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ABSTRACT

LIBERATION THEOLOGY'S USE OF THE EXODUS 
AS A SOTERIOLOGICAL MODEL

by

Atilio Ren6 Dupertuis 

Chairman: Raoul Dederen
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This investigation studies the soteriology of 
Latin American liberation theology particularly in the 
light of its use of the Exodus as a liberation model.

Chapter I briefly traces the historical and the­
ological developments in the continent, from its dis­
covery to the present, in am effort to provide a better 
understanding of the circumstances and currents of thought 
which led to the emergence of liberation theology.

Chapter II shows that liberation theology taiJces 
its starting point from a decided commitment to create a 
new and more human society, through the radical change of

1
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the present unjust social order seen as oppressive and 
sinful- In its struggle on behalf of the poor and mar­
ginalized, liberation theology differs essentially from 
earlier forms of social Christianity where advantaged 
groups endeavored to express their faith in bettering the 
lot of the poor. Liberation theology is a movement from 
within the marginalized: it aims at liberation of the 
oppressed by the oppressed themselves. The Exodus of the 
Israelites from Egyptian bondage provides the paradig­
matic text par excellence as liberation theologians 
attempt to articulate their concerns.

Chapter III endeavors to demonstrate that the 
Exodus, though central in the faith of Israel, is not the 
center or foundation of all the Old Testament; it is 
rather an integral part of a larger story, a segment of 
redemptive history. Consequently, it should be viewed 
not only as an isolated socio-political event but also 
as a religious one. The liberated slaves were the cove­
nant people of Yahweh, and the interpretation that 
Scripture gives to this event looks not so much to 
Israel's new political situation, or to her relation to 
the former oppressor, but rather to her renewed relation­
ship with Yahweh and her new responsibilities to the 
world.

This investigation concludes that liberation 
theology, in spite of its timeliness and virtues, due to 
its absorbing preoccupation with the historical, has
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3
to a large extent neglected the transcendent, thus 
weakening the possibilities of a greater impact. In a 
justified reaction against an excessive verticalism in 
much of traditional theology, it has tended to go to the 
opposite extreme of an excessive horizontalism, emptying 
the Gospel of much of its saving content.
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INTRODUCTION

Posing the Problem 
The rising expectation of our age in the polit­

ical, social, and economic realms are only matched by 
its rising frustrations. In increasing numbers people 
today feel disenchanted, deprived, marginalized, out­
siders in one way or other. Sex, race, social, polit­
ical, or economic conditions are seen as the causes of 
their plight. Not that these conditions are unique to 
our historical moment, but they "have reached such an 
intense level of consciousness that they can no longer 
be ignored or set aside as unimportant by serious 
Christians.

As an attempt to face this dark reality and to 
find an answer to the mounting frustrations of countless 
human beings, there appeared, in the late 1960s and

Stanley Stuphin, Options in Contemporary Theo­
logy (Washington, D. C.: University Press of America, 
1977) , p. 38. The Global 2000 Report to the President, 
a three-year U, S. Government study released in July of 
1980 warns that mass poverty, malnutrition, overcrowding, 
food shortages, deterioration of the planet's water, and 
atmospheric resources is the way of the future. It con­
cludes that "barring any revolutionary advances in tech­
nology, life for most people on earth will be more 
precarious in 2000 than it is now— unless the nations of 
the world act decisively to alter current trends"
(Gerald 0. Barney, ed., The Global 2000 Report to the 
President, 3 vols. /Washington, D. C . : U. S. Government 
Printing Office, 19lTo7» 1:1).

1
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2

early 1970s, several types of "liberation theologies." 
Each speaks of God as being on the side of the oppressed, 
and the Gospel as the good news of liberation from their 
particular kind of oppression.

Women's liberation theology understands oppres­
sion in terms of sexuality, and therefore stresses 
liberation from male dominance.^- Black theology under­
stands oppression as ethnic, and stresses liberation

2 3from oppression based on racism. Third World liber­
ation theology sees oppression mainly in socio-

See Rosemary R. Ruether, Liberation Theology. 
Human Hope Confronts Christian History and American 
Power (New York; Paulist Press, 1972); Mary Daly, Beyond 
God the Father; Toward a Philosophy of Women's Liberation 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1973); Letty M. Russell, Human 
Liberation in a Feminist Perspective : A Theology (Phila­
delphia: The Westminster Press, 19"?4) .

2See James H. Cone, A Black Theology of Liber­
ation (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 19 70); James Deotis 
Roberts, A Black Political Theology (Philadelphia: West­
minster Press, 1974); Gayraud W. Wilmore and James H. 
Cone, eds., Black Theology. A Documentary History, 1966- 
1979 (Maryknoll, N. Y . : Orbis Books, 1979) .

^By "Third World" it is generally meant people 
living outside of the United States and Western Europe 
(First World) and of the Socialist countries of Eastern 
Europe (Second World). It "includes their descendants 
living in racial oppression in any country" (Russell, 
Human Liberation, p. 20). The expression "Third World" 
has economic as well as racial overtones and speaks of 
economic exploitation and colonialism. Walbert Buhlman 
prefers a geographical division, "east, west and south" 
(The Coming of the Third Church: An Analysis of the Pres­
ent and Future of the Church /Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1913/, p . JTI And Ronald Sider points out that 
"changes in the last decade, and especially since tri­
pling of oil prices in 1973, require a new division into 
Third and Fourth World countries. India, Bangladesh and 
Pakistan . . . Ethiopia, Ghana, Tanzania and Kenya . . .

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



3
economic-political terms, and, accordingly, seeks liber­
ation from foreign dominance.^ The influence of these
more prominent types of liberation theology is already

2 3 4being felt in Africa, Asia, Ireland, and in different

belong to the Fourth World." (Rich Christians in an A<?e 
of Hunger: A Biblical Study /Downers Grove: Inter Varsity 
Press, 1977, pp. 3"TT 34). In speaking of themselves as 
an oppressed class, some women have adopted the term 
Fourth World. See Russell, Human Liberatio' p. 21.

^See Gustavo GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation. 
History, Politics and Salvation (Maryknoll: N. Y. Orbis 
Books, 1973); Hugo Assman, Opresidn-LiberaciSn. Desafio 
a los cristianos (Montevideo: Tierra Nueva, 1971); Juan 
Luis Segundo, The Liberation of Theology (Maryknoll,
N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1976).

2In August 1976, twenty-two theologians from 
Africa, Asia, Latin America and a representative from 
Black North America met in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, to 
reflect upon the significance of theology in the coun­
tries of the Third World. A number of the papers 
presented have been published in Sergio Torres and Vir­
ginia Fabella, eds., The Emergent Gospel (Maryknoll,
N. Y. : Orbis Books, lTTTH See pages 1-95 for different 
presentations on African theology.

■^Ibid. , pages 99-172 for a presentation of Asian^ 
theology— India, Hong Kong, Philipines. See also 
"Philippino Theology for Liberation: A Working Paper," 
RadRel 2:4 (1976):5-11; Yoshinobu Kamazawa, "Asian Theo­
logical Reflections on Liberation," NEAsiaJT 14 (March
1975):1-9? Choan-Seng Song, "Liberation of People in 
History," SEAsiaJT 19:2 (1978):14-25, and "Statement of 
the Asian Theological Conference of Third World Theolo­
gians," OccBulMissR (July 1979):99-101. James Cone, 
"Asian Theology Today: Searching for Definitions," CC 9 6 
(1979) :589-591, Douglas J. Elwood, ed., Asian Christian 
Theology of What Asian Christians Are Thinking, rev. ecL 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1980).

