" and "option for the poor" . This is tantamount to saying that 
they have been emptied of their theological real i ty ' . 2 6 

N o doubt there are scarcely any liberation theologians in any part of the 
world who would recognise themselves in this caricature. And for sure, as 
an account of what conclusions liberation theologians themselves accept as 
following from such accommodations with Marxist thought as they would 
admit to, the analysis is thoroughly inaccurate and grossly unfair. But it is 
only one part of the Instruction's argument which can be so easily rebutted. 
For to the authors of this document, at least as important as the detailed 
critique of the actual texts of liberation theologians, is the critique of the 
inevitable dynamic of a theological association with Marxism. It raises a 
general point of theological principle: can a theology in search of an ana­
lysis of the social, political and economic structures of exploitation find one 
in a general theory of society and history which is ideologically committed 
to atheism, materialism and reductivism? And is Marxism a theory of such 
a kind that the analysis and the ideology cannot be separated so as to per­
mit the instrumental use of the analysis detached from the ideology? The 
Vatican's argument is that it cannot: that being so, it will not for the authors 
of the Instruction be any more than a partial and weakly inadequate 
response even if one can demonstrate that liberation theologians do not in 
fact accept the logical consequences of their alliances with Marxism. For 
that simply means that they are the less able to identify the fundamental 
inconsistencies and incoherences which vitiate the very project of a libera­
tion theology itself. And if it amounts to anything by way of prima facie 
support for this Vatican view of the matter, it would be worth mention­
ing that nearly every mainstream Marxist would thus far be in entire 
agreement with its view of the inseparability within Marxism of the class 
analysis, the atheism and the historical materialism. 

3 
But before considering how far this view of the logic of the relationship 
between Christianity and Marxism can be sustained, let us turn from the 
view that liberation theology dances too intimately with Marxism to one 
which maintains almost exactly the opposite. This is the view that libera­
tion theology fails as an adequate theological project because it is not 
Marxist enough. Most systematically and thoroughly explored by Alistair 
Kee in his Marx and the Failure of Liberation Theology*7 the starting point 
is, in one crucial respect, similar to that of the Vatican's: for Kee argues 
that Marxism cannot, at the eclectic whim of the theologian, be exploited 
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for a merely empirical analysis of the structures of class exploitation and 
oppression, leaving aside as dispensable and 'ideological' components, the 
critique of religion itself. Moreover, insofar as liberation theologians have 
been prepared to acknowledge the force of Marx's critique of religion, 
they have done that too in an inconsistently selective fashion. For, as Kee 
points out, that critique of religion contains two inseparable but distinct 
elements, the first (and generally accepted by liberationists as legitimate) 
being the empirical, historical critique of the actual role of Christianity within 
society as normally reactionary, and the second (generally ignored by 
liberationists), the more radical and comprehensive critique of Christianity 
as involving in principle an 'ideological reversal', involving a falsification 
therefore of the real relations of class and domination and a mystification 
of them/ 8 

Now Kee argues - and in this he is surely right - that these two elements 
of the generalised critique of religion cannot be separated one from the 
other. For particularly as regards Christianity, Marx's hostility was univer­
sal and directed at it as a form of religion in principle. It is sometimes 
supposed that Marx's criticism of Christianity as an historical phenom­
enon was culturally limited in its focus upon the German Lutheranism in 
which his father, a convert of convenience from Judaism, brought him up. 
This is not true. Certainly he identified early Lutheranism, with its indi­
vidualistic emphasis on the 'authority of faith' as against the Roman Catholic 
feudal emphasis on 'faith in authority' as the natural ally of emergent 
sixteenth-century capitalism. But this was not because he regarded Roman 
Catholicism as any better placed to offer a theological critique of capitalism 
just because it was more distanced ideologically from it; on the contrary, 

he regarded Roman Catholicism, to which he admittedly paid scant atten­
tion, as still less capable of taking up the concerns of revolutionary social­
ism, since it stood even further back down the line of reactionary doctrines, 
a hopelessly stranded medieval survival from a world which pre-dated 
even capitalism. 

Moreover, it is not true even that Marx thought all forms of Christianity 
necessarily make explicit alliances with reactionary politics: in fact he very 
well understood the mechanisms inherent in the religious formation of 
ideology which would lead to episodic recurrences of politically radical 
Christianity, and in addition to his scornful dismissal of Christian socialism 
in The Communist Manifesto, his friend and colleague Friedrich Engels made 
a detailed study of one such episode in his Peasant War in Germany.19 

There Engels analysed the peasant revolt in the early Reformation period 
in Germany, paying attention not only to the increasingly reactionary 
stance of Luther, but also to the increasingly radical communism of the 
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neo-Anabaptist leader, Thomas Muentzer - the latter, on paper at least, a 
prototypical communist. But a 'communist by fantasy' is how Engels de­
scribes Muentzer, for, in Engels' view, the radical political programme which 
Muentzer proposed was inspired by Utopian Christianity and as such 'went 
beyond the directly prevailing social and political condit ions ' . 3 0 Being a 
theologically inspired idealism unrooted in real history, Muentzer's commun­
ism could, therefore, hope to succeed only by virtue of violent imposition, 
and so inevitably degenerated into the tyranny in which all utopianisms must 
end. Thus, commented M a r x himself, 'the Peasant War , the most radical 
event in German history, came to grief because of theology' . 3 1 

Empirically, therefore, M a r x allows no exceptions to the proposition 
that religiosity as such has ever proved an obstacle to revolutionary progress, 
a claim which he thought was sufficiently demonstrated by the fact that, 
even when allied to politically revolutionary programmes, that alliance 
with religion had always in practice blunted the revolutionary edge of the 
politics, by converting a concrete historical practice of class struggle into 
idealistic utopianisms. Moreover, this empirical claim is supported by his 
analysis of religion itself - and here Kee's contention comes to the fore -
because on Marx ' s account religion in principle involves an 'inversion' of 
reality and therefore must always be a source of alienating illusion. And 
if that is true of religion in general, it ought to be true of the 'radical ' 
Christianity of the liberation theologians. Why must this be so? 

4 

M a r x and Engels did, it is true, concede that there are stages at which the 
role of religion can be positive in the revolutionary process, for its very 
idealism can at least offer a standard from which to criticise the prevailing, 
unideal, conditions - it was after all something, Engels suggested, that 
Muentzer's revolutionary Christianity enabled the revolutionary masses in 
Germany to envisage alternatives to those conditions, even if those altern­
atives were in the end only visionary, apocalyptic and fantastic. In the last 
resort, however, both felt that there was no place for religion in any 
genuinely revolutionary outcome. And this is at first glance strange. For 
both there is an ideological politics but also a revolutionary politics, and 
for both there are revolutionary forms of the economic, intellectual, artistic, 
and even, perhaps, moral struggle, as well as their ideological forms. Why, 
then, did they regard religion, even politically radical religion, as irretriev­
ably ideological? 

The answer to this question seems to be that M a r x and Engels saw 
Christianity as caught on the horns of a dilemma which, put simply, 
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amounts to this: that insofar as Christianity is true to itself as religious, it 
must be alienating politically, and insofar as it engages genuinely with the 
revolutionary critical programme of socialism, it must cease to be genu­
inely religious. John Maguire argues that in posing this dilemma for Chris­
tianity, Marx and Engels 'put religion on trial before a rather Kafakaesque 
tribunal: insofar as religion is sincerely religious, it is a set of abstract 
platitudes, at best useless, at worst harmful to the advancement of human­
ity; insofar as it says anything about the social and political reality of its 
time, it has ceased to be religion'. 3* Luciano Parinetto contends that this 
dilemma on which Marx and Engels impale Christianity is but a version of 
another, more theological, predicament in which, for them, Christianity is 
irretrievably implicated. For Marx, Parinetto asserts, Christianity must 
always pose the question of God in opposition to the question of humans, 
for 'what one gives to God one must take away from humans'. 3 3 Given 
that choice - between God and the human, between the transcendent 
otherworldly and the this-worldly and historical, between religion and 
politics, between the projection of an alien being and the doctrine of the 
self-creation of the human by human beings - Marx, Parinetto says, 'saw 
no choice but to opt for humanity'. 3 4 

There are, as we shall see, good reasons to believe that this account 
actually misconstrues Marx's position on Christianity, though it probably 
does more justice to Engels'. Maguire's comment is particularly relevant to 
Engels' The Peasant War in which Christianity is hardly allowed to state 
its case at all. But before dismissing this characterisation of Christianity's 
relation with the secular political realm, it is worth noting a curious coin­
cidence between (at least) Engels' view and that of many conservative 
Christians today, for whom even if Christian belief may have some incid­
ental and contingently derived political consequences, the belief-system 
itself is quite devoid of any political content of its own. Thus, the notable 
Christian conservative, Edward Norman, argues that the 'politicisation' of 
Christianity involves the denial of its transcendence, of its otherworldliness, 
as if the affairs of this world and the affairs of the next could not coincide 
without the destruction of either the one or the other: 3 5 and in so arguing, 
Norman exhibits many of the same theological instincts exemplified not 
only in Engels, but also, paradoxically, in Libertatis Nuntius - namely that 
to claim 'political content' to Christian belief is eo ipso to lapse into 
'historicist immanentism'. Now those shared instincts, we might very well 
conclude, present the obverse and the reverse of one and the same form of 
peculiarly nineteenth-century reductivist atheism, that of Ludwig Feuerbach, 
for it was Feuerbach who convinced the left-wing atheists of the nineteenth-
century that the 'essence' of Christianity lay in its otherworldly projection 
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of the immanent, historical human upon the transcendent, otherworldly, 
divine, thus evacuating the human of its this-worldly, historical, human 
content. It is, however, but the mirror-image of this Feuerbachian dichotom-
isation of the sacred and the secular if one merely responds in kind, as 
fideistic forms of Christianity commonly do: that is to say, by urging the 
distinctiveness of a Christianity whose essence as transcendent and other­
worldly necessarily entails the denial of its this-worldly, secular, historical 
content - to argue, in short, that insofar as a theology accepts a 'politicisa-
tion' of its central message, it necessarily lapses into an 'historicist imman-
entism', as Libertatis Nuntius believes liberation theology does and must 
necessarily do. 

There is, perhaps surprisingly, a residual element of this inverted Feuer-
bachianism in the Vatican document's critique of liberation theology, which 
vitiates the quality of its own theological response. But even before that, 
this Feuerbachianism infects its reading of M a r x whose criticism of religion, 
as I have argued elsewhere, it consistently and wrongly confuses with Feuer-
bach 's . 3 6 It was Feuerbach, not Marx , who argued that what is affirmed of 
God must necessarily be denied of the human; it is therefore the neo-
Fcuerbachian Christian who responds that the affirmation of God invokes 
a 'vertical' relation with the transcendent which must necessarily and as 
such be exclusive of simultaneous 'horizontal' relationships with the social 
and the historical. But this Feuerbachian dialectic is not Marx ' s . As early 
as 1 8 4 4 , in the Economic and Philosophical MSS, M a r x had called down 
a plague on the houses both of a Christian theism and of a Feuerbachian 
atheism which but replicated in antithetical forms the same essentialist and 
abstract account of the 'sacred' and the 'secular': 

. . . since for socialist man the whole of what is called world history is 
nothing more than the creation of man through labour, and the development 
of nature for man, he has therefore palpable and incontrovertible proof of 
his self-mediated birth, of his process of emergence. Since the essentiality . . . of 
man and nature, man as the existence of nature for man and nature as the 
existence of man for man, has become practically and sensuously perceptible, 
the question of an alien being, a being above nature and man - a question 
which implies an admission of the unreality of nature and man - has become 
impossible in practice. Atheism, which is the denial of this unreality, no 
longer has any meaning, for atheism is a negation of God, through which 
negation it asserts the existence of man. But socialism as such no longer 
needs such mediation . . . It is the positive self-consciousness of man, no 
longer mediated through the abolition of religion. ) ? 

A more decisive rejection of the Feuerbachian problematic is scarcely pos­
sible, and Parinetto's account of Marx ' s critique of religion as entailing 
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the Feucrbachian reconquest of the territory of the secular human via the 
denial of God simply cannot survive the impact of this, an exceedingly 
early, and utterly explicit statement of Marx's true position. 

For Marx's critique of religion is at once quite different from and vastly 
more challenging than Fcuerbach's. Marx did not oppose 'religion' in the 
name of 'the human', oppose 'the sacred' in the name of 'the secular', 
oppose 'theology' in the name of 'polities': Marx first and foremost opposed 
the oppositions between all these 'essentialistically' defined abstractions 
and he opposed both Christian theism and Feucrbachian atheism because 
they were, he thought, irretrievably trapped within the antitheses of their 
opposed essentialisms. Both, therefore, were equally forms of 'idealism', 
forms of ideology through which social agents lived out their real relations 
with the human world in the medium of an 'unreality'; moreover, for 
Marx, the opposition itself between religion and the human was only 
superficial, for the atheism of a Feuerbach was implicitly as theological as 
the theology of the fideistical theist was implicitly atheist: for both shared 
the same essentially theological problematic, since for both everything turns 
on the question of the existence or non-existence of God. Whereas for Marx, 
nothing turns on it, since for 'socialist man' the question of God cannot arise. 