^Dermot E . Lane, ed., Ireland Liberation and 
Theology (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1977). The 
first section by Edna McDonah is entitled "The Challenge 
of Liberation Theology,’" pp. 22-33.
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ethnic groups within the United States.3-

Even when the causes of "oppression" are not
identical, and therefore their emphases vary, there is
present, nevertheless, a common concern underlying
these different perspectives. "Their common purpose is
to commit Christians to radical political and social
change and to transform society in order to create a new

2and more human world. i.stty Russell points out that 
"feminists and Third World groups share a common ground 
in what is coming to be called liberation theology, 
since both are concerned with the gospel message of 
liberation interpreted as good news for the oppressed."'3

Latin America
It is understandable that these theological 

reflections on liberation would have their origin in 
Latin America, the Third World continent which is both 
"poor" and officially, if often nominally, "Christian." 
GutiSrrez points out that

^See Ignacio Castuera, "Theology and Practice of 
Liberation in the Mexican-American Context," PerkinsJ 29 
(1975):2-11; Virgilio P. Elizondo, "A Challenge to Theo­
logy: The Situation of the Hispanic Americans," The 
Catholic Theological Society of America. Proceedings of 
the Thirteenth Annual Convention (New York: Manhattan 
College, 1975) , pp. 163-176.

2Pauli Murray, "Black, Feminist Theologies: 
Links, Parallels and Tensions," ChrCris 40 (1980) :86.

’’Letty M. Russell, "Liberation Theology in a 
Feminist Perspective," in Thomas McFadden, ed., Libera­
tion, Revolution, and Freedom. Theological Perspectives 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1975, p. 90.
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A broad and deep aspiration for liberation inflames 
the history of humanity in our days. That is the 
case of Latin America. This aspiration is lived 
with distinctive characteristics by the exploited 
classes, oppressed cultures and discriminated races 
in Latin America. 1

Until a few years ago this "deep aspiration for 
liberation" was not voiced in any significant way by 
Christian thinkers in Latin America. And for good rea­
son, for in 1948, for example, scarcely two decades 
before Medellin,A Gustave Weigel, for many years a 
Jesuit missionary to Latin America, wrote that "to most 
theologians in North America and Europe, South America 
is as well known as the heart of Africa."'* It is a fact 
that since its discovery almost five centuries ago,
Latin America has remained for the most part "on the out-

4skirts of history." Books on history, theology, or 
philosophy have been written almost exclusively by Euro­
peans— by a white hand— by men who rarely lifted their 
eyes beyond the borders of their own countries and, all

^Gustavo GutiSrrez and Richard Shaull, Liber­
ation and Change (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1977), p. 4.

^In August of 1968, 150 bishops and 100 periti 
of the Roman Catholic Church met in Medellin, Colombia, 
to assess the role of the Church in Latin America in the 
light of Vatican II, in what is known as CELAM II, 
Segunda Conferencia Episcopal Latinoamericana. Medellin 
is generally regarded as the "launching pad" of liber­
ation theology.

^Gustave Weigel, "Theology in South America," TS 
9 (1948):561.

4Enrique Dussel, History and the Theology of 
Liberation: A Latin American Perspective (Maryknoll,
N. Y.: Orbis Books, l9^^, p. 11.
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too naturally, looked at things from their own perspec­
t­i v e s  .
Things are rapidly changing, however. "After a 

long period of real ignorance of its own reality . . . 
Latin America is now progressing from a partial and anec­
dotal understanding of its situation to a more complete

2and structural one.

Dussel, the Argentine historian points this out 
with the work of the German church historian Joseph 
Lortz. Lortz, he observes, wrote a great history of the 
Church, but being German, he wrote a history of the 
Church in the German-speaking areas of Central Europe. 
"When Lortz gets to the era of the Reformation, he talks
about Luther (he is a great expert on Luther). Then he
goes on to talk about the Enlightenment, Gallicanism, 
Ultramontanism, and so forth. He says nothing about 
Latin America" (Ibid. p. 15). As recently as 1977 Klaus 
Van der Grijp held that "as far as the general history 
of the Church is concerned, Latin America belongs entirely 
to the Third World, that is, to the part of humanity 
whose history is largely determined by the history of the 
rest of humanity"_("The History of the Church in Latin 
America," LW 24 /19777:105). It should be mentioned that 
at present there is a group of scholars, headed by Enri­
que Dussel, working on an eleven-volume General History
of the Church in Latin America. Ediciones Sigueme, of 
Spain, is publishing the Spanish edition, and Orbis Books 
will carry the English one. The seventh volume of the 
series, the first one to be published, dealing with 
Colombia and Venezuela, is already available 
it has 712 pages and sells for 2.500 pesetas (This infor­
mation was supplied to the author in a letter from Ger­
man GonzSlez Domingo, Director of Ediciones Stgueme, 
dated April 7, 1981). To say, however, that Latin Amer­
ica was totally ignored by historians is an overstate­
ment. Kenneth Scott Latourette, for example, in his 
Three Centuries of Advance, vol. 3 of A History of the 
Expansion of Christianity (New York and London: Harper 
and Brothers Publishers, 1939) , devotes more than 100 
pages to Latin America. For a recent excellent discus­
sion of Catholicism in Latin America, see Roger Aubert, 
The Church in a Secularized Society, vol. 5 of The Chris­
tian Centuries (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), pp. 322-381.

2GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 81.
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Weigel's evaluation of the situation m  South 
America three decades ago helps to highlight the dra­
matic changes that are taking place. He stated then 
that South American theology "has made no transcendent 
contribution . . .  no great movements can be discerned 
. . . hardly any South American name rings familiar to 
Northern theologians . . . "^ He pointed out that one of 
the main reasons for this appalling situation was the 
scarcity of books. Any effort to locate the few existing 
ones, he noted, "may lead to some far away convento up in
the mountains where the book needed lies hidden on the

2dusty shelves of am ill-kept library.” Besides, most 
of the theologians "are engulfed in a profusion of exter­
nal activity, which makes quiet and constant study all 
but impossible."3 Therefore— and the conclusion seems 
inevitable— "we have no right to expect that it /theolog­
ical reflection/ will flower overnight in published

4studies that will rock the world."
Little did Weigel imagine that twenty years later 

an abundance of books, articles, and mimeographed mate­
rials would be flowing from the South American presses 
in an unprecedented fashion,3 and that the "profusion of

^Weigel, "Theology in South America," p. 561.
2Ibid., p. 565.
3Ibid.
4Ibid., p. 566,
3"Since then /I971/ more than 5,000 books and
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external activity" of the theologian, seen by Weigel as 
a drawback to his theological productivity, would become 
the hallmark of his originality and creativity. In 
spite of Weigel's assessment, many see that this new 
theological movement— known as liberation theology—  

"does seem destined to rock the world. 1,1

A Turning Point 
There is a growing awareness in the Christian 

churches that Christianity has arrived, in its tortuous 
journey through the centuries, to a moment never before 
faced. Words like watershed, turning point, crossroads 

appear with increasing frequency in religious litera- 
ture.

articles have seen the light of day," writes Edward 
Schillebeeckx, "Liberation Theology Between Medellin and 
Puebla," (TD 28:1 /19807:4). Roger Vekemans in Teologia 
de la liberacidn y cristianos por el socialismo (Bogotci: 
CEDIAL, 1976), pp. 221-281 lists approximately 1200 
books and articles in print on the theme of liberation 
theology.