5 

In this strategy of, as I have put it, opposing oppositions between 'the sacred' 
and 'the secular', there may appear to be afforded some consolation for 
the liberation theologian envisaging an alliance with Marxism. For there is 
no doubt that this same strategy lies close to the heart of the project of 
most representatives of that movement. Libertatis Nuntius is superficial to 
the point of vulgar crassness in its characterisation of liberation theology 
as 'historicist immanentism', at any rate insofar as one can rely on the 
intentions of its theological project. If anything characterises the theology 
of Gustavo Gutierrez, for example, it is the intention of reintegrating the 
transcendent with the historical, the eschatological with the immanent, the 
individual with the social, the personal spiritual with the pursuit of social 
justice. It is precisely in its resistence to these antitheses that the sharpest 
critique of 'northern' theological traditions, construed as they are upon 
these 'Feuerbachian' foundations, is to be found. Yet it is possible to 
acknowledge these intentions of liberation theology, as well as the mis-
readings of it by critics of the Vatican school, and still entertain doubts about 
the coherence of its alliance with Marxism. For it is still possible to doubt, 
as Kee doubts, whether liberation theology has sufficiently understood the 
force of Marx's critique of religion, in particular, whether it has sufficiently 
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understood the radical nature of Marx's atheism and the inseparability 
of that atheism from Marx's critique of economy and society. Libertatis 
Nuntius may very well have misconstrued that atheism by confusing it with 
Fcuerbach's; but in doing so it entirely missed the point. For Feuerbach's 
atheism is easily rebutted, and convincingly so, by the arguments of the 
liberation theologians themselves. But Marx's atheism is less easily dis­
posed of and here liberation theologians are on less secure ground, insofar 
as they too are easily misled by the confusion of Marx's with Feuerbach's 
atheisms into supposing that in dismissing what in fact is the latter's they 
can easily separate off Marx's analysis of economy and society - utilisable 
in their critiques of 'idolatrous' ideologies - from an atheism they deem 
equally 'ideological'. 

In this view of the relationship between an adequate critique of idolatry 
and Marx's atheism I fear those liberation theologians are mistaken on 
more than one count: they are mistaken about Marx where Libertatis 
Nuntius is right, in particular about the inner connectedness of his social 
critique with his atheism; they are wrong where Libertatis Nuntius is 
wrong in that they neglect crucial differences between Marx's atheism and 
Feuerbach's; and because of both they are misled into a too superficial 
dismissal of Marx's atheism; hence, Kee is right where Libertatis Nuntius 
is most wrong, for it is not in being too Marxist that liberation theology 
fails of theological adequacy, but in not being Marxist enough. 

6 
The analysis of this relatively superficial treatment of atheism within lib­
eration theology leads us back into the specific contextuality of liberation 
theology itself: its geographical - and religious-cultural - origins lie within 
a distinctly and very traditionally Catholic society, whose historical memory 
is fraught with the ambiguities of the Church's relationship with, first, 
directly colonial and, subsequently, indirectly neo-colonial forms of oppres­
sion and political and economic dependence. The historical crises to which 
Christian theology has had to respond in Latin America have been quite 
different from those which have afflicted the theologies of the North, whe­
ther in the last century or this: Northern theologies have been worked out 
in response to the phenomena of industrial development, forced urbanisa­
tion, rapid secularisation in the realms of politics and society, the dizzying 
pace of technological change, the ravages of two total wars on the European 
mainland and perhaps above all that nightmare, to which those theologies 
have yet to find a theological response of any degree of adequacy, the 
racial murder of six million Jews which we call, today, the Holocaust. 
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From the standpoint of Third World theologians, these events, which form 
the 'contextuality' of the theologies of the North, have, except incidentally, 
passed them by, for through the neo-colonial relations of dependence and 
marginalisation enforced upon them by the capitalist and post-capitalist 
economies of the North, their own development in these connections has 
been very largely arrested. And just as the economies of the South have 
failed to share the crises of the North because they have been denied a 
place within the history of Northern economic development, so their theo­
logies have had to respond to quite different features of contextuality. For 
something like these reasons, atheism and disbelief have never been the 
central theological issues within Third World theologies that they have 
become within Northern theologies, just as, naturally enough within the 
hegemonic, imperialist societies of the North, revolution and liberation 
have not since the pre-imperial age been the central preoccupations which 
they have become in the South. Consequently, even if Marxism can appear 
as an attractive 'oppositional* import from Northern ideologies, utilisable 
as analysis within the critiques of colonial and neo-colonial economic oppres­
sion and exploitation - and to some degree within the critique of religious 
complicity with that exploitation - the issue of Marx's atheism has often 
been seen by liberation theologians as a problem for the North, not one rais­
ing critical questions about the construction of a theology contextually 
grounded in the experience of the South. It is therefore the very 'contextu­
ality' of liberation theology, its sense of the necessity to work within its 
own context of issue and crisis, which leads it into what appears to a 
Northern theologian, an irenical and inconsistent appropriation of a select­
ive Marxism. 

It is for this reason too that for all the sharpness of its leading-edge of 
social critique, liberation theology can often look, as to its foundations, 
oddly 'pre-criticaP to the Northern theologian, unproblematical and funda­
mentalist in its appropriation of Scripture, and strangely silent on issues 
of theodicy, which the Northern, in particular the European, experience of 
total evil in the twentieth century has pushed to the forefront of theological 
concern. In fact it is not merely in the politically naive optimism of the early 
liberation theologians about the prospects of revolution in Latin America 
that the Northern theologian can identify an excessive cheerfulness, but 
more fundamentally in the very prospect of constructing a theology of 
any kind at all, given the absence from their theologies of that generalised 
epistemological and theological self-doubt which afflicts Northern theology, 
casting it in so tragic and negative a mould. 

Liberation theologians do not, as a consequence, regularly engage in 
that flirtation with atheism which is so characteristic of Northern theologies; 
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on the contrary, they are rather more inclined to dismiss the problematic 
as just a bit of Northern ideological baggage, along with all the parapher­
nalia of issues about secularisation, pluralism and relativism. In short, 
one might say that liberation theology lacks an apophaticism, a 'negative 
theology', a theology of the 'absence of God' and so lacks the impulse, 
so urgently pressing within the dynamics of Northern theologies, to dis­
tinguish the theology of God's 'absence' from the anti-theology of God's 
non-existence. 

And yet, for all that so little can be said about it in an essay of this 
brevity, it is worth noting just how significant for any theological project is 
the prior engagement with the atheism of Marx. For, as we have seen, 
Marx's atheism is no mere inversion of Christian theology, as Feuerbach's 
is: and until we see this, Christian theology is very likely to remain trapped 
within a simple re-inversion of Feuerbach's atheism. It is Marx, not 
Feuerbach, who truly challenges the Christian, for it is Marx, not Feuerbach, 
who rejects as illusory in principle any vision of the world seen in theolog­
ical terms, whether through the affirmation or through the negation of God. 

For, as we have seen, Marx saw through this Feuerbachian atheism as 
being as firmly rooted in the theological conception of the universe as is 
its mirror-image, a theism which affirms God only via the negation of the 
human. Since Marx's atheism consisted not in the negation of God as such, 
but in the negation of the negation between God and the human, it is 
not possible to derive even a humanism, not even a post-theistic human­
ism from that atheism, because to negate the antithesis is to negate that 
whole intellectual and cultural world for which the abstraction 'the human' 
exists; namely, that world in which 'the human' is invented to stand in 
polar opposition to God. As much as anything else, Marx's opposition to 
Feuerbach resided in his hostility to this abstract, de-historicised and fraudu­
lently culture-, gender- and class-neutral conception of the species-being, 
which only existed for Feuerbach via the negation of God - a conception 
which, given the negation of God, had to exist to be the bearer of the one, 
common, theological essence of things. Thus it was that in the name of 
actual populations of men, women and children - history's real agents and 
products - Marx protested equally against both a theist and an atheist 
ideology; for both theism and atheism crushed those real historical agents 
out of existence, either beneath the weight of an overwhelmingly dehu­
manising God or by their subsumption under the Feuerbachian abstrac­
tion, the 'species-being'. It was for this reason that Marx invokes a plague 

upon the house both of God and 'man'. 
It is therefore with some sense of the irony of it, that one may welcome 

Quentin Lauer's comment on Marx's atheism both as a description of that 
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atheism and as an unconscious debunking of a Feuerbachian Christianity: 
for Marx, Lauer says, 'there is no conceivable God that would be accept­
able, for any being in any way superior to man is simply inconceivable'. 3 8 

Here, albeit unconsciously uttered, is captured the true irony of Marx's 
atheism, its character of a radical negativity. To assert that no God as a 
being superior to the human is conceivable is at once to reject those idol­
atrous theisms for which God is all too conceivably top-being - a super 
human - and those atheisms which all too conceivably negate them. Taken 
strictly for what it says, therefore, this is a proposition with which any 
good Christian theologian should heartily agree, for no Christian who has 
absorbed the lessons of a negative theology has any business affirming a 
conceivable God superior to human beings. For the apophatic theologian 
denies that there is any scale of superiority and inferiority to which both 
God and creatures belong. So there cannot be any being in any knowable 
degree of superiority to human beings: or, if you admit angels, who would 
be measurably superior to humans, any beings measurably superior to 
humans eo ipso could not be God. 

In this denial, therefore, lies the radicalism of Marx's atheism, which 
denies equally any theism which purports to identify a God in relations of 
opposition to the human and any atheism which can identify the human 
only through its negation of God. It is, therefore, in the radicalism of that 
atheism that Marx truly challenges the Christian theologian to construct 
a theology which is at once, and equally, post-theistical and therefore, 
post-atheistical, a theology which, being dispossessed of its language of 
affirmation, dispossesses the atheist of their language of denial; a theology 
therefore which joins hands with the radicalism of the via negativa, and so 
paradoxically, with the theological radicalism of the apophatic mystical 
traditions of classical theology; for in the denial that there is any kind of 
thing which God is, no essence to be affirmed or negated, as the pseudo-
Denys says, 3 9 is contained the negation of that essentialism which unites, in 
common problematic, the Feuerbachian atheist and the neo-Feuerbachian 
Christian; in the insight, therefore, that God is beyond every possibility 
of affirmation and negation 4 0 and so beyond the possibility of being in a 
relation of 'either/or' with anything whatsoever, is contained a doctrine of 
God which transcends that Feuerbachian problematic. For as the pscudo-
Denys says again, 'He does not possess this kind of existence and not 
that.' 4 1 Hence, there is nothing we can say which God is and there is 
nothing we can say which God is not. Hence, too, God cannot enter into 
relations of identity or difference with anything at all: for God is at once 
too transcendent to lack total immanence, and too immanent to be any­
thing but utterly transcendent.4 1 
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But, it will be objected, is not this just playing with words? For obviously 
theists affirm God and Marx denies God. And if the relation between 
Christian apophaticism and Marxist atheism is so close as all that, if they 
are united in the radicalism of their denials, what is it that distinguishes 
them? To which objection a question may in turn be posed: just what is it 
that the theist affirms which, like the Marxist, the theist must not also deny? 

It seems to me that Christians seem almost neurotically compelled to 
believe that they have, and must have, a ready answer to that question; to 
whom it may seem worth saying that they ought rather to have a problem 
distinguishing their position from that of good atheists like Marx; it ought 
not to be easy to see the difference; because gods do not come naturally 
to the Christian mind, because Christians do not, as some of the ancient 
pagans did, live in a world heavily populated by familiar deities or even, as 
some Christians appear to think, in a world very obviously populated by 
just one very big God; because Christians ought to feel more comfortable 
within the prophetic traditions of the ancient Hebrew world, which feared 
idolatries more than it feared divinities. And these things being so, they 
should not seek, actively, a solution to the problem of how the apophatic, 
mystical theology is to be distinguished from the more radical forms of 
atheism; at any rate, they should not seek that distinction prematurely; 
which is what they do who can tell you a priori, in advance of the debate 
with the atheist, what it is that one is affirming in saying there is a God; 
and so they can easily tell you what it is that distinguishes those who 
affirm this from those who deny it. 

Which is why, I should say very briefly, any contemporary critique of 
the idolatries and ideologies of society ought to take a greater interest than 
is generally supposed necessary in the negative traditions of Western mys­
ticism, in the pseudo-Denys, Marguerite of Porete, Eckhart, the author of 
The Cloud of Unknowing and in John of the Cross. For they, paradoxic­
ally, block another route to what might as well be called 'cheap theism' 
- the route of experience. Those writers speak of a spiritual path across 
unmapped territory, 'a land without ways', as John of the Cross called it; 
one in which, as the Meister Eckhart says, we must 'live without a why'; as 
if in a 'cloud of unknowing' as said another in the fourteenth century. This 
God of the mystics is no God met with in some supposed experience bey­
ond language, but one before whom not only language but even experience 
itself fails; so that the bearing of the mystic's apophaticism is upon that 
same point at which the apophaticism of the pseudo-Denys intersects with 
the atheism of Marx. 
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For what M a r x and the Christian traditions of negative theology have in 
common is their rejection of a describable God; all deny essentialism whether 
in theistic or atheistic forms since for none is there any common essence of 
the divine, the human or the natural which can be appropriated in lan­
guage, social order or personal experience. All, as it were, demand that we 
should love in divine darkness, in a world deprived of any ultimate mean­
ing which is at our disposal, for either, as in Marx , there is no such tran­
scendent meaning, or as in the mystic, there is, but it is not at our disposal. 
And if at this point the charge is repeated that it is simply perverse to 
ignore the difference between the theist apophaticist and the atheist Marx ; 
since manifestly what for the one is mystery is for the other mystification; 
then it would be possible to say this much, speaking for myself: I do not, 
of course, deny the importance of this distinction between the Marxist and 
the Christian, howsoever apophatic. But to produce that distinction requires 
a doctrine of God which is post-Marxist, a theology which has been un­
nerved by the closeness of the engagement in which it must associate with 
Marx 's atheism and has thereby problematised its own very possibility as 
a discourse. This, as I suggest, it is in any case the instinct of some of our 
best theologies to do; and I do not limit this instinct to Christian mysticisms 
in the 'negative tradition'. Unfashionably, as it happens, I do not even 
deny the possibility of a natural theology, the possibility of demonstrating 
the existence of God. I would only note that what might in a general way 
commend Thomas Aquinas' arguments is that they are simultaneously the 
demonstration that God exists and that we could not possibly know what 
it means to say that God exists. And so it will follow from a natural theo­
logy of this sort, one which, as it were, is undertaken within the con­
straints of the apophatic, that the difference between atheism and theism 
will lie not in different ways of seeing the world, for both have radically 
demystified it. For in the same way that no language in particular speaks 
God, but only all language collectively, so there is nothing in particular 
which God's existence explains, as if there were some things it did not 
explain: just everything whatsoever. Consequently theism stands together 
with a radical atheism jointly opposed to that conception of things which 
loads an ultimate significance disjunctively either upon a fundamentalist 
God who would be a knowable 'something-in-particular' or upon the 
hegemony of a promethean human. Neither apophatic theism nor Marxist 
atheism, therefore, can offer us more consolation of meaningfulness than is 
to be found in a radically de-centred world, a world in which God and 
man no longer compete to give it meaning, because there is no centre from 
which either is in a position to do so. 
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I offer four points by way of conclusion and summary. The first is that it 
is a pity that most liberation theologians fail to take seriously the implica­
tions of Marx ' s atheism, dismissing the question of atheism itself, and of 
natural theology in general, as the preoccupation of a tired old European 
culture. Thereby they forgo the potential of this atheism's radicalness for 
their own critiques of idolatry. It is for this reason that, from the stand­
point of the problematics of Western theology, liberation theologies can 
look so oddly pre-critical, even epistemologically complacent. 

Second, the Vatican and some Western critics are superficially right in 
detecting a potential reductivism in some liberation theology - 'superficially', 
because generally they misidentify that potential as deriving from Marxism. 
Very far from it, indeed, if I am right, quite the opposite: if liberation theo­
logy is vulnerable to reductivist temptations, the source lies in a residual 
Feuerbachianism, curable by a stiffer dose of Marxist atheism. Finding a 
spirituality which de-mystifies religious experience; finding a non-disjunctive 
logic of religious language within the apophatic traditions of theology; these, 
for me the authentic energies of Christian mysticism, help us to see the 
theological necessity of a truly radical engagement with atheism. But then 
again, liberation theologians run the risk of neglecting this resource by virtue 
of what seems to me to be an irresponsible neglect of natural theology. 

The third point is that I have, in response to the inadequacies both of 
liberation theology and of the Vatican's critique of it, been but sketching 
the case for a line of theological exploration. In this connection I should 
explain that nothing follows from what I have argued in support of some 
synthesis or other, still less any identity, between a negative theology on 
the one hand and Marxism on the other: nothing remotely so fanciful. 
They possess no common direction of thought and I have implied none. The 
point is, rather, to capture each movement of thought in our contemporary 
reception of them at a fleeting moment, as it were, of their intersection 
with one another, to retrieve them for purposes of our own and to take 
advantage of them as we address our own theological agenda. And I offer 
you the thought that it is not mere whimsicality, as one explores within 
Marxism the potentiality for a Christian critique of global exploitation 
and injustice, to take a theological interest also in that point of intersec­
tion between the negativity of the mystic and the negativity of Marx , for 
that coincidence occurs deep within the heart of any Christian spirituality, 
indeed of any theistic spirituality - and perhaps even of any spirituality 
whatever. Which brings me to my fourth and last point. 
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This is the Christian truism that atheism is in any case a crucial dimen­
sion of faith. This , though a truism, is, for all that, true. It is not, however, 
the mere platitude that atheism is a good exercise for muscle-bound Chris­
tians to try out their strength on. It is the requirement that at the heart of 
any authentic spirituality is the means of its own self-critique, an apophatic 
putting into question of every possibility of knowing who God is, even the 
God we pray to. In the heart of every Christian faith and prayer there is, as 
it were, a desolation, a sense of bewilderment and deprivation, even panic, 
at the loss of every familiar sign of God, at the requirement to 'unknow' 
God - as the Meister Eckhart put it, for the sake of the 4 God beyond God*. 
For it is somewhere within that desolation and negativity that the nexus is 
to be found which binds together the Christian rediscovery of justice with 
the poor and the rediscovery of the God who demands that justice. For in 
that bond of action and experience - 'praxis ' - is the discovery that, as the 
liberation theologians say, 'knowing God is doing justice'. 
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The economics of liberation theology 

Introduction 

Economics - in the general sense of the critical study of production, distribu­
tion and consumption of wealth in human society - is a central theme of 
liberation theology. Although liberation theologians do not address the 
technical questions that constitute modern economic theory, they arc con­
cerned with the broader issues of the way in which economic organisation 
relates to the historical experience of humanity in general and to the 
'infinite value' of the poor to God in particular. 1 These issues of economic 
organisation and social justice are similar to the agenda of European polit­
ical economy until the end of the last century, and still central to debates on 
sustainable development strategies in poor countries. But a concern for life 
itself as the criterion for judging economic institutions can be considered 
to be a specific contribution from liberation theology. Further, this theology 
is probably unique in being located within the broader context of debates 
in poor countries on the origins of underdevelopment and the condition of 
poverty - mainly but not exclusively in Latin America - which themselves 
have a major economic dimension. In consequence, the 'economics of libera­
tion theology' has had a considerable impact beyond church structures, 
ranging from grassroots social movements throughout the developing world 
to influential non-governmental organisations in industrialised countries. 

The persistence of poverty in Latin America is morally unacceptable by 
any standard. In 1 9 8 0 , after a period of rapid income growth before the 
debt crisis, and at the outset of the decade in which most liberation theo­
logy has been written, 4 0 per cent of the population of the region were 
officially classified as living in poverty, and nearly half of these in extreme 
poverty - that is with incomes insufficient to purchase the food required to 
meet the United Nations' minimum nutritional standard for a healthy life. 1 

The extent of poverty in any developing country is the result of two 
factors: the average level of income in the country as a whole, which may 
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be quite low; and the gap between the rich and poor within that country. 
The former factor depends, broadly, upon the level of industrialisation and 
the relationship with richer countries; it reflects a long-term historical 
process, the consequence of both the colonial heritage and the style of 
development pursued since independence. Shorter-term economic factors 
such as debt repayment, export prices and macroeconomic policy can also 
be critical in determining average per capita income. The latter factor 
depends on institutional factors such as the pattern of ownership, asset 
yields, labour skills, unemployment, wage levels, taxation and social secur­
ity provision which determine income distribution within the country. 
The wide differences between poverty levels in different Latin American 
countries, and the fact that income distribution is so much worse there 
than in Africa or Asia, show that this poverty is not inevitable and is 
largely the outcome of specific institutional structures. 

The point of departure for the economics of liberation theology is thus 
a situation where the historical pattern of economic development and the 
present plight of the poor in Latin America - particularly the 'marginal-
isation' of half or more of the population in insecure, unskilled and poorly 
paid jobs - is clearly the result of cumulative decisions over many genera­
tions by powerful elites responsible for both public administration and 
private enterprise.3 

The economic dimension of liberation theology 

In liberation theology, the anticipated economic order of Christian Utopia 

(that is, the Kingdom) is not just derived from a prophetic vision. This 
Utopia is firmly anchored in a historical reality - that of Latin America in 
this case - and is to be based on a 'civilisation of poverty' which is to 
replace the current 'civilisation of wealth'. 4 The ethical origins of this view 
are clearly biblical, but in modern times would correspond to a 'civilisation 
of labour' as opposed to the present 'civilisation of capital'. Capitalist civil­
isation has created a modern world quite different from that of Ancient 
Palestine, but the productive benefits of the civilisation of wealth have been 
accompanied by increasing social evil. 

Liberation theologians are quite clear that the Kingdom belongs to the 
poor (Luke 6.20) and the rich as such have no part in it (Luke 6.24 et seq.\ 
Luke 1 6 . 1 9 - 3 1 ; Mark 1 0 . 2 3 - 5 ) 5 because money is an idol which becomes 
an absolute value: we cannot serve God and Mammon (Matt. 6.24) -
private property is by definition exclusive. However, Jesus does not idealise 
the poor, because poverty is the consequence of the sin of exclusive posses­
sion. Rather, his aim is for abundance for everyone - expressed symbolically 

2 1 9 



V A L P Y F I T Z G E R A L D 

by the banquet of the Kingdom - so that this can be possible. He teaches 
us to abandon the goods of this earth (Matt. 6 . 2 5 - 3 3 ) and invites us to 
share what we have with the poor (Luke 1 2 . 1 4 & seq.). 

In contrast, the present civilisation of wealth is seen to be based upon 
the private accumulation of capital by individuals and firms with the sup­
port of the capitalist state, in the search for ever greater personal wealth 
and corporate power. Liberation theologians recognise that this historical 
process has brought beneficial technical progress, but argue that these 
benefits have not been put at the disposal of society as a whole, and that 
they have been achieved at the cost of massive human and environmental 
destruction. To an extent, therefore, liberation theology can be seen as a 
positive extension of the Roman Catholic tradition in encyclicals such as 
Laborem Exercens. But it also constitutes a radical departure insofar as an 
idealist solution to the material problems of humanity is firmly rejected. 
What is needed is not just the correction of the errors of capitalism but 
rather its replacement by the civilisation of poverty. Jesus insisted that 
wealth must be replaced by poverty in order to enter the Kingdom. 

In common with the long tradition of Latin American dependency theory,6 

liberation theologians regard the relationship between the rich countries of 
the 'North' and the poor countries of the 'South' - home to three quarters 
of humanity - as profoundly unjust. They regard the modern world economy 
as intrinsically involving increased poverty and cultural domination, aris­
ing from unequal exchange in international trade (cheap primary products 
from mines and farms exported to pay for expensive machinery imports) 
and the dominance of multinational corporations (based in the US, Europe 
and Japan) over investment, employment and cultural decisions in poor 
countries. The technical advances of the North are recognised as valuable 
in themselves, and a return to the pre-colonial isolation of the South is 
recognised to be neither possible nor desirable. This unequal relationship 
was explicitly criticised, of course, by Vatican II in Gaudium et Spes, under­
lined in Populorum Progressio and repeated subsequently in Sollicitudo 
Rei Socialis. Liberation theology goes beyond this critique to denounce 
'prophetically' the dependency of poor on rich countries as a real obstacle 
to the Kingdom. 

The most dramatic example of this dependency is the Latin American 
foreign debt situation, which reached its height in the 1980s and thus 
became part of theological praxis, involving national political leaders and 
international agencies as well as the poor themselves. Liberation theolo­
gians consider that this debt was contracted under conditions of complicity 
between the rich and governments, and not used to help the poor. None 
the less, the burden of repayment (both the taxes required to service the 
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debt owed to banks, and the cuts in social expenditure demanded by the 
international financial institutions) falls almost entirely on the poor - thereby 
contradicting one of the basic principles of Christian faith. 