1Alfred T. Henneily, Theologies in Conflict: The 
Challenge of Juan Luis Segundo (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Books , 1979), p . 23.

2"We stand at a difficult crossroads in the his­
tory of the Christian Church" (Douglas John Hall, Has 
the Church a Future? /Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1980/, p. 108). Theology of the Crossroads in Contempo­
rary Latin America is tne title of Orlando Costas1 doc- 
toral dissertation (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi N. V . ,
1976) . John Sobrino, a leading Jesuit theologian wrote 
Christology at the Crossroads. A Latin American Approach 
(Maryknoll, N. Y . : Orbis Books, 1978). See Johann- 
Baptist Metz's provocative article, "Hope for a New 
Reformation. Christianity in a Post-bourgeois World," 
The Month 242 (1981):92-98. Says he: "It is clear that 
we standat the historical terminus and the point of
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For Walter Biihlmann the black clouds on the 

horizon of the theological world point unequivocally to 
"the coming of the third church,"1 a church mainly of the 
Third World, which comprises the great majority of man­
kind, four-fifths of the inhabitants of the planet, who
struggle, and often fail "to survive with the aid of a

2meager twenty percent of the goods of the earth."
Buhlmann observes that the third church "is not 

something fallen from the skies," but rather that there 
is a "migration of the Church toward the Southern hemi­
sphere . . . which cannot but bring tremendous impli­
cations for the Church in the First World and its present 
role. Robert McAfee Brown points out that "Europeans and 
North Americans must be ready to live with the fact that 
leadership in the future, theological and otherwise, is
not going to come from Europeans or North Americans but

4from Asian, African and Latin Americans."

bankruptcy of the bourgeois world. The current context 
of Christianity is that of the end of the bourgeois 
world and the emergence of a post-bourgeois and post- 
capitalistic world. In the new world, Christianity will 
only be able to hold on to its identity if it rapidly 
undergoes a second reformation" (p. 92).

1The Coming of the Third Church is the title of 
his book.

2Hennely, Theologies in Conflict, p. 1. See 
Ronald Sider, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger, 
chap. 2, "The Affluent Minority," pp. 39-56.

^Biihlmann, The Coming of the Third Church, p. 22.
A Is Faith Obsolete? (Philadelphia: Westminster 

Press, 1974), pp. 131, 132.
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When we think about theology in the Third World, 
obviously Latin America as an underdeveloped and Chris­
tian continent finds itself in an avant-garde position, 
and there is ample evidence that it is rising to the 
occasion with vigor and originality that even transcends 
its own borders.1 The Brazilian theologian Leonardo Boff 
has remarked that "the future of the Catholic Church,
given the diminution of the European population, is

2undeniably in Latin America."

Liberation Theology 
Latin American liberation theology is a response 

to the historical reality of the continent, seen as dis­
closing a situation of political domination and economic

Enrique Dussel affirms that "la teologia de la 
liberacidn se transforms lentamente en teologla africana, 
negra, latinoamericana, aunque todavia no ha surgido una 
reflexidn desde el Asia /written in 19727 para terminar 
por ser mundial y de los oprimidos en un sentido mSs_ 
general" (Historia de la iglesia en America Latina /Bar­
celona: Eitorial Nova Terra, 1911/, p. 51).

2Jesus Christ Liberator. A Critical Christology 
for Our Time (Maryknoll, N. Y. : Orbis Books, 1973), p. 44. 
We should also note in passing the Latin population in 
the United States. Los Angeles with 2,500,000 Mexican 
Americans is considered the largest Mexican city outside 
Mexico City itself. Of the some twenty Spanish-speaking 
countries in the world which are listed in the World 
Almanac of 1975, the United States ranks fifth in the 
lineup according to population. Elizondo, of the Mexi- 
can-American Cultural Center in San Antonio, Texas, and 
a strong sympathizer of liberation theology, adds that 
there are 14,500,000 Spanish-speaking Catholics in this 
country, which means that "approximately 30 percent of 
all U. S. Catholics cure Spanish-speaking" ("A Challenge 
to Theology," p. 64). Dussell predicts that "demographic 
projections based on birth rate and immigration indicate
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dependency. "The recent history of Latin America," 
writes Gutifirrez, "is distinguished by the disturbing 
discovery of the world of the other— the poor, the 
exploited c l a s s , a  majority of people who live in 
extreme poverty, under subhuman conditions, caused by a 
world economic system that provides abundance for a few 
within each nation and unbearable poverty for many.
These realities are interpreted as unjust and sinful.
The struggle, therefore, by some Christians in Latin 
America to free the masses from this oppressive situation 
gave rise to what is now known as theology of liberation. 
It is basically an effort to relate the teachings of the 
Christian faith to the lives of the poor and oppressed. 
Does the Christian faith have anything to say and do for 
those millions who are helplessly caught in poverty and 
oppression? Theology, liberation theologians argue, ic 
not necessarily right thinking about the nature of ulti­
mate reality in order to convince the nonbeliever that 
God exists. According to Gutierrez, theology has to be 
relevant for the suffering multitudes:

The theology of liberation attempts to reflect on the 
experience and meaning of the faith based on the com­
mitment to abolish injustice and to build a new

that by the year 2,000, fifty percent of U. S. Catholics 
will be of Latin American origin" (History and the Theo­
logy of Liberation, p. 171). See also John Maust, "The 
Exploding Hispanic Minority: A Field in Our Back Yard," 
CT 24 (1980):883-884, 909.

^GutiSrrez and Shaull, Liberation and Change,
p. 76.
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society; this theology must be verified by the prac­
tice of that commitment, by active, effective 
participation in the struggle which the exploited 
social classes have undertaken against their 
oppressors. 1

The goal of liberation theology, to "humanize 
the oppressed," cam only be accomplished by champing the 
conditions— economic, social, political— which keep the 
poor poor and in servitude to the oppressors. The pur­
pose of liberation theology is, therefore, not only to

2understand the world but to "change it." There are not 
a few who see liberation theology as a fad and anticipate 
that it will soon fade away 'ike other fads in the 
recent past. Liberation theology has met with decided 
opposition both in Latin America, the United States, and 
Europe.3 On the other hand, there are those who maintain 
that "liberation theology is a genuine Christian theology 
. . . that it will not fade away until widespread oppres­
sion fades away, which, even on the most optimistic of

1A Theology of Liberation, p. 307.
2Ibid., p. 18. As Claude GeffrS explains, "Latin 

American theology is not only a theology of liberation or 
a theology zbout liberation, but a theology which delib­
erately stands up for_ liberation" ("A Prophetic Theo- 
logy," Concilium 6 /June ISlA/z 13).

2In November of 1977, Karl Rahner, Johannes Metz, 
Helmut Gollwitzer, Ernest Kasemann joined a group of over 
one hundred German theologians who protested against an 
ecclesiastical campaign aimed at discrediting the theo­
logy of liberation. This "campaign" was said to have the 
assistance of Roger Vekemans, considered to be one of the 
principal opponents to liberation theology," The Ecumen- 
ist 16:4 (1978) :49-51; Penny Lernoux, "The Lor.g Path to 
Puebla," in John Eagleson and Philips Sharper, eds.,
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calculations, will not occur for many decades.""
Segundo asserts that the theology of liberation "repre-

2sents a point of no return in Latin America," while 
Beverly Wildung Harrison sees it as "the most serious, 
sustained and theologically informed challenge the West­
ern, dominant Christian paradigm has so far received."3

Looking attentively to the "signs of the times,"
Buhlmann observes that

In the course of the third millennium— who knows?—  
a Church historian may compare the eastern Church to 
the morning star, silent, glittering, ever full of 
hope, the western Church to the moon which after a 
night almost as luminous as the day, is now growing 
dim and the Third Church to the sun, newly risen on 
the horizon, ruling the day. 4

Puebla and Beyond: Documentation and Commentary (Mary- 
knoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1979), pp. 20-23.