'Humanist materialism' as opposed to 'economic materialism' is to be 
the ethical foundation of the Christian civilisation of poverty which will 
make the universal satisfaction of the basic needs of ordinary people and 
growing solidarity between them its central aims. The civilisation of pov­
erty is thus counterposed against the civilisation of wealth not as a form of 
'universal pauperisation', but rather as a manifestation of the gospel tradi­
tion - a tradition firmly rooted in Jesus' own teaching and continued by 
the Christian saints. Moreover, poverty in this sense is traditionally required 
of institutions (particularly the Church itself) as well as of individuals. T h e 
dialectic between poverty and wealth defines our world as sinful, and can 
only be overcome salvifically. 

According to the liberation theologians, the construction of this new 
civilisation is to be initiated in our own time by an economic order based 
on the satisfaction of 'basic needs' as a fundamental human right. If the 
basic needs of ordinary people are not met, then whatever the legal and pol­
itical institutions there is no real respect for human dignity and world peace 
is endangered. Allowing for cultural differences, the nature of these basic 
needs does not admit of much debate in practice: the minimum requirements 
of nutrition, health, education, housing and employment are self-evident to 
the poor. The satisfaction of these basic needs is thus the necessary condi­
tion for any model of true economic development based on human dignity, 
and thus must be achieved as a right and not as charity ('crumbs from the 
rich man's table') . Once these basic needs are satisfied institutionally in 
the first stage of the process of liberation, humanity is free to become what 
it wants to be - so long as what it desires does not become a new mechanism 
of domination. 

The theological notion of the civilisation of poverty proposes as a dy­
namic principle the 'dignification' of labour in explicit contrast to the 
accumulation of capital. The aim of work would no longer be the produc­
tion of private wealth (as it is under capitalism) but rather the perfection 
of humanity, individually and collectively, as the basis of a new society. 
The Christian response to the civilisation of wealth thus cannot be to 
abandon the world and reject it in prophetic protest, but rather to enter this 
world in order to renew it and transform it - the long-run objective being 
the Utopia of the 'new land'. Progress is made in this direction in our own 
time ('on earth') to the extent that one of the fundamental characteristics 
of the civilisation of poverty is strengthened - that is, shared solidarity in 
contrast to the closed and competitive individualism of the civilisation of 
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wealth. This solidarity is held to be central to the early Christian inspiration 
as well as to communitarian movements throughout modern history. It 
appears once more in the new social movements7 in Latin America - social 
unity and communion on the one hand, and the common use of common 
goods on the other. 

The private appropriation of common goods upon which the market 
economy is based is not logically necessary in order to enjoy these goods. 
None the less, the economic doctrine of the Catholic Church since Aquinas 
suggests that private property may be the best way in practice to maintain 
economic production and social order. However, for Aquinas this situ­
ation is the result of human selfishness arising from original sin. In con­
sequence liberation theologians argue that this sinful selfishness will be 
overcome as the 'new land' is approached. For instance, natural resources 
such as land and water are considered by economists as essentially public 
goods, and constitute the first step in the recovery of common ownership 
(the basis for peasant life in Latin America until the present century) 
dismantled by the civilisation of wealth. Moreover, the objective of Chris­
tian economics would not be to promote the private accumulation of 
wealth even after basic needs have been satisfied and personal development 
made possible. 

According to liberation theology, capitalism has clearly been incapable 
of satisfying basic needs in Latin America, despite the fact that government 
and business leaders are professed Christians. Socialism in practice has not 
provided a satisfactory solution either: although advances have been made 
in basic needs provision - particularly in communist Cuba and in Nicaragua 
under the Sandinistas - socialist countries have been incapable of sustained 
technological creativity or of political freedom. None the less, the socialist 
ideal is more suitable than capitalism as an economic model for the 'new 
land' - as the traditional social teaching of the Church tacitly admits. 

Economics, life and structural sin 

The relationship between theology and economics is thus seen by liberation 
theologians as reflecting the fundamental historical contradiction between 
death and life in Latin America. 8 This historical contradiction obviously 
has social, political, cultural, anthropological, ethical and spiritual dimen­
sions as well; but economics is fundamental because it defines wealth and 
poverty. 'Life' in this context has a clear meaning: it is tangible human life 
expressed by work, land, house, food, health, education, family, participa­
tion, culture, environment, and even fiesta.9 Basic needs thus go beyond 
essential physiological necessities because the realities of life are not merely 
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economic - although they are not simply spiritual either. This concept 
is frequently illustrated by the observation that for Amerindian peasants 
(campesino indígena) Mand' is simultaneously an economic, social, polit­
ical, cultural and spiritual reality - indeed it defines their own nature and 
that of their community, as well as providing for their survival in a world 
where the material and moral aspects of life are necessarily communitarian. 
When basic needs arc discussed in Latin America - particularly by the 
poor themselves - no philosophical distinction between 'infrastructure' 
and 'superstructure' exists: there is only a single reality of life or of death. 
When in the Third World a person loses their job or their land they lose 
life itself. Marginalised people risk their lives daily in the search for work 
and food for their families, without any possibility of education or polit­
ical participation. None the less, the poor affirm their option for life - and 
above all their hope for a better life - in the community fiesta and in 
shared joy. 

Thus ethics and spirituality are expressed through this concrete human 
experience: access to work, land, housing, or health are not only economic 
requirements but also clearly ethical imperatives. They reflect the ethics of 
life, where the defence of specific human lives is the fundamental moral 
imperative. Death is immoral: unemployment, hunger, and illiteracy are 
economic problems but also forms of death and thus a perverse ethical 
reality. So real life as it is lived by the poor becomes the criterion by which 
good and evil can be distinguished. Life, work, and land are both economic 
and spiritual realities. In sum, although spirituality is clearly not just a 
matter of the bodily life or death of a human being, adequate provision 
of basic needs for all is the crucial criterion for distinguishing between 
authentic and false spirituality - or rather between a spirituality of life and 
a spirituality of death. 

In Latin America the notions of the 'logic of life' or the 'logic of the 
majority' are widely used in both theological and radical political dis­
course - that is, human life is assumed to be the essential criterion for eco­
nomic logic or rationality. That all should have life is the most logical or 
rational position: unemployment, illness, hunger, and illiteracy are illogical 
and irrational. Those whose lives are mainly threatened are the poor 
and oppressed, of course. This logic of life is opposed to the logic of 
the dominant economic system where the rationality is based on maximis­
ing corporate profits and private wealth. Life for all, especially for the 
poorest, can become illogical for the profit-maximising system. Unemploy­
ment, concentration of wealth in a few hands, marginality - and even the 
death of the poor - can become rational within the dominant economic 
system. 
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The satisfaction of basic needs - life for all - is therefore not seen by 
liberation theology as a goal, a programme, an ideology or a development 
model as it might be by a national economic policy maker or an inter­
national development agency. It is anterior to and more fundamental than 
economic policy. It is the only logical basis for an economic ideology or 
development model, because it is concerned with the choice between 
human life and profit maximisation. 

All that liberation theology has to say about life as the fundamental 
'mediator' in economics can also be applied to reflections on the nature of 
God - and is summed up by the expression 'the God of Life' . 1 0 For this 
theological purpose 'life' must be seen as something human and tangible, 
otherwise it evaporates into an abstract and purely spiritual theology. God 
is the God of Life because His will is essentially that all men and women 
should have life and life in abundance (John 10.10). The poor believe in 
the God of Life because He guarantees real human life for all, and particu­
larly for them. God is the God of Life because He assumes human life as 
absolute truth, goodness and beauty -gloria Dei vivens homo in the words 
of Saint Irenaeus. The glory of God is manifested in specific human life -
so this glory is at stake in the life or death of historically specific human 
beings. The economic dimension of life (work, land, house, health, food, 
education etc.) becomes the expression of the glory of God. Equally, the 
glory of God is dimmed in every person who suffers hunger, misery and 
oppression. Economy (i.e. life) and theology are thus inseparable in theory 
and practice. 

One of the most characteristic contributions of liberation theology has 
been the concept of 'structural sin' or sinful structures 1 1 - which includes 
the systematic violation of civil rights but where economic injustice holds 
a central place. For 'Western' (liberation theologians would say 'North­
ern') theology in the tradition of Cartesian individualism and an individual 
relationship to God, this is a problematic notion. The concept of sinful 
structures - which includes the market economy in practice - shows how 
personal evil can be simultaneously strengthened and disguised by social 
relationships. A particular economic structure (a historical system of rela­
tions between people) can easily create a series of situations which make nec­
essary - and thus apparently reasonable - that conduct which favours one's 
own greed or that of one's family at the expense of the life and dignity 
of many others. Usually, the consequences for the poor of such greed are 
not immediately visible to the sinner (as they would be in an isolated rural 
community, for instance) because they are diffused through the market 
economy. As a personal sinner, an individual is seen as both responsible 
for and as a victim of these oppressive social structures. 
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In effect, liberation theologians are attempting to recuperate a funda­
mental New Testament notion, that of the 'sin of the world' which renders 
the world incapable of understanding the Truth (John 1 7 . 2 5 ) . Contempor­
ary economic structures form a central part of the sin of the world; this is 
not just a matter of specific economic injustices which can be rectified by 
appropriate public or private action by good Christians. Despite consider­
able criticism from traditional theologians in general and the Vatican in 
particular, these concepts were implicit to the central arguments of both 
Puebla and Medellin. 

Liberation theology has thus always used concepts of political economy 
in its analysis of both the real world and ideological discourse. None the 
less, a 'theology of the economy' as such has not yet been fully worked 
out. One fruitful approach is to start from the sacral nature of 'bread' -
that is, the product of work within specific social relations. In this way, 
present or proposed economic arrangements can be related to the con­
struction of the Kingdom or its negation. ' 1 Another approach is to start 
from a reformulation of the Marxian critique of commodity fetishism in 
terms of the biblical view of idolatry, which leads by extension to the 
valuation of 'real life' by the poor as opposed to the abstractions of the 
oppressors. 1 5 In both approaches, the analytical tools of Marxism (as 
opposed to its philosophical model) are used from a Christian perspective 
- in much the same way as Aquinas used Aristotle. The task of translating 
theological analysis of concepts such as social relations, alienation, work, 
commodities ('bread') or value ('blood') into a form that would be com­
prehensible to ordinary people as well as intellectually convincing, is still 
pending. 

Fortunately perhaps, a considerable part of liberation theology is done 
'from below' in Latin America; that is by base communities discussing the 
relevance of Scripture to their own lives. It is largely unrecorded, but no 
less real for that . ' 4 Popular hermeneutics takes much of its inspiration 
from the fact that the language and socio-economic circumstances of the 
Old and New Testaments are of direct and immediate relevance to the 
lives of the poor in Latin America. A biblical world of peasant farming, 
avaricious merchants, oppressive landowners, tax collectors, agricultural 
labour, and impoverished widows seems not dissimilar to life in Brazil 
or El Salvador. Indeed, it is perhaps unsurprising that the Apocalypse is 
the favourite book of the popular movements because there they find 
inspiration for resistance to persecution which can then be applied directly 
to contemporary society; similarly, the discourse in John does not seem 
abstract to them at all, as they can identify with the Christian struggle 
against the Roman Empire. 1 5 
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Liberation theology and economic theory 

A frequent criticism of liberation theology - not least from the Vatican 
itself - is the influence of Marxism revealed by its stress on economic 
relationships and social conflict. However, the necessary stages of economic 
development in Marxist theory and the changes in class relationships 
they bring about are not the basis for the liberation theologians' view of 
history: the economic actors are 'the poor ' and 'the rich' rather than capit­
alists and the proletariat, while the driving force of history is the relation­
ship between God and His creation. Thus, the eschatological view of history 
in liberation theology is clearly opposed to that of historical materialism. 
None the less, liberation theologians explicitly regard M a r x as an import­
ant source of analytical method which helps them look beyond the appar­
ently objective nature of market forces; and thus to identify power with 
property, relate poverty to labour control and identify the intrinsic contra­
diction between the market economy and an egalitarian society." 1 Moreover, 
it is also clear to the informed reader that the implicit inspiration for their 
economic views is derived from the early 'Hegelian M a r x ' concerned with 
alienation and exploitation, rather than from technicalities of surplus value 
and industrial progress in Das Kapital. The economic nature of the transi­
tion to socialism/Kingdom is basic needs provision and the inclusion of 
the marginalised, rather than the over-accumulation of capital and the 
proletarianisation of the workforce in Marx . 

Economic theory is underpinned by 'theories of value' which explain the 
way in which markets set prices and distribute income as a manifestation 
of the value which a society collectively places on a particular commod­
ity or skill. The classical economists (including Smith and Ricardo as well 
as Marx) developed a 'labour theory of value' based on the amount of 
labour required to produce a commodity or skill, directly through the work 
involved or indirectly through the equipment or education needed in the 
production process. The modern theory of value is quite different: based 
on the utilitarianism of Mill and Bentham, it sees the market as expressing 
the social utility of goods and services as revealed by the spending deci­
sions of consumers - who 'vote with their money', so to speak. Liberation 
theology is clearly directly opposed to the utilitarian view, not least be­
cause it privileges the choices of the rich, but more fundamentally because 
it converts human beings into commodities. There is more sympathy with 
a labour theory of value insofar as it recognises the origins of wealth, but 
the concept of value based on 'blood' clearly goes far beyond the ideas of 
Ricardo and M a r x . 
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In fact, liberation theologians' views on the origins of poverty in Latin 
America and the economic relationship between rich and poor countries 
are firmly located within a long Latin American tradition of progressive 
thought - much of it specifically non-Marxist - which stresses the concen­
tration of ownership, undemocratic economic policies, and unequal rela­
tionships within the world economy as constituting a 'crisis of capitalism 
in the region'. This tradition has strong roots in both popular discourse 
and the declarations of national leaders. It encompasses both the 'structur­
alist economics' associated with the UN Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the 'dependency school' of political thought in the region. 1 7 

Indeed it might be argued that the communitarian and redistributive nature 
of the economic 'project' of liberation theology owes more to the radical 
populism of Proudhon than to the state power of Lenin. In practice, more­
over, liberation theologians have always worked with social movements 
whose political position is highly critical of orthodox communist parties -
particularly the revolutionary movements of Central America but also trade 
unions in Brazil and 'base communities' throughout the region. 

If the economic content of liberation theology is compared to the ana­
lytical framework of modern economics as applied to developing coun­
tries, its shortcomings become evident. There is a measure of agreement as 
to the institutional roots of poverty, and an admission by the latter that 
the Pareto conditions for a free market equilibrium to correspond to a 
social welfare maximum may not hold in the presence of an unequal prior 
distribution of financial assets or human skills. Basic needs provision and 
poverty elimination have become accepted as central elements in formulat­
ing economic strategy in developing countries; and although these ideas 
clearly antedate liberation theology, its support for them has undoubtedly 
been influential - particularly among non-governmental development agen­
cies. However, the central issues of economic development theory arc not 
addressed by liberation theology: the balance between industry and agri­
culture, the best way to finance social expenditures, improving trade relation­
ships between industrialised and industrialising countries, incentives for 
private producers, how to create jobs and the trade-off between the incomes 
of this generation and the next, and so on. This agenda might well seem too 
much to demand of theologians but the neglect of these more practical 
issues has serious consequences. 

On the one hand, this neglect means that the orthodox prescriptions of 
macroeconomic policy have gone largely uncontested except by general 
denunciations of capitalism. Widespread unemployment, reduced wages 
and cuts in health expenditure are justified by democratic governments 
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and international financial agencies in terms of the increased production 
efficiency and private investment they will generate, which will later result 
in greater income growth and employment for the poor. Whether this 
trade-off is feasible or desirable is one of the central issues in current 
economic debate at all levels of society in Latin America today: ' 8 'struc­
tural adjustment' is defended by its proponents in ethical terms as 'good 
for the poor in the long run', while its opponents argue that there are 
sound reasons for believing that macroeconomic stability can be combined 
with poverty reduction. 1 9 On the other hand, in the one case where libera­
tion theology did have a strong influence on the economic policy of a 
progressive government - the case of Nicaragua during the 1 9 8 0 s which 
attempted to implement a direct attack on poverty through large-scale land 
reform and massive basic needs provision to the p o o r 1 0 - the lack of a 
coherent response to the problems of national and international economic 
management turned out to be a fatal weakness in the attempt to imple­
ment the vision of a 'new land'. In sum, the critique of observed economic 
injustice can lose its force unless it is accompanied by some idea as to what 
would constitute a just economy in practice. 

A more appropriate basis of comparison might therefore be the more 
specific topic of welfare economics, 1 1 which reflects not only the commit­
ment to solidarity within a particular national economy but also the fact 
that a range of social services - such as health and education - has a 
positive return to the economy in the long run due to increased productiv­
ity and less communicable disease, but which the individuals concerned 
cannot afford and the private sector is unwilling to provide for the popu­
lation as a whole. Indeed, this limited definition of the 'common good' 
appears to be emerging as the basis for basic needs provision in industrial­
ised societies unable to achieve the political support required for the tax 
burden that existing levels of welfare entitlements imply. This is clearly far 
more limited than the commitment to the elimination of poverty as the 
central focus of economic strategy which liberation theology implies. 

However, the basis for modern welfare economics is the notion of social 
citizenship (also termed the 'citizenship of entitlement') which consists of 
the rights to a modicum of economic welfare and security, to share fully in 
the social heritage of the community, and to live a civilised life according 
to the standards prevailing in society. 1 1 This is not, therefore, an argument 
from compassion, which focuses on the point of view of the donor as citizen 
and where the recipients are perceived as recipients of largesse rather 
than as citizens with entitlements to benefits and rights of participation in 
decisions which affect them. A depersonalised relationship based on entitle­
ment is essential if recipients of social benefits are to be citizens rather 
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than subjects. Social citizenship also 'depersonalises' the function of giving, 
converting it from a voluntary act by a few 'good citizens' to a duty on the 
part of all citizens who can afford to do so to pay tax so that the needs 
of the body of the citizenry are met as of right. Social citizenship thus 
implies not only entitlements to welfare payments, but also the obliga­
tion of better-off citizens to pay tax in order to finance them if the system 
is to be something more than social insurance. This is an agenda which 
liberation theology has not addressed but where it would have much to 
offer if it were to speak to the problems of economic development under 
democracy. 

Liberation theology and the theory of economic justice 

Although liberation theology has a limited engagement with economic 
theory as such, there is a much clearer correspondence with notions of 
economic justice in political philosophy. A good basis for comparison is 
the modern theory of justice, based on liberal political theory and in 
particular the contractarian ideal of 'fairness' as a characteristic of the just 
economy. The contractarian theory of justice suggests that a set of eco­
nomic institutions can be judged as fair if behind a 'veil of ignorance' all 
citizens arc prepared to accept any position in that economy they might be 
allocated at random/ 5 In other words, there is rigorous equality of eco­
nomic opportunity and acceptable welfare provision, as opposed to equal­
ity of outcomes. Clearly all the Latin American economies would fail this 
test and thus can be judged 'unjust'. From a completely different ethical 
point of departure, liberation theology comes to a not dissimilar position; 
although the logic would derive from the relationship of people to each 
other in a community rather than in a social contract with the state. 

Another philosophical approach to the problem of poverty is based on 
the idea that economic welfare is derived from the 'entitlements' possessed 
by individuals or households. 1 4 These entitlements can be market-based 
(e.g. income from economic assets or marketable skills) or social entitle­
ments derived from legal or traditional rights to welfare, including access 
to common property resources such as water or grazing land; the loss of 
these entitlements - due to economic dislocation or social collapse - causes 
poverty and their restoration can eliminate it. The value of a specific 
'bundle' of entitlements is judged by the extent to which they provide the 
conditions for the good life under the relevant circumstances. This power­
ful analytical concept, which has a deep influence on modern economic 
development theory, could also add some depth to the liberation theolo­
gians' view of the origins of poverty in marginalisation. None the less, like 
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contractarian theories of economic justice, entitlement theory has little to 
say about the power structures which lie behind the institutions of the 
market economy. 

In the global context, one of the key characteristics of poverty is the coun­
try in which people are born - in other words the citizenship of the poor. 
The traditional economists' response to this problem is that the potential 
economic benefits of migration in terms of increased employment and 
higher wages can be achieved just as well by labour-intensive exports and 
international investment in developing countries. None the less, citizenship 
is still the single most important asset most people possess in developed 
countries as it represents a claim on the accumulated social capital of the 
relevant country and its place in the world economy. In this case, the 
appropriate test in liberal political theory would presumably be whether a 
rational person would be willing to be born into the world irrespective of 
his citizenship. Clearly the answer is negative - in which case the present 
international economic arrangements can be properly judged as unjust 1 5 -
as liberation theology would argue from quitte different premises. 

In a single global economy, the poorest countries and vulnerable groups 
who do not possess the resources to compete effectively have become more 
vulnerable to exogenous shocks and fall further behind in the race for 
technological competence. 1 6 From this point of view, development coop­
eration ('aid') can be seen as part of an international social safety net 
which reflects not only the global ethical responsibilities of the rich for the 
poor, but also the claim of the poor upon the rich as members of the same 
global community. This is not just a question of making international 
markets work more efficiently, so that the welfare of both donors and 
recipients is increased; the ethical argument for aid derives from the obliga­
tion to relieve human suffering when this can be done at little personal 
cost, which is a universal Kantian obligation in relation to all humans 
simply by virtue of our shared humanity. This obligation requires that 
resources be transferred to the poor, irrespective of state or national bounda­
ries, to provide them with the means of survival. However, it is difficult to 
establish any clear philosophical argument for aid beyond this basic 'human 
entitlement' because the Aristotelian notion of redistributive justice is usu­
ally applied to individuals within an identifiable community. T o apply it 
internationally poses two problems: first, whether the contractarian respons­
ibility of individuals extends beyond state boundaries; and second, whether 
states can properly be considered as moral agents in the international 
sphere. 1 7 This issue is also one to which liberation theology may have more 
to offer than liberal moral philosophy. 
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Conclusion 

Economics - in the broad 'political economy 1 sense in which I have used it 
in this chapter - has a central place in liberation theology. Despite the fact 
that this theology does not really address the central questions of modern 
economic theory, it has undoubtedly had a significant influence on the way 
in which the economics of poor countries has developed in practice. In 
particular, liberation theology has changed the way in which social move­
ments, non-governmental organisations and international aid agencies view 
economic policy - addressing such pressing problems as external debt and 
structural adjustment. Moreover, the inclusion of the prophetic critique of 
the market economy within ethical discourse through concepts such as the 
'right to life* and 'structural sin' is clearly an important step forwards in a 
radical theology - not least because it permits a popular hermeneutic 
derived from the everyday experience of the poor. 

In consequence, the 'economics of liberation theology' is very different 
from other traditions in the Christian approach to economics. On the one 
hand, there is the 'mainstream' Roman Catholic tradition of social re­
sponsibility established by Aquinas with its modern expression in Rerum 
Novarum and Populorum Progressto. This tradition, which stresses the 
mutual responsibility of labour and capital (and poor and rich countries) 
to work in harmony, is the economic equivalent to Christian Democracy 
in politics and has been particularly influential among reforming elites in 
Latin America during this century. In marked contrast, liberation theology 
not only considers capital and labour (the 'civilisation of wealth' and the 
'civilisation of poverty') to be essentially in conflict by their very natures, 
but also that historical struggle between them will eventually lead to the 
construction of the Kingdom as promised in the Beatitudes. The difference 
between the two theological positions is most clear in the notion of 'sinful 
structures' where the poverty and exclusion in a competitive market economy 
as experienced by poor societies lie at the core of the peccatum mundu It 
is this prophetic challenge, rather than association with Marxism or with 

revolutionary movements, that has made the liberation theologians the 
target of the Vatican. 

On the other hand, there is a long-standing Protestant tradition of ap­
proaching the economy from the standpoint of the duties and obligations 
of the Christian towards one's fellows in the market. 1 8 The duty of charitable 
giving to the poor is accompanied by the obligation of responsible stew­
ardship of wealth for the common good, a concept which can be usefully 
extended to the prudent use of natural resources on behalf of future 
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generations. The emphasis on fairness and individual responsibility in this 
approach to economics can be seen as reflecting a greater concern with 
justice on earth, so to speak, than the dominant Catholic tradition. None 
the less, the liberation theologians' emphasis on the historical nature of 
class conflict and the essentially communitarian nature of the just economy 
as a precursor of the Kingdom is very different from the essentially individu­
alist Protestant approach to the Christian economy, which takes the mar­
ket and its institutions as a fact of nature rather than a sinful construct. 
However, in Latin America, many Protestant theologians in the evangelical 
tradition have been deeply influenced by (and contributed to) liberation 
theology - and this influence is particularly marked in the approach to 
economic questions. 

In the late 1 9 9 0 s , although economic conditions in Latin America are 
not much better than before, there has been a major change since the 
1 9 7 0 s and 1 9 8 0 s in the sense that democracy and human rights are now 
better established throughout the continent. This opening up of the political 
sphere has probably diverted popular protest against economic conditions 
away from the temple towards the forum, so to speak. Combined with 
steady pressure from Rome to exclude liberation theologians from bishoprics 
and seminaries, the public voice of liberation theology on economic ques­
tions may become less audible in years to come. 