^Brown, Is Faith Obsolete? p. 132. Alfred T.
Hennelly emphatically stated: "I believe it is of the 
utmost importance to recognize from the outset that this 
process of reflection now taking place in Latin America 
is not just another theological fad. Rather it repre­
sents the initial articulation of the theological under­
standing of the vast majority of the human race, the 
peoples of the Third World" ("Today's New Task: Geo­
theology," America 132 /19757:27).

2The Liberation of Theology, p. 3.
3"Challenging the Western Paradigm. The 'Theology 

of the Americas' Conference,” ChrCris 35 (1975):254. 
Frederick Herzog writes: "Once considered exotic and fanci­
ful, liberation theologies now have a good chance of 
becoming the way ahead for theology in the next century 
. . ." ("Birth Pangs: Liberation Theology in North Amer­
ica," in Gerald Anderson and Thomas Stransky, eds.,
Mission Trends No. 4. Liberation Theologies /New York: 
Paulist Press and Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., 19797, p. 25).

4Buhlmann, The Coming of the Third Church, p. 24.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



1 4

Aim and Plan of the Study
The aim of this investigation is to examine the 

soteriology of liberation theology, especially in the 
light of its use of the Exodus model. The Exodus is 
then viewed from the perspective of redemption history 
rather than as a more or less isolated socio-political 
event, with the purpose of ascertaining whether liber­
ation theology’s contextual frame of refeicucc allows 
this momentous event to yield all its salvific signifi­
cance .

This study is divided into three chapters. 
Chapter I attempts to briefly trace the main historical 
and theological developments in Latin America, in an 
effort to provide a better understanding of the circum­
stances and currents of thought which led to this new 
theological development. Chapter II examines the soteri 
ology of liberation theology. What do liberation theo­
logians understand by salvation? Since the Exodus of 
Israel from Egyptian bondage is overwhelmingly chosen as 
"paradigmatic"^ by liberation theologians, our concen­
tration is on their use of this Biblical model. Chapter 
III takes a critical look at the soteriology of liber­
ation theology. The Exodus is viewed from the Biblical

*"The Exodus experience," says GutiSrrez, "is 
paradigmatic. It remains vital and contemporary due to 
similar historical experiences which the People of God 
undergo" (A Theology of Liberation, p. 159). See also 
p. 294.
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part of a larger story, in which God is working out in 
history his salvific purposes, rather them an isolated 
political event.

The first two chapters are more particularly 
descriptive in nature. The last one reflects an evangel­
ical perspective,^- which is our own tradition.

Limitations
The sheer bulk of material published in the last

2decade on the theme of liberation — a quick glance at 
the Index to Religious Periodical Literature bears chis 
out— makes it necessary to impose limits to this study. 
Within the different perspectives of this current reflec­
tion, attention is given only to Latin American^

This includes acceptance of the normative and 
final authority of Scripture, and the validity of the 
interpretation it gives to historical events, it 
assumes acceptance of the supreme lordship of Jesus 
Christ, in whose life, death and resurrection God's 
revelation found its culmination.

2Carl Armerding observes that "the literature of 
liberation is now a rival to John's imagined world- 
filling account of all that Jesus did and taught" 
(Evangelicals and Liberation /Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1977/, p. "It is almost impossible to keep
track of the countless articles, conferences and lectures 
on the same theme /liberation/*" says Letty Russell 
(Human Liberation, p. 12). See supra, 24.

^Even here generalizations are inevitable. The 
term "Latin American" in itself can be misleading, since 
it tends to create the impression of cultural and ethnic 
unity which does not exist. A Latin American can be of 
Indian, European, Black, Asiatic, or mixed origin. 
Although there is a predominance of Latin languages and 
culture, particularly Spanish, Portuguese, and French,
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liberation theology.^" No attempt is made to interact 
with other types of liberation theologies— feminist, 
Black, African, Asian, etc.

Since for the most part, Latin American liber­
ation theology is a Roman Catholic phenomenon, attention 
is focused on its Roman Catholic expression, with only 
occasional references to non-Catholic thought.2 Within

the millions of Indians and Blacks living in Latin Amer­
ica are certainly not "Latin." There are enormous 
cultural differences among the people of the continent. 
The Indians of the Andean highlands of Peril who speak the 
language of the ancient Incas, and whose life is little 
different from that of their ancestors, stand in sharp 
contrast to the sophisticated citizens of Lima whose 
background may be European. See Eugene E. Nida, Under­
standing Latin Americans (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 
1974), and Victor A l b a , The Latin Americans (New York: 
Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers, 1969), especially pp. 
3-47.

^Juan Carlos Scannone of Argentina distinguishes 
four currents of theological thought in Latin America:
"1) una teologia conservadora, preconciliar, cada vez 
menos vigente; 2) una teologia preconciliar segfin las 
pautas europeas o norteamericanas progresistas; 3) la 
teologia de la liberacidn en su variante m&s o menos 
influenciada por las categorias o por el mfitodo marxista 
de anSlisis y la transformacifin de la realidad; 4) la 
vertiente de la teologia de la liberaci6n que se elabora 
prevalentemente como teologia de la pastoral popular" 
("Teologia, cultura popular y discernimiento," Revista 
del Centro de Investigaci6n y Accidn Social, 237 /197 4/: 
10) . Main stream liberation theology, with which this 
investigation concerns itself, belongs to the third 
group described by Scannone. See also Segundo Galilea, 
"The Theology of Liberation: A General Survey," LumVit 
33 (1978):341, 342, for a slightly different schema- 
tization.

2There are some outstanding Protestant theolo­
gians such as JosS Miguez Bonino, a Methodist from 
Argentina, and Rubem Alves, a Presbyterian from Brazil, 
with similar concerns. On the whole, however, liberation 
theology has made little impact on Latin American Pro­
testantism.
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the Roman Catholic sphere, this study pays special 
attention to the thought of the acknowledged spokesman 
of the movement, Gustavo GutiSrrez.1 Prom the very 
beginning, GutiSrrez has been considered the leading 
thinker and systematic theologian on liberation theo- 
logy. The main point of reference is Gutierrez' 
magnum opus, A Theology of Liberation.^

Gustavo Guti€rrez Merino was born in Lima on 
June 8, 19 28. After finishing high school, he entered 
San Marcos University in Lima to study medicine; begin­
ning at the same time his studies in philosophy. After 
five years of study, during which time he was active in 
political groups at the university, he spent one semester 
of study in Santiago? from there he went to Europe. From 
19 51 to 1955 he studied philosophy and psychology at the 
University of Louvain. It was at this time that he began 
his close friendship with Camilo Torres, who arrived at 
Louvain in 1953 to pursue studies in social sciences. 
From 1955 to 1959, GutiSrrez studied theology at Lyon.
In 1959 he was ordained a priest in Lima. During 19 59 
and 1960 he spent one semester at the Gregorian Univer­
sity in Rome. Since then he has lived in Lima, where he 
is a professor of theology in the Catholic University 
and a national adviser for UNEC (National Union of 
Catholic Students). It is from this involvement with 
Catholic students and working groups dedicated to social 
action that his "teologia de la liberacifin" was born.

2In Deane W. Ferm's opinion, "one can almost say 
that the rest of liberation theology is but a series of 
footnotes to Gustavo GutiSrrez" ("South American Liber­
ation Theology," RelLife 48 /19797:481). Hennelly is 
fair, however, in his observation that many of the ideas 
found in A Theology of Liberation were developed by 
GutiSrrez in dialogue and discussion with a number of 
other theologians, including Juan Luis Segundo, during 
the decade of the 1960s. GutiSrrez' major achievement, 
therefore, "was to bring all these ideas together as a 
well organized synthesis" (Theologies in Conflict, p. 27).

■*The book was originally published under the 
title Teologia de la liberacidn. Perspectivas (Lima:
CEPC 1971) . It has now been translated into eight lan­
guages. GutiSrrez presented the first rough sketch of
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Since it is widely recognized that Hugo Assmann,*'
2 3Juan Luis Segundo, and JosS Porfirio Miranda have also

4made valuable contributions of their own, they are also 
brought into the dialogue.

a liberation theology at the "Encuentro Nacional del 
Movimiento Sacerdotal ONIS," in July of 1968, in Chim- 
bote, Perta. It was published the following year as 
"Hacia una teologia de la liberacidn" by the MIEC Docu­
mentation Service in Montevideo. The original lecture 
was updated for a presentation at the Consultation on 
Theology and Development organized by SODEPAX, in Novem­
ber of 1969, in Cartigny, Switzerland, and published 
as "Notes on a Theology of Liberation" in "In Search for 
a Theology of Development: A Sodepax Report" (Lausanne,
19 70). See GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. xi.

*Hugo Assmann was born in Brazil in 19 33. He 
studied philosophy and sociology in Brazil, and theology 
in Rome. He has a licentiate in social sciences and a 
doctorate in theology. Since 1974 he has been in San 
Jos§, Costa Rica, teaching journalism at the University 
of Costa Rica.

2Juan Luis Segundo, a Jesuit priest, was born in 
Uruguay in 1925. He completed his philosophical studies 
in Argentina and his theological studies at Louvain, in 
Belgium. In 1963 the University of Paris conferred on 
him the degree of Doctor of Letters. Presently he is 
associated with the Peter Faber Center in Montevideo, 
specializing in research concerned with the sociology of 
religion.

^JosS Porfirio Miranda was born in Mexico in 1928. 
After studying theology and economics in Frankfurt, he 
returned to Mexico where he engaged in Christian Social 
action among the working class. It was in this context 
that he became interested in the study of Marx's writings.

4Orlando E. Costas sees Assmann as the apologist 
of liberation theology, and Guti6rrez as its sytematic 
theologian (The Church and its Mission: A Shattering Cri­
tique from the Third World /Wheaton: Tyndale House Pub­
lishers , 1974/, pp. 221-224T. J. Andrews Kirk observes 
that Segundo's The Liberation of Theology, since it deals 
with method rather than content, "will probably prove far 
more significant in the long run than GutiSrrez's epoch- 
making initial study, A Theology of Liberation" (Theology
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The following procedure is followed in the use of 
sources. All material used in the text of the disserta­
tion is quoted in English. The English translation of a 
non-English source, if available,1 is given preference; 
in the event that none is available, our own translation 
is provided.

When material other than English is used in foot­
notes , for which no English translation is available, it 
is quoted in the original language.

Scripture quotations are from The New American 
Standard Bible, unless otherwise indicated.

Encounters Revolution /Downers Grove: Inter Varsity 
Press, 198£/, p. 118).

10rbis Books should be given credit for doing an 
outstanding work in the publication of books related to 
liberation theology, in the quantity of the books pub­
lished and the quality of the translations.
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CHAPTER I

BACKGROUND TO LATIN AMERICAN LIBERATION THEOLOGY

Historical

Latin America Today
Almost half a millennium after Columbus set foot 

in the New World, America— Latin America, in particular—  

is being rediscovered. In the last thirty years we have 
observed "the beginning of a re-discovery of Latin Amer­
ica, in its geographical immensity and in all its complex­
ity, political, ethnic, cultural, economic, historical, 
religious and touristic."1 The sudden appearance of an

2abundance of published materials testifies to this fact.
But, strangely enough, as Latin America emerges 

after five centuries of relative silence, it emerges as a 
puzzle. According to GermSn Arciniegas of Colombia, 
there are two Latin Americas, not just one: the visible 
and the invisible.

1D. Luis GonzSlez, "Encounter of the Church with 
the Indigenous Peoples of Latin America," PMV (E) 52 
(1974) : 3.

2Gary MacEoin wrote in 1971: "Twenty years ago 
. . . nobody read books about Latin America" ("Books about 
Latin America," CrossCur /197l7:352). See the complete 
article, pages 352-362, where he discusses some of the 
events that awakened interest in Latin America. Leopoldo

20
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Visible Latin America is the Latin America of the 
presidents, generals, embassies, newspapers, business 
houses, universities, cathedrals, estana-Cas and 
haciendas. But in the shadows lies mute, repressed 
Latin America, a vast reservoir of revolution. . . . 
Nobody knows what these . . . silent men and women 
think, feel, dream, or await in the depths of their 
being. In recent years, invisible Latin America has 
begun to stir. 1

A persistent yearning for social justice, for
privileges long denied is being perceived increasingly
within all groups of "invisible" Latin America: among
aampesinos, Indians, the masses in general. All seems to
indicate, however, that the gap between the rich and the
poor, between the "haves" and the "have-nots," is stead- 

2ily widening. The fact that Latin America is a "Catho-

Zea, Latin America and the World (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1969) calls attention to the increasing 
role Latin America is playing in the world scene. For a 
useful bibliography, see Manfred K. Bahmann, "A Biblio­
graphy of Latin America," LQ 22 (1970):99-100.

^Quoted in Louis M. Colonese, ed., Conscientiza- 
tion for Liberation (Arlington, Va.: Goodway Printing Co., 
1971), p. 224.

2This is true not only of Latin America but also 
worldwide. Two centuries ago the average per capita in­
come of the richest countries was perhaps eight times 
greater than that of the poorest. But today's average 
U. S. citizen has an income level a hundred times that of 
his counterpart in Bangladesh. "India's per capita 
income went from about $64 in 1953 to $100 in 1973, while 
in the United States the figures from those years jumped 
from $2,100 to $5,015" (Arthur Simon, Bread for the World 
/New York: Paulist Press, and Grand Rapids, Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co. , 19757/ p. 45) . Even though this 
book written by the Executive Director of Bread for the 
World is aimed at the general public, it contains an 
abundance of facts and statistics that make the book very 
informative. See also Sider, Rich Christians in an Age 
of Hunger, especially part one~ "Poor Lazarus and Rich 
Christians," pp. 28-56.
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lie" continent makes things even more complex.1

Renato Poblete points out that Latin America is
"a continent of baffling paradoxes that may be resolved

2only if viewed in the light of the past." Perhaps 
"resolved" should be taken to mean "understood," since 
few leading thinkers in Latin America see any easy or 
short term solution to the "baffling paradoxes" of the 
Christian continent. The Chilean theologian Pablo 
Richards has insightfully observed that the debate about 
the theology of liberation will be understood only when 
it is transformed into a great debate on the history of 
Latin America, including the history of the Church and 
its theology since its discovery.3

The purpose of this chapter is not to engage in 
a great debate on this history of Latin America, but 
rather to trace, in rapid strokes, some of the most

Robert Conway makes the following observation, 
writing in the National Catholic Reporter: "Universally 
acclaimed as a Catholic Continent, LatinAmerica is a 
series of contradictions. . . . The vast territory of 
Latin America continues to confound and confuse. If such 
a region is overwhelmingly Catholic, then it should be 
able to point with pride to its strong Christian faith 
and practices, to its solid family life and to the 
resultant numerous vocations. But such is not the case" 
(^Latin America's Pattern: How the Church Has Changed" 
/February 2, 19797, P- 19) .