Meanwhile, poverty is still a central problem for the global economy in 
the post-cold war world: 

. . . the number of absolute poor, the truly destitute, was estimated by the 
World Bank at 1 .3 billion in 1 9 9 3 , and is probably still growing. One fifth of 
the world lives in countries, mainly in Africa and Latin America, where 
living standards actually fell during the 1980s. Several indicators of aggreg­
ate poverty - 1 .5 billion lack access to safe water and 2 billion lack safe 
sanitation; more than 1 billion are illiterate, including half of the rural 
women - are no less chilling than a quarter-century ago. 1 * 

So in the economic sphere at least . . this theology is not a passing 
fashion. Its corollary - oppression - is unfortunately not a fashion but 
rather a growing problem. The theology of liberation is thus still very 
necessary, because Christian faith must today respond with credibility -
and theological rationality - to the oldest and newest question as posed by 
Gutierrez: how to tell the poor that God loves them.' 3 0 
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II 
O L I V E R O ' D O N O V A N 

Political theology, tradition 
and modernity 

Dated from the Medellin Conference, liberation theology is not yet thirty 
years old. Political theology, by contrast, has many centuries behind it. To 
define a High Tradition the period 1 1 0 0 - 1 6 5 0 suggests itself: at one end 
the Gregorian Reforms bring the conflict between papacy and secular rule 
to the centre of theological discussion; at the other the Moral Science of 
the early Enlightenment lifts political theory out of the purview of theology. 
The dates are especially happy as they coincide with two striking contribu­
tions to the genre. From the turn of the twelfth century the anonymous 
York Tractates argue with theological urgency for the sacral character of 
monarchy, discredited by the new papalism. From the midpoint of the 
seventeenth century Hobbes's Leviathan, a work with considerably more 
theology in it than philosophy, seals the case, as early modernity under­
stood it, for politics as an autonomous theoretical discipline. In between lie 
the great peaks of political theology, scholastic and reformed. But the High 
Tradition itself did not spring from nothing, but drew on thinkers and 
ideas of the patristic and Carolingian ages. Augustine is rightly taken as a 
founding figure; but before him there were Ambrose, Eusebius of Caesarea 
(notoriously), and from the pre-Constantinian period Lactantius. And why 
not mention the second-century Letter to Diognetus, which, in turn, was 
only building on ideas in 1 Peter and Philippians . . . ? 

But the relation of contemporary political theology to the High Tra­
dition can be summed up in a single bleak word: ignorance. The feeling 
of invigorating new departure is due in considerable measure to the loss 
of antecedents from our view. Occasionally our contemporaries seize on 
moments in the tradition and identify their importance: Boff has written 
on St Francis; and the authors of the South African Kairos Document used 
the doctrine of tyrannicide from John of Salisbury and St Thomas. But by 
and large the tradition, with all its wealth of suggestive theo-political debate 
and analysis, has been eclipsed by the shadow of the modern period. The 
purpose of this essay is not to criticise liberation theology for this fact (in 
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which, arguably, it merely shares the fate of a great deal of twentieth-
century theology), nor to engage in close interpretation of it; but simply 
to locate it on a rather wider stage of theological history than it is used 
to locating itself on, and to show how the occluding preoccupations of 
modernity have constrained its understanding of its own agenda. For lib­
eration theology, like all other political theology of our time, stands in a 
double relation to modernity, both highly critical and highly dependent. 

'Modernity' can be described in many different ways. For our purposes 
one way is enough. It is characterised by a twofold tradition of radical 
suspicion directed against the classical political theology. Both suspicions 
were derived from that theology; but the early-modern consciousness 
radicalised them and combined them in a way that undermined the theo-
political project as a whole. 

(i) The first suspicion is voiced in a famous pronouncement of Kant: 'I can 
actually think of a moral politician, i.e. one who so interprets the principles 
of political prudence that they can be coherent with morality, but I cannot 
think of a political moralist, i.e. one who forges a morality to suit a states­
man's advantage.' 1 Kant meant, of course, ironically, that he could think 
of a statesman forging a pseudo-morality to his advantage, but could not 
think of anything else 'political morality' might mean! There is the decisive 
statement of a troubled motif which has recurred throughout the long tradi­
tion of Christian political reflection: distrust of a 'forged' morality, a mere 
'legitimation', as our current idiom would express it, for an arbitrary grip 
on power by given individuals or classes. Politicians are corruptors of moral 
discourse. Their moral sentiments are like bad coinage pumped into the 
currency, which can only lower its value and destroy it. This unmasking of 
political morality is what sets a distance between the Christian West and 
the Aristotelian conception of ethics as a subdivision of politics. 

There are two sides to Kant's objection to the political moralist. In the 
first place it is a forgery, this morality which serves the convenience of the 
political order, when a true morality would dictate its terms to the politi­
cians. This claim bears its theological ancestry on its face; there is a true 
morality to reckon with, not forged from within the political system but 
compelling it from above; and there is a true order which endures no 
matter who finds it inconvenient. In the second place, the political order 
itself should not be treated with too much solemnity, for it is, after all, 
only a 'statesman's advantage', a certain constellation of benefits and 
disbenefits of power which happens to suit one person rather than another. 
Politics is historically contingent, and therefore arbitrary. Only when sub­
ordinated to morality can its claims carry weight with us. 
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This second claim was of ancient Cynic origin, but long naturalised into 
Christian thought. When Augustine rhetorically denied the difference be­
tween kingdoms and 'large-scale criminal syndicates', he took his inspira­
tion from a popular story about what a pirate said to Alexander: 'Because 
I use a small boat I am called a robber; because you use a large fleet you 
are called an emperor!' What raised this quip to the dignity of a political 
principle was the theological point of view. Augustine was in a position to 
belittle the political culture of antiquity; he could dismiss its achievements 
as 'the fragile splendour of a glass which one fears may shatter any moment'; 
he could do this without turning his back on society as the Cynics did, 
simply because he could point to a divine authority and a more lasting social 
order. 2 Unmasking supposes a theological point of vantage, essentially an 
eschatological one. Christ has led captivity captive; he has disarmed the 
principalities and powers; the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand. When we 
claim to have seen through the appearances of political power, we act, as 
King Lear says, 'as if we were God's spies'. 3 

So Kant disposes of the political moralist. But it is evident that the pol­
itical moralist is one and the same as the political theologian. Kant's idea 
of morality, modelled on the thought of conscience as a form of divine 
revelation, makes it precisely a surrogate for theology. So we may say that 
we can think of a theological politician, who interprets the principles of 
political prudence in a way coherent with God's will, but we cannot think 
of a political theologian, who forges a theology to suit a statesman's advant­
age. (Or, again, we can think of one all too easily, but not as a figure who 
commands authority.) Theological forgery came to the notice of the Chris­
tian Church directly from its contest with the religious ideology of the 
Roman empire. The actual expression 'political theology' can, it has been 
suggested, be taken back to the civile genus theologiae of the Roman philo­
sopher Marcus Varro, which Augustine dismissed as 'mendacious'.4 'Civil 
religion' is the title under which such forgeries are usually discussed today. 
More circumspectly, but with increasing conviction, Augustine seems to 
have found the same mendacious tendency in those historians of his time 
who made the conversion of Constantine and the dawning of the 'Christian 
epoch' an irreversible step in the unfolding of God's purposes. 5 But to the 
moralist of modernity, wielding the inner criticism of reflective conscious­
ness rather than the public criticism of the Church's theology, this critique 
is directed categorically against all postures which unite theological and 
political judgments. The suspicion has become total. 

(2) The second suspicion is apparently opposite: not the corruption of 
morality or theology by politicians, but the corruption of politics by theology. 
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This fear was voiced by the imperialist theologians of the fourteenth century, 
based on a classicising account of political authority (uniting elements of 
Aristotle, Roman law and feudalism) which derived it from the will of the 
people. The anxiety was: could divine authority intervene in politics in any 
way without overwhelming the authority of political structures? Revelation 
seemed to pose a threat to political freedom. The experience of confront­
ing Islam, and in later centuries of inter-confessional war in Christendom 
itself, no doubt made this anxiety worse; but, once again, it was an early-
modern philosophical development that extended its scope beyond theo­
cratic hierarchs to reject every kind of political morality or theology. 

In the seventeenth century philosophy came to lose confidence in the 
objectivity of final causes. Political communities, even when created from 
below, had been believed to be ordained by providence to serve the end of 
earthly perfection; but now there arose a tradition of explaining societies 
entirely by reference to efficient causes, focusing these in a notional compact 
whereby each individual was supposed to have surrendered sovereignty 
over his own person in return for certain protections. Individual agents had 
their ends; but objective structures only had their origins. Moral purposes 
and goals, questions of human virtue and fulfilment, seemed intrusive, 
another form of theocratic temptation. The internalising of morality, then, 
led modernity once again to radicalise its suspicions. 

In the popular imagination of late-modern liberalism these twin suspicions 
have broadened and fused together. It is no longer the statesman who stands 
alone, uniquely suspect. All of us have our political interests, especially class 
interests, so that all fine public sentiments may be unmasked, from what­
ever source. Principles of morality, though not denied all claims to truth, 
may never shape the deliberations of a self-ruling people which determines 
its will in response to certain recognised and universal pre-moral interests. 
They are relegated to the status of 'ideals'. The original incompatibility of 
the two reasons for separating politics and morality (or theology) has been 
left behind. We still occasionally see old-fashioned sideshows, in which 
churchmen accuse statesmen of the blasphemous invocation of God's name 
- the Thatcher era in Britain, replete with atavistic moments, staged one or 
two of these - and others in which statesmen accuse churchmen of deploying 
'the power of the crozier' - Ireland, forever resistant to fashion, continues 
to replay this popular medieval morality play. But what has really happened 
is that the division has become internalised. Each of us has a mind parti­
tioned by a frontier, and accepts responsibility for policing it. It was said of 
Harold Wilson, preacher and politician, that he would go through the drafts 
of his speeches removing every echo of the biblical inflexions that came too 
naturally to him. That is the paradigm for late-modern liberal culture. 

z i 8 



Political theology, tradition and modernity 

Liberation theology, then, is the most effective, though not the only, 
twentieth-century challenge to this late-modern liberal consensus on the 
separation of theology and politics. But in framing its challenge, it drew 
help from secondary currents within late-modernity itself. For epochs are 
characterised not by positions but debates; it is the way they state their 
disagreements rather than their agreements that binds the thinkers of any 
age together. If the primary thesis of modernity has been the liberal one, 
there have been counter-theses which attempted to put together what lib­
eral convention put asunder. Most notably, the idealist tradition, deriving 
through Hegel, has reasserted the old Aristotelian claim that morality is a 
sub-species of politics. This has been reconciled with the modern tradition 
of suspicion by way of a uniquely modern idea of history. The critical 
viewpoint was absorbed into the historical process. 'History 5 is the history 
of society, which embraces both the patterns of social order and of social 
right and the moments of unmasking in which these patterns are seen 
through and overthrown. The Enlightenment consensus itself, with its 
attempt to establish a pure ethics (whether theological or rational) in the 
light of which all political dynamisms can be seen through, can itself be 
seen through. Criticism can be turned back upon the critic ad infinitum. 
For criticism, too, is the strategy of some actor within the socio-historical 
polyphony, the representative speech of some historical grouping. With this 
move the two strands of suspicion in the liberal tradition are safeguarded; 
but they are woven back into a greater harmony in which ethics and politics 
are one again. But the matrix is political, not ethical. For it is the social 
dynamisms of history that provide a context in which moral commitments 
become intelligible. The autonomous self-justifying character of politics is 
thus preserved; so is the critical role of moral thought. The philosopher is 
licensed to go on being sceptical of every claim to authority; but this no 
longer seems to imply a perpetual distance from the political process; rather, 
it seems to make a useful contribution to it. 

But for this attempt to reintegrate politics and ethics modern idealism 
paid a fearfully high price. The historical processes of society, offered as 
the matrix which would unify them, does not, apparently, leave either of 
them intact. Ethics, on the one hand, is deprived of authority when it is 
made to serve merely as a reactive critical function. It degenerates into 
little more than a rhetoric of scepticism. We can see this from the charac­
teristic dilemma which besets the favourite causes of liberal idealism: how 
to claim moral licence for themselves without licensing their opposites. 
Each movement of social criticism draws in its train a counter-movement; 
and there is no ground in logic for paying more or less respect to the one 
than to the other. So black consciousness, for example, requires (logically), 
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invites (historically) and licenses (morally) a movement of white conscious­
ness; feminism entails male chauvinism; homophilia entails homophobia, 
and so on. Our intuitions tell us that some of these movements are worth 
more than their shadows, but our intuitions are allowed no way of justify­
ing themselves, and we are compelled, by the logic of historical dialectic, 
to give away whatever it is we think we may have gained. Each generation 
of God's spies has to settle for being spied upon by the next. No one can 
have the last word. There is, therefore, no end in sight to any issue of 
contention, except its replacement by some other more urgent one or its 
collapse from exhaustion. The law of historical process is contingency, and 
that gives us no space to object when our liberal arguments attract redneck 
free-riders. 