2"The Church in Latin America: A Historical 
Survey," in Henry A. Landsberger, ed., The Church and 
Social Change in Latin America (Notre Dame: University 
of-NotreTDami- Press', 1970) , p. 39.

3"Liberation Theology and Current Politics,"
LAD PC 6 (July-August, 1977):32.
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significant historical and theological developments, the 
minimal historical context, as a backdrop against which 
to better understand the emerging theology of liberation.1

Beginnings
America, as we think of it, did not exist prior

to the fifteenth century. It was on October 12, 1492,
when Latin Europe and indigenous America officially met
on the shores of an island in the Bahamas, that Latin

2America was born. The influence of the mother country
in the new world was strong and lasting, even though, in
some aspects, Spain itself did not have much to offer
at that time. Herring has summarized it thus:

Spanish America was created out of the bone and blood 
and muscles of sixteenth-century Spain— a Spain that

For a detailed study see: Enrique Dussel,
Historia de la iglesia en America Latina; Caminos de 
liberacibn latinoamericana I: Interpretacidn histfirica 
de nuestro continente latinoamericano. (Buenos Aires: 
Latinoamfirica Libros, 1971); Poblete, "The Church in 
Latin America," pp. 39-52; Hubert Herring, A History of 
Latin America. From the Beginnings to the Present (New 
York: Alfred A. Knof £, 1968).

2Columbus and the early aonquistadores believed 
that the natives were Indians. The great captain died 
in 1506 without a clear conception of the discovery he 
had achieved, dreaming that Cuba was part of the mainland 
at the far end of Asia. See on this topic Salvador de 
Madariaga, The Rise of the Spanish American Empire (New 
York: Macmillan Co., 1947), especially chap. 1, “The 
Spaniards and the Indians," pp. 3-11; Herring, A History 
of Latin America, especially chap. 2, "Discovery and 
Conquest," pp. 119-149; and Dussel, Historia de la iglesia 
en America Latina, pp. 79-80.
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was economically beggared, with her soil rutted and 
depleted, her hills stripped of trees, her people 
poor in goods and promise? but a Spain rich in ideas, 
mighty in religious convictions, justifiably proud 
of her place in the world. 1

But the Spain of the sixteenth century was itself 
the result of a long struggle. The year of the discovery 
of America was also the year in which Spain conquered 
Granada, was finally unified, and the king and queen 
accepted both the New World and the victory over Moham­
med as gifts from God. The struggle against the Moslems, 
which had dragged long and painfully for eight centuries,
with victory at last, could not but mold the Spaniard

2into a special kind of individual. Elizondo points out 
that the Spaniards, after eight centuries of warring

Herring, A History of Latin America, p. 87. On 
conditions in Spain at the end of the fifteenth century, 
notice Francisco Guicciardine's vivid and critical 
description: "The kingdom is thinly populated: . . .
Wool, silk, wine, and oil are exported in large quanti­
ties. There is sufficient wheat for the home market, and, 
if the nation were only industrious and given to trade, 
their iron, steel, copper, hides, and other products 
would make them rich. But as it is, the country is very 
poor . . . from the laziness of the people. They are 
proud, . . . dislike foreigners, . . . are more warlike, 
perhaps, than any other Christian nation; and prefer to 
die rather than submit to shame. . . . Spaniards are 
thought to be shrewd and intelligent, but they are not 
good in liberal and mechanical skills; all the artisans 
at the king's court are French, or foreigners of some 
sort. . . . Spaniards are fond of show: wear fine clothes 
abroad; but at home, in the house, they live in beggardly 
fashion hard to believe. . . ." (Quoted in J. Fred Rippey, 
Latin America. A Modern History /Snn arbor: University 
of Michigan Press , 19<>8J , p . 42).

2For a comprehensive discussion on the Spaniards, 
and the forces that shaped them, beginning from the thir­
teenth century when they began to call themselves esvano-
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against the Moslems, "had no choice but to become a
fighting people, highly individualistic, and proud of
the fact that they had been especially chosen by God to
fight against the pagans."1

It should be observed that even when the Moslems
were finally conquered and driven out of Spain, their
influence, in many respects, was left as a permanent
legacy to their conquerors. As a result of the Moors'
presence in Spain, the Spaniards are not a completely
Western people, especially in that they make inseparable
the idea of nation and religious faith. In this respect,
Castro observes that "today's Spain is closer to Israel
and the Moslem countries than to any other Western 

2nation." And Mackay stresses this fact when he observes 
that

The Cross had vanquished the Crescent, but ere the 
latter disappeared for ever from Iberian shores, the 
fanaticism of the Moslem had been injected into the

les, see the work of AraSrico Castro, The Spaniards: An
Introduction to Their History (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1971)J

lnA Challenge to Theology," p. 167. There were, 
of course, other influences shaping the "Renaissance 
man" of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, like 
capitalism, the ideals of humanism, the Protestant Refor­
mation. This new man appeared as highly individualistic 
and was increasingly concerned with this world and its 
values.

2Amfirico Castro's "El pueblo espaiiol," in 
Beatrice Pratt and Martin Nozick, eds., Spanish Litera­
ture Since the Civil War (New York: Dodd, Mead and Com- 
any, 1973). Also, idem., La realidad histSrica de 
Espaha, rev. 3d. ed. (Mfixico: Editorial Porrtla, 1966) .
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followers of Christ. . . . Ferdinand and Isabel, the
conquerors of Granada, willed that the united Spain 
should be only for Christ and Christians. That same 
year the Jews were expelled from the Peninsula. 1

The Conquest
As soon as Spain had recaptured the land from the

invading Moors, expelled the Jews, and restored unity
throughout the peninsula, it began the conquest of the
Indians— to fight against the "infidels" had become part

2of Spain's own life.
In his dream to discover the route to India, 

Columbus participated deeply in the mystic fervor of the 
Catholic kings. He regarded his discovery as the clear 
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. In the discovery 
of the Indies— so he thought— "it was not reason nor 
mathematics nor charts that helped me; the discovery was 
simply a fulfillment of what Isaiah had said."^

John A. Mackay, The Other Spanish Christ: A 
Study in the Spiritual History of Spain and South America 
(London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1932), p. 23. 
See especially chap. 1, "The Iberian Soul," pp. 3-22.

2For a first-rate discussion on the conquest, see 
Francisco Morales Padrfin, Los conquistadores de America 
(Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1975) . His stated purpose is not 
polemics or interpretation but "sintesis objetiva" (p. 11).

^Quoted in Mackay, The Other Spanish Christ, 
p. 24. He had in mind Isa 60:9: " I . . and the ships of 
Tarshish will come first, to bring your sons from afar, 
their silver and their gold with them. . . . "  Mackay 
observes that "the great sailor's ambition was to bring 
from the newly discovered lands the amount of money nec­
essary to equip an army of 10,000 cavalry and 100,000 
infantry, and with these organize an expedition to the 
Holy Land to rescue Jerusalem from the Turk" (ibid.) .
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In his treatment of the Indians he manifested a
mixture of motives— high missionary zeal, on one hand,
and, on the other, thirst for conquest and riches. In
describing his first voyage, he noted that the natives
were willing to exchange valuable things for trifles, but
that he forbade giving them mere trifles and gave them
beautiful and pleasing things, "in order to win their
affection, and that they might become Christians and
inclined to love our King and Queen . . . "^ On the other
hand, he took back on his first voyage several aborigenes,
part of Spain's booty, and paraded them through the
streets of Seville and Barcelona, provoking a spirited 

2controversy. After the second voyage, Columbus dis­
patched a cargo of five hundred Indians to be sold in 
Spain.3

Christopher Columbus, "Letter to Raphael SSnchez" 
(written on March 14, 1493, on his way back to Spain—  
Slnchez was the king's treasurer), in Paul Leicester 
Ford, ed., Writings of Christopher Columbus. Description 
of the Discovery and Occupation of the New World (New 
York: Charles L. Webster & Co., 1892), p. 29. Columbus 
gives in this letter of nearly twenty pages a very 
detailed and vivid account of his adventure in the New 
World, especially of his encounter with the Indians.

2See Hugo Latorre Cabal, The Revolution of the 
Latin American Church (Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1978), pp. 4-6.

3Morales Padrfin indicates that the crown autho­
rized the sale, in April of 1495, "pero al d£a siguiente 
se ordenfi que el dinero de la venta fuera retenido, pues 
los reyes estaban preocupados de conciencia y deseaban 
saber la moralidad de su accidn por boca de los tedlogos" 
(Los conquistadores de America, p. 36) . Soon the queen, 
unhappy with the whole situation, ordered the Indians to 
be sent back to Hispaniola. See John Edwin Fagg, Latin
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What about those who accompanied Columbus and who 
were responsible for the conquest? When one studies the 
history of the conquest, even that written by the sympa­
thizers of the adventure, one easily discovers that the 
aonqui3tadoves were not usually motivated by high Chris­
tian principles. It is a well-known fact that the people 
who came in the early period of the conquest belonged to 
the "common" people.1 Mackay, rather pointedly, observes 
that

The Spaniards who shared Columbus’ adventure across 
the ocean were in truth adventurers and nothing more, 
men whom the eight centuries in which the Re-conquest 
lasted had educated in the following three princi­
ples: first, that it is pleasing to God to kill and 
rob unbelievers; second, that warriors and priests 
form the noblest social class (as in India); third, 
that work is debasing, and that the land belongs to 
the crown and the nobility who conquered it, and to 
the Church which sanctions and shares its posses­
sions. 2

America: A General History (New York: Macmillan Co., 
1963), pp. 95-99.

Morales Padrdn observes that in the first voyage 
came a few "malhechores, a base de conmutarle las penas 
. . . En el tercer viaje ordend la corona que todos los 
castigados 'a destierro' debian serlo en la isla Hispa­
niola" (ibid. p. 92).

2Mackay, The Other Spanish Christ, p. 29. It 
becomes difficult to deny, to a certain extent, the 
validity of those observations. For a definite apolo­
getic work on Spain's conquest of America, see JuliSn 
Juderlas, La Leyenda Negra. Estudio acerca del concepto 
de Espana en el extranjero (Madrid: Editorial Nacional, 
1974) . He quotes Gomara approvingly: "La mayor cosa, 
despuSs de la creacidn del mundo, sacando la encarnacidn 
y la muerte del que lo cri6, es el descubrimiento de las 
Indias,"(p. 86). See on this subject Rufino Blanco- 
Fombona, El conquistador espanol del siglo XVI (Madrid: 
Editorial MediterrSneo, 19$6), and Salvador de 
Madariaga, The Rise of the Spanish American Empire (New 
York: The Macmillan Co., 1947.
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Poblete, in his balanced evaluation of the con- 

quistadores and their work in the New World, largely 
agrees with Mackay's rather unfavorable observations.^-

Treatment of the Indians 
The subject of the pre-Hispanic indigenous popu­

lation in what is now known as Latin America is a source
2of debate among specialists. Detractors and champions 

of the Spanish conquistador take opposite sides: the 
first group calls in question the Spanish conquest and 
colonization while the second rejects the idea of a great 
indigenous race living in America in pre-Columbian 
times.  ̂ The estimates of the number of aborigenes

"The Spanish conquerors," Poblete observes,
"were proud, ambitious, and often avaricious men whose 
treatment of the conquered Indians was too often divorced 
from Christian principles" ("The Spanish Conquest and 
Settlement of the Indies," A_. Curtis Wiglus, ed.,
Colonial Historic America /Hew York: Russel and Russel, 
1383./, pp.' 148-1/63) .

2For a discussion .of this topic see Angel Rosen- 
blat, La poblaci6n indlgena y el mestizaje en America,
2 voIs. (Buenos Aires: Editorial Nova, 1954), and 
R. Bar6n Castro, "La poblacidn hispanoamericana, 149 2- 
1950," Cuadernos de la historia mundial (UNESCO, 1959), 
vol. 5, pp. 325-343. GonzSlez offers a convenient com­
parative table with the findings of these authors in 
"Encounter of the Church," p. 5. For a discussion on the 
different schools concerning the origin of the natives in 
America, see Phillip Ainsworth Means, "The Native Back­
ground in Latin American History" in Wiglus, Colonial 
Hispanic America, pp. 67-115. It includes am extensive 
bibliography.

^For an excellent discussion of these two tenden­
cies, see Dussel, Historia de la iglesia, pp. 86-90. The 
author concludes that those who oppose the Black Legend, 
those who defend the role of Spain in the New World and 
see it as positive, "se apoyam para ello mSs en la letra

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



3 0

living in Latin America at the end of the fifteenth 
century vary between 3,000,000 and 48,000,000.^

Bartolom6 de las Casas (1474-1566), an ardent 
defender of the Indians, wrote about his personal obser­
vation in Hispaniola and neighboring islands:

. . . all of them were, as we saw with our own eyes, 
densely populated with native people called Indians. 
This large island /Hispaniola/ was perhaps the most 
densely populated place in tKe world . . . all the 
land so far discovered is a beehive of people; it is 
as though God had crowded into these lands the great 
majority of mankind. 2

All seem to agree, however, that the indigenous popula­
tion decreased speedily soon after the discovery and con­
quest3 and see the transplant of the decadent European 
feudalism of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries into

4America under the form of the encomi-enda as one of the

de las leyes y los documentos que en la realidad" (p. 89).
^See Gonz&Iez, "Encounter of the Church," p. 5.
2The Devastation of the Indies: A Brief Account 

(New York: Seabury Press, 1974), pp. 37, 38. Columbus 
himself was impressed by the fact that "the many islands" 
he discovered were "thickly populated" ("Letter to 
Raphael SSnchez," p. 34) .

3Dussel , the Argentine historian, affirms that 
the Indian population in Mexico alone had been reduced 
from more than 11,000,000 in 1532 to 1, 125,172 in 1595 
(Historia de la iglesia, p. 85) . Covering a different 
period, John Hemming calculated that there were nearly 
3,000,000 natives in Brazil at the end of the fifteenth 
century; now there are about 10,000. Red Gold: The 
Conquest of the Brazilian Indians (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1978), p. 492.