On the other hand, social process, which is supposed to fill the place 
assigned to politics by Aristotle, is not the same thing as politics at all. The 
account of society that it yields we call (non-technically) 'sociology'; and 
though sociology was obviously a classicisiftg movement of thought in its 
eighteenth-century origins, it was never a classical one. It could not recover 
the classical innocence which had once conceived as one object of study 
both the natural ordering of society and the art of government. It had to 
take into its system the critical deconstruction of the art of government; 
and that meant that the society in which it hoped to reunite politics and 
ethics was conceived headless, shorn of its decision-making capacities, 
an organism that blundered forward undirected save by the unconscious 
dynamics at work within it. Hence the recurrent charge that sociology 
was, in fact, anti-political. A politics that does not encompass the direction 
of society ceases to be a politics at all. But there is no room for direction 
in a society ruled by the imperative of universal suspicion. 

All this goes some way to explain the difficulties faced by the renewed 
advocacy of political theology in our own time. The primary concern of 
this advocacy was to break out of the cordon sanitaire in which late-
modern liberalism had imprisoned theology. When it has been at its clear­
est, it has insisted that theology is political simply by responding to the 
dynamics of its own proper themes. Christ, salvation, the Church, the 
Trinity: to speak about these has involved theologians in speaking of soci­
ety, and has led them to formulate normative political ends which are very 
much more than 'a statesman's advantage'. Theology turns out to know 
about the ends of politics, and perhaps something about the means, too, 
without being told. It is not a question of adapting to an alien demand or 
subscribing to an external agenda, but of letting theology be true to its 
task and of freeing it from a forced and unnatural detachment. Political 
theology must recover for Christian faith in God, Christ and salvation 
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what scepticism surrendered to mechanistic necessity. Theology must be 
political if it is to be evangelical. Rule out the political questions and 
you cut short the proclamation of God's saving power; you leave people 
enslaved at points where they ought to be set free from the power of sin 
- their own sin and other people's. 

A theologian who begins from the political discourse of the Kingdom of 
God will need to prove bona fides by demonstrating how it illumines all 
the topics that responsible theology attends to: repentance and forgiveness, 
the incarnation, the sharing of the life of Godhead in the Spirit, justification 
and adoption, creation and the renewal of the world, the life of the Church 
and its ministry of word and sacraments. The régula fidei does not pre­
scribe a single starting point for theology; but it warns against making any 
starting point the stopping point. This is the test of theological seriousness 
which when any theologian fails to meet, he or she may be charged with 
arbitrariness. In the High Tradition of political theology such interpénétra­
tion of political and doctrinal concerns could be taken for granted. One 
may think of Grotius's theory of the Atonement, or of James of Viterbo's 
exploration of the offices of Christ. The liberation theologians, too, have 
proved their seriousness in this way, not least by bringing back into circula­
tion theological themes for which liberal modernism had no use: judgment, 
original sin, demon-possession, for example. 

Of course, no major movement of thought is unambiguous, especially 
not a movement of reaction. It is therefore quite possible to see this move­
ment, as some influential liberal critics have seen it, as the dog's return to 
the vomit of 'legitimation'. In place of the statesman's advantage, it is said, 
there is the class advantage of the poor. How does that improve matters? 
But, though this line of attack may find its targets, it fails to recognise the 
character and inspiration of the movement, which is to take up the cause 
of the poor ¿75 a theologically given mandate. If the question of the poor 
is, quite specifically, the question of the Latin Americans because it arises 
in their context, it is at the same time a question for us all, because it arises 
from scriptural warrants to which we must attend as carefully as they. The 
excitement which accompanied the reassertion of political theology in the 
Latin American context was, as we should not forget, very evidently an 
excitement about reading the Bible. 

But neither does the liberal attack identify the true points of weakness in 
the movement, which arise from its dependence on historicist idealism. We 
may notice three of these. 

First, there is the question of epistemology. The liberationist critique of 
depoliticised liberal theology starts from a classic argument within the mod­
ern idealist tradition: does knowledge, which is by definition knowledge 
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of history, arise retrospectively, as an aftermath, as Hegel's famous 'owl 
of Minerva' metaphor suggests? Or does it arise mediis in rebus, in the 
heat of action, as Marx maintained? The critique identifies liberal theology 
with an encyclopedic conception of theology, organising various depart­
ments of knowledge which function on their own terms; and in place of 
this it looks for a theology which makes its own discoveries on the ground. 
But can it do this without making 'the ground', i.e. the chosen field of 
social action, absolutely determinative for valid theological knowledge? 
Must theology be parti pris - and to that extent closed against criticism? 

Consider the familiar epistemological programme: 'reflecting upon praxis'. 
It can be taken to suggest certain features of good practical theology: 

• that action demands its own proper form of reasoning - 'practical 
reasoning' the tradition used to call it, though 'deliberation' is perhaps 
a better term; 

• that as well as practical reasoning towards action we need reflection 
upon action that can situate our practical engagements within a vision 
of the world; 

• that practical engagement is prior in experience to reflection, so that 
occasions for understanding open up to us only as we first give 
ourselves to action. 

These three suggestions are all true, and important. But in the space be­
tween reflection and deliberation, as it were, is a moment of transcendent 
criticism, a moment of obedient attention to God's word; and that is 
squeezed out by the collapsing of the two, the backward and the forward 
glance, into one moment, 'reflection upon praxis'. Our practical engage­
ments now seem to yield all the understanding that we need. We have 
snatched a knowledge of the world that is fait accompli, stolen from God 
by getting in first. So our action becomes the predetermining 'matrix' for 
anything which God may wish to say to us, ensuring that we hear nothing 
from him but the echo of our own practical energies. And with that we are 
deprived of the freedom which lies at the root of all freedoms, the freedom 
to repent. 

Exponents of reflection upon praxis have turned in two directions when 
elaborating the context, which turns out also to be the content, of their 
theological knowledge. On the one hand, they have spoken of knowledge 
won in action: the act of 'transforming' the world gives a privileged view­
point on the world, a thought which was once meant to be conveyed by 
the term 'praxis', now flabby from fashionable over-use. On the other 
hand, they have sometimes turned to knowledge won from suffering, mak­
ing solidarity with the oppressed a primary category of epistemology. In 
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fact, neither of these turns could give political theology the epistcmological 
freedom that it sought. The one steered it in a technological direction, 
opening it to the influence of Western doctrines of progress, the worst 
possible platform from which to urge the cause of classes marginalised by 
progress. The other turned it towards the romantic, world-renouncing 
strands of the European tradition and cut its nerve for action. What it 
needed, but only sometimes seemed to achieve, was a concept of knowledge 
gained in obedience. But obedience is a concept which historicist idealism 
finds it difficult to make room for, because of its transcendent reference. 

Gustavo Gutierrez seems to me to have articulated this point with per­
fect clarity: T h e ultimate criteria come from revealed truth, which we 
accept in faith, and not from praxis itself. It is meaningless - it would, 
among other things be a tautology - to say that praxis is to be criticised 
"in the light of praxis". Moreover, to take such an approach would in any 
case be to cease doing properly theological work/ 6 'Meaningless', possibly 
- if one can describe the whole Promethean self-positing of mankind against 
God as meaningless - and 'tautological', in the sense that all founding 
axioms are generated from tautology. And most certainly untheological. 
Yet I doubt whether Gutierrez's repudiation of self-justifying praxis can 
accommodate the characteristic factitive and transformative language of 
Hberationist epistemology. Take, for example, an earlier statement from 
the same author: 'Truth is something verified, something "made true". 
Knowledge of reality that leads to no modification of that reality is not 
verified, does not become true.' 7 Would it have made any difference to the 
force of these words if he had not highlighted 'verified' as a term of art, 
and had glossed it, more conventionally, as 'proved true'? Or if he had not 
spoken of 'modifying', but of acting into reality? Is it only rhetoric, that 
suggestion, supported from Vico and Marx, that praxis is more than the 
condition of knowledge, but in fact determines what there is to be known? 
How can a 'knowledge' by which human beings 'recreate the world and 
shape themselves' distinguish itself from a naked exercise of will? 

Second, by relying on the deconstructive cut bono} question to empower 
its rejection of liberal secularism, liberation theology finds itself with an 
unsustainable combination of political affirmation and universal suspicion. 
It becomes tied in to the eternally inconclusive exchanges of historicism: 
allegations of sectional interest volleyed to and fro across the net, never to 
be ruled out of court, never to land beyond reach of return. In a political 
theology which hopes to be constructive about politics, the cui bono} 
question has a distinct but strictly limited usefulness. It alerts us to the fact 
that political theories are related to the actual political commitments of 
those who hold them. But it does not tell us whether those commitments 
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are good or bad, generous or mean-spirited, true or false. It does not 
entitle us to think that no theory ever looks beyond the interest of its 
proponents. It is therefore useful as an interpretative tool, to test the scope 
and integrity of any theory; but it cannot provide a vision of reality which 
could direct or encourage anyone. One cannot gain a truer understanding 
of the world by criticism alone, any more than one can make mince with 
a grinder and no meat. Once totalised, criticism evacuates itself and turns 
into a series of empty gestures. Totalised criticism is the modern form of 
intellectual innocence; but it is not harmless innocence, unhappily, as it 
destroys trust and makes it impossible to learn. 

We may put the same point theologically by challenging the metaphor in 
King Lear's invitation, to 'take upon's the mystery of things as if we were 
God's spies'. God has no spies. He has prophets, and he commissions them 
to speak about society in words which rebuke the inauthentic speech of 
false prophets. But true prophets cannot speak only of the errors of false 
prophets. Their judgment of the false consists precisely in what they have 
to say of God's purposes of renewal, his mercy towards weak and frang­
ible societies on which the fate of souls depends. Christian theology must 
assume the prophets' task, and, accepting history as the context within 
which politics and ethics take form, affirm that it is the history of God's 
action, not sheer contingency but consistent purpose. The prophet is not 
allowed the luxury of perpetual subversion. After Ahab, Elijah must anoint 
some Hazael, some Jehu. 

Third, what positive cause, then, shall the prophet anoint? A broad 
answer can be given in wholly theological terms: the poor. As a theological 
starting point this has proved a strong answer, capable of opening the way 
to serious biblical and theological explorations that have captured the 
imagination of the Church in the Northern as well as the Southern hemi­
sphere. Yet in developing it into more detailed policy, liberation theolo­
gians have needed to call on analyses of political events and structures 
from outside theology. Typically these have been described as 'social scien­
tific' analyses, a reference not to the empirical social sciences as they are 
usually studied in the English-speaking world, but to the more philosoph­
ical tradition of social theory that has emerged from Germanic strands 
of idealism. The problem with this answer does not lie with the strategy 
of borrowing conceptual assistance as such. Theology has often done this 
to its benefit; the important question is how well such borrowed mater­
ial from secular disciplines has been metabolised into its own system of 
theological intelligibility. (There are instances both of successful and un­
successful borrowings in liberation theology. To my mind the use of class-
conflict analysis remains wedged in the theological oesophagus like an 
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undigested bolus, whereas dependency-theory has yielded authentic theolo­
gical nourishment.) 

The problem is that the choice of such guidance is a restrictive one, 
closing off the possibility of a fully political conceptuality. As we have 
observed, in speaking of 'society' we abstract from questions of govern­
ment. This abstraction can serve as a useful ascetic preparation for thinking 
about politics; it can correct the blight of formalism to which theories of 
government are exposed; it can remind us that society is a vital dynamism 
that controls its leaders as much as it is controlled by them. Yet the societies 
we actually inhabit are politically formed. They are dependent on the art 
of government; they are interested in the very questions which the study of 
society abstracts from. We know that is the case whenever we see a society 
slide into the dreadful abyss of sub-political disintegration. The epithet 
'social', however, forecloses the agenda against these vital questions, often 
narrowing it to economic matters which are only a fraction of what a 
living society cares about. 

These three weaknesses can be focused in one. Building itself on an 
acephalous idea of society, dissolving government in deconstructive scepti­
cism, lacking a point of view which can transcend given matrices of social 
engagement, liberation theology has lacked a concept of authority. I say 'a' 
concept, because it would be inauthentic to make advance stipulations for 
what kind of concept of authority it might derive from the reading of Holy 
Scripture. But it is proper to say to liberation theologians that, just as 
poverty was their issue first but also ours, so authority is our issue first, 
but also theirs. Authority is the nuclear core, the all-present if unclarified 
source of rational energy that motivates the democratic bureaucratic organ­
isations of the Northern hemisphere; but it is also a central theme of the 
High Tradition (their tradition, as well as ours) which sought to derive cri­
teria from the apostolic proclamation of the Gospel to test every claim upon 
authority made by those who possessed, or wished to possess, power. To 
form a critical concept of authority, contemporary political theologians need 
also to revisit that tradition. 