4See Gonz&lez, "Encounter of the Church," p. 5. 
The encomienda consisted of giving the colonizers rights 
over the land and over the Indians that occupied the land. 
They could exploit the land by means of the unpaid work
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main causes. Las Casas estimated in 1536 that in less
than half a century, more than twelve million men, women,
and children had been slain by the Christians in their
uncontrolled thirst for gold.1 The Spaniards were,
according to him, extremely cruel in their treatment of

2the Indians, as if they were not human beings.
The suggestion has also been made by some that 

one of the reasons for the decline of the Indian popula­
tion was the epidemics introduced by their conquerors.

of the Indians. In exchange for this economic benefit, 
the enoomendero was required to provide for the Chris­
tianization of the Indians. See Padrdn, Los conquista- 
dores, pp. 35-37, who observes that "Cristdbai Col6n 
habla querido imponer un tributo a los indios como stab- 
ditos que eran de la corona sin mucho Sxito. Implant6 
entonces la encomienda; es decir reparti6 los indios 
entre los espaholes (1499)" (p. 36). For a detailed 
study of this topic, see Leslie B. Simpson, The Enco- 
mienda in New Spain (Berkeley: University of California,
19^6) .

^ a s  Casas, The Devastation, pp. 41, 42. The 
entire book is a passionate exposure of the abuses per­
petrated by the eonquistadores. It Is written by a man 
who for more than fifty years— since 1514— devoted his 
life to the protection of the Indians. Not a few believe 
that Las Casas was given to much exaggeration. See, for 
instance, Ramdn MenSndez Pidal, El P. Las Casas y Vitoria 
(Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1966) , especially pp. 49-64, where 
he speaks of the tendency to exaggerate in Las Casas as 
una norma anormal.

^BartolomS de Las Casas, History of the Indies 
(New York: Harper & Row, Pub., 1971), p. 94. Las Casas' 
suggestion to import Negro slaves from Africa to replace 
the Indians in the mines and in the plantations is well 
known. It must be stated that very soon he "repented" of 
his mistaken stance. This fact is observed by the his­
torian of Black slavery in the United States, John Hope 
Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Negro 
Americans, 3d ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), 
pp. 112, 113.
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The Indians simply were not immune to such European 
diseases as small pox, influenza, measles, typhoid, and 
malaria. *

Justification of the Conquest 
The conqu.i8tad.ores came to the New World under

the strong conviction that God had given the Indies to
2Spain, and that it was their holy duty to take posses­

sion of it. They made little distinction between the 
"idolatrous" Indians and the infidel Turks. They not 
only took possession of the land but also evangelized the 
Indians. These two goals became very closely intertwined 
— "the domination of the land and its inhabitants under 
the temporal power of the crown, and the evangelization 
of the people by their incorporation to the Church, the

David M. Traboulay, "Christianity and the Strug­
gle for Justice in the New World," ZM 59 (1975) :94. In 
the heat of the controversy, Bernardino de SahagHn wrote 
in 1576— ten years after the death of Las Casas— that the 
rapid decline of the Indian population was "due not so 
much to the ill-treatment meted out to them but by the 
pestilences that God sends out to them." Quoted by Gon- 
ZSlez, "Encounter of the Church," p. 34. This statement 
would give credit to the fact that epidemics— whether 
sent by God or brought by the conquistadoves— were a 
factor in their decline.

2"Martin FernSndez de Encino, inspirSndose en la 
Biblia, expuso que Dios habla concedido las Indias a 
Espana igual que concedid a los judlos la tierra prome- 
tida. Por eso Josud requirid a los de Jericd y como no 
le dieron la ciudad los matd y quitd sus tierras"
(Padrdn, Los conquistadores, p. 42). Mackay has a useful 
discussion on "The Mystic Motive of the Conquest," in 
The Other Spanish Christ, pp. 23-28.
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spiritual power of the kingdom."'1'
The Indians facilitated the task of the aonquis-

tadore3 by being, according to Las Casas, "gentle and
humble, extremely poor, defenseless, very simple, and

2above all, long-suffering and patient." The natives 
were meek and patient, very easy to subject.3

There is little doubt that one of the "reasons" 
for the Spanish conquest of America was the deep-rooted 
conviction that "the Indies" were a gift from God to

4Spain, which entailed privileges and responsibilities.
It was legitimate for the king of Spain to conquer the 
Indians so that it would be "easier to instruct them 
later in the faith."5 Early in the sixteenth century, 
Juan GinSs de Septilveda, a renowned champion of the 
Spanish conquest and colonization, argued that the 
Indians were by nature inferior to the Europeans, and

Dussel, Historia de la iqlesia, p. 88. "iQuiSn 
duda— dice FernSndez de Oviedo— que lapdlvora contra los 
infieles es incienso para el Sehor?" (Padrdn, Los con- 
quistadores, p. 66).

2Las Casas, History of the Indies, p. 7.
3Las Casas' description of the natives agrees 

with Columbus' own evaluation, as found in his "Letter to 
Raphael S&nchez": "They /the Indians7 go always naked as 
they were born, with the exception of some of the women, 
who use the covering of a leaf . . . they are timid and 
full of fear" (p. 39). "They exhibit great love toward 
all others in preference to themselves" (p. 40). "I did 
not find, as some have expected, any cannibals amongst 
them, but, on the contrary, men of great deference and 
kindness" (p. 46).

4See La Torre Cabal, The Revolution, pp. 7, 8.
^Gutidrrez, Liberation and Change, p. 67.
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hence ought to be their slaves.1 The Spanish social.
economic and political supremacy was based mainly on this 

2assumption. The concept was also widespread that the 
Indians were debased, steeped in vice, "masters of glut­
tony, drunkenness, sexual excesses. . . . "^ The legend 
was created that the Indians were "savages," which meant 
that they had stagnated and were in a process of degen­
erating, never having achieved "civilization." The 
Indians had no religion, only "superstitions"; they did 
not speak languages, just "dialects"; they were "poly­
gamous"; they practiced "human sacrifices"; they wor-

4shipped "demons" and they were were polytheistic.

This distinction into two classes of human 
beings was based on one of Aristotle's famous texts. He 
had said that "for that some should rule and others be 
ruled is a thing not only necessary, but expedient; from 
the hour of their birth, some are marked out for subjec­
tion, others for mile. . . . It is clear then, that some 
men are by nature free, and others slaves, and that for 
these latter slavery is both expedient and right"_ 
(Aristotle, Politics, in The Works of Aristotle /Chicago: 
William Benton, Publishers^ 1952/, pp. 447, 448) .

2As an illustration, mention could be made of the 
fact that in the seventeenth century the term limvieza de 
sangre was introduced in Mexico, whereby students had to 
present a certificate to prove that both of their parents 
were of pure Spanish stock. See Tradaoulay, "Christianity 
and the Struggle," pp. 102-104.

"^Herring, A History, p. 153.
4GonzSlez, "Encounter of the Church," p. 8. See 

pages 7-9 for an interesting discussion of "Western Myths 
adaout the Indian." In 1537 Pope Paul III issued the bull 
Sublimd.8 Deus which declared officially that the Indians 
were rational creatures, capaUble of self-government, and 
that they should not be enslaved. This bull clearly 
indicates that the myth of the irrationality and inferi­
ority of the Indians had successfully been advocated.
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Effects of the Conquest
It is only natural that the Spaniards