The question of authority, when raised, has often been met with a mass­
ive deployment of suspicion by political theologians. Some have rejected 
the idea outright: Dorothee Soelle, for example, thinks that political theo­
logy is concerned with 'the conditions under which authority can be seen 
through, controlled and ultimately destroyed'.8 But those who take this 
ground are fewer than those who simply keep their silence, not knowing 
how to address the subject without relapsing into 'legitimation'. Historical 
dialectic has made the category seem unusable; and the result is a political 
incoherence at the heart of contemporary politico-theological aspirations. 
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This explains in part why Northern admirers of liberation theology have 
had such little success in deploying its approach in relation to questions 
faced in their own hemisphere. Can democracy avoid being corrupted by 
mass communications? Can individual freedom be protected from techno­
logical manipulation? Can civil rights be safeguarded without surrender­
ing democratic control to appointed courts? Or stable market conditions 
without surrendering control to appointed bankers? Can punishment be 
humane and still satisfy the social conscience? Can international justice 
be protected by threats of nuclear devastation? Can ethnic, cultural and 
linguistic communities assert their identities without denying individual 
freedoms? Can a democracy contain the urge to excessive consumption of 
natural resources? Can the handicapped, the elderly and the unborn be 
protected against the exercises of liberty demanded by the strong, the 
articulate and the middle-aged? Should the nation-state yield place to large 
market-defined governmental conglomerates? The peculiar forms of oppres­
sion experienced by a daily commuter in a large Northern conurbation, a 
check-out assistant in a supermarket, or a democratic politician hoping to 
avoid deselection by the party: these characteristic dilemmas and experi­
ences have attracted astonishingly little notice from the political theologians 
of our generation. 

For the Northern experience has been shaped in all its aspects by what 
became of the notion of authority in the modern era. Its technological 
imperative, its mass consumer culture, its democratic forms of distributing 
and denying power, all spring, in ways which cannot be gone into here, 
from the wasting away of authority as it was understood and witnessed to 
by the High Tradition, authority derived from and responsible to the just 
rule of God. In speaking of God's rule in a political context the tradition 
did not refer to the potentia absoluta underlying the bare fact of creation 
itself, but to the potentia ordinata which gave itself in covenant through 
the creation. To speak of the authority of God's rule is to speak of the 
fulfilment promised to all things worldly and human; and to measure the 
exercise of political power in its light is to make its world-affirming and 
humane character a test for all that is authentically political in human 
communities. The questions that confront the Northern democracies re­
quire a careful scrutiny in this light of the claims to authority on which 
their dominant social practices rest. And it is not political theologians who 
have made a start here, but those philosophers who address the criticism 
of modernity, especially those who have concentrated on the philosophical 
character of technology and the distinctive features of late-modern polit­
ical and moral thought. (We might mention Jacques Ellul, George Grant, 
Leo Strauss and Alasdair Maclntyre as a representative selection.) Not that 
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this collection of diverse thinkers has been without its own theological 
seriousness, however. If a new generation of political theologians nourished 
on liberation theology were to effect a meeting with this tradition, they 
might discover some surprising echoes of their own concerns. 

However that may be, political theology needs also to regain a purchase 
on its own forgotten tradition, which derived, and critiqued, all exercise of 
authority from the rule of God. This proposal should not be misunder­
stood. It is not meant to suggest that the proper goal of political theology 
is to describe an ideal set of political institutions; for political institutions 
are anyway too fluid to assume an ideal form. The assimilation of the idea 
of authority to that of office and structure was a cardinal mistake which 
happened as Western politics turned its back on its theological horizon. 
Offices and structures are important, certainly, but as a secondary expres­
sion of authority. The primary object of attention should be a certain type 
of human (also, humane) act: the 'political act' we may call it. This occurs 
when God authorises the action of one or few to be performed on the part 
of many. It is representative, effective, and it constitutes the society in 
which and for which it is done as a political society that acts in and 
through it. How is this act authorised by God, so that members of society 
are represented in it, whether they choose to be or not? What are the 
criteria for its authentic performance? And how does it bear witness to the 
present and future of what God himself, the sole and only authority, daily 
undertakes for all? 

The future of political theology lies with these questions. 

N O T E S 

1 Immanuel Kant, 'Perpetual Peace', in H. Rciss (cd.), Kant: Political Writings 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1 9 7 0 ) , p. 1 1 8 . 

2 Augustine, City of God, bk 4, chs. 3 , 4. 
3 William Shakespeare, King Lear, act 5 scene 3 . 
4 Augustine, City of God, bk 6, ch. 5. Cf. Duncan Forrester, Theology and Politics 

(Oxford, Blackwell, 1988) , p. 57 . 
5 Cf. R. A. Markus, Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology of St. Augus­

tine (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1 9 7 0 ) , pp. 2 2 - 4 4 . 
6 Gustavo Gutierrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, tr. Matthew J . O'Connell, 

(Maryknoll, NY, Orbis, 1990) , p. 1 0 1 . 
7 Gustavo Gutierrez, 'Liberation Praxis and Christian Faith', in The Power of the 

Poor in History, tr. Robert R. Barr (London, SCM Press, 1 9 8 3 ) , p. 59. 
8 Dorothee Soelle, Political Theology, tr. John Shelley (Philadelphia, Fortress, 1974) , 

p. 67. 



C H R I S T O P H E R R O W L A N D 

Epilogue: the future of 
liberation theology 

Readers of this book may wonder whether its subject-matter is merely 
a phase of modern political theology at a time when a critical Marxism, 
unfettered by the rigidities of its Eastern European manifestations, pervaded 
the social teaching of late twentieth-century Roman Catholicism, only to 
be snuffed out by a determined reaction from a more traditionalist papacy. 
That would be a superficial assessment. We are dealing with a movement 
whose high point as the topic of discussion on the agenda at every theo­
logical conference may now have passed, but whose influence, in a multitude 
of ways, direct and indirect, is as strong as ever. The issues which concern 
liberation theologians today are more inclusive and extend to questions of 
race, gender, popular religion, and, more recently, the environment, 1 and 
have taken root in other situations 1 and religions apart from Christianity. 3 

So when the leaders of Roman Catholicism can proclaim that liberation 
theology is dead, sentiments echoed by some who hitherto have been 
exponents of liberation theology, they miss the enormous impact that this 
way of setting about the theological task continues to have in many parts 
of the world, not least in the citadels of Catholicism itself: 'the fundamen­
tal tenets of liberation theology had - almost surreptitiously - been broadly 
accepted in many parts of the Catholic church'. 4 So, having flourished in 
the Third World many of the fundamental tenets of liberation theology are 
firmly established in the First World, sometimes in institutions of higher 
education, more often in the life of the Church at the grassroots, in popular 
education and among groups working for justice and peace. In thinking of 
it as a mere epiphenomenon of the radical social movements of the sixties 
and seventies, we miss the extent of its impact. 

It is true that mainstream theologians in the First World have been slow 
to accept liberation theology. In fact, there is a growing gap between the 
use of the Bible in adult theological education departments and many 
seminaries on the one hand and theology and religious studies departments 
in universities on the other. Where the ethos of pedagogy is experiential we 
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find educational methods which owe much to the liberationist approach. 
There may not be many courses on liberation theology in universities, but 
those basic tenets, the attention to context, and the peculiar perspective of 
the marginalised (though with an impact on economically comfortable 
sectors of the Church 5), are a feature, for those with eyes to see, of much 
modern theology, both inside and outside the academy. One senses that 
there is a risk of a polarisation, in which the two streams of theology, that 
in the traditional academy and that in the Church in adult education, go 
their own ways, but the Latin American experience of theology suggests 
that it need not be so and that there is a way that they can be held together 
and, indeed, benefit one another. Modern biblical and theological study is 
in a hermeneutical maelstrom, and it would be a pity if European and 
North American academic theology and exegesis did not allow itself to be 
influenced by currents of interpretation which are fructifying both Church 
and academy in the Third World. 

Two conversations I had on my first visit to Latin America illustrate 
the contrasting fortunes and future of liberation theology. In the first an 
exponent of the theology of liberation, based in Mexico, whose writing had 
secured him a wide audience in Europe and North America when libera­
tion theology first came into vogue, treated me to a very gloomy set of 
predictions about the future of the theology of liberation: 'All that will be 
left of it in a few years' time will be our books,' he said. In some respects, 
even that now looks optimistic. If book sales offered an accurate guide to 
its continuing influence, the situation would seem to be rather hopeless. 
Whereas books on the subject might have been expected to sell a decade 
ago, there is little market for them now. 

The tone of the second conversation was in marked contrast, however. 
A Brazilian theologian spoke of the Basic Christian Communities (the CEBs) 
as a potent force in Brazilian life which could not be stopped. He said that, 
whatever the attempts by forces of reaction to put a stop to the process of 
change and renewal in the Church leading to involvement in action for 
social change, there could be no putting the clock back. Or, as he more 
graphically put it, once the toothpaste has been squeezed from the tube 
there can be no putting it back in again! 

There are elements of truth in both comments. Over recent years in 
many countries of Latin America, particularly Brazil, there has been a 
spate of appointments at episcopal level which has seen the progressive 
bishops replaced with conservatives or moved to peripheral dioceses. This 
has meant a clear shift in the balance of power away from the progressive, 
and often politically controversial, style of recent years, suggesting that the 
Church i> evervwhere on the rerrear back to airar and presbnerv. There is 
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a crisis for the Church at the grassroots, both in terms of its role, so obvious 
in a period of oppression, and from the challenge of an all-pervasive 
Pentecostalism. 6 Yet despite all that, at the grassroots the Church as the 
people of God is as involved as ever. Thousands of ordinary men and 
women, whose names will never make the theological libraries of Europe 
and North America, are struggling in the midst of hardship and injustice, 
convinced that their faith emboldens and enables them to engage in activ­
ity which confronts the powerful and provokes them to struggle for better 
conditions for themselves and the poor here and now. One hears in the 
language used by them echoes of the voices of Scripture: the experience of 
being an alien; and the unexpected insight into Scriptures hidden from 
those in more comfortable circumstances, which comes neither from learn­
ing or status, and thereby opens doors of the reign of God. 

'A new genre of theology is waiting to be born, ' writes Charles Villa-
Vicencio. Tt will need to look to the spoken and unspoken word, often so 
deep within the human psyche that it cannot be adequately articulated.' 
W h a t has been set in train in South Africa is a tender shoot, 'a spirituality 
which creates and sustains people . . . a struggle for symbols that unite and 
stories that bind'. The experience of celebration, worship, varied stories 
and recollections, in drama and festival, characterises the kind of theology 
worked out in the Basic Christian Communities. It is an oral theology in 
which story, experience and biblical reflection are intertwined with the 
community's life of sorrow and joy, reflecting the Scriptures themselves, 
which are the written deposit of a people bearing witness to their story of 
oppression, bewildered and longing for deliverance. The Bible has become 
a lens through which one might read the story of today and thereby lend it 
a new perspective. For all its apparent novelty what is happening is a 
rediscovery of older methods of scriptural interpretation which stress the 
priority of the spirit of the word rather than its letter. 

So the seeds of hope have been sown. Yet everywhere the situation 
which prompted liberation theologians to write and explore a different 
way of engaging in theological reflection from what had become the norm, 
has not improved. In many parts of the world it has become worse, and it 
is this continuing context which prompts a continuing need for the kind of 
theological engagement we find in liberation theology. 

As Jon Sobrino has put it: 

. . . what takes my breath away is when people keep saying that liberation 
theology has gone out of fashion. Poverty is increasing in the Third World, 
the gap between the rich and the poor countries is widening, there arc wars 
- more than a hundred since the last world war and all of them in the 'Third 
World'. Cultures arc being lost through the imposition of foreign commercial 
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cultures . . . Oppression is not a fashion. The cries of the oppressed keep 
rising to heaven . . . more and more loudly. God today goes on hearing these 
cries, condemning oppression and strengthening liberation. Anyone who does 
not grasp this has not understood a word of liberation theology. What I ask 
myself is what theology is going to do if it ignores this fundamental fact of 
God's creation as it is. How can a theology call itself 'Christian' if it bypasses 
the crucifixion of whole people and their need for resurrection, even though 
its books have been talking about crucifixion and resurrection for twenty 
centuries? Therefore if those doing liberation theology are not doing it well, 
let others do it and do it better, but someone must keep on doing it. And for 
the love of God let's not call it a fashion.7 
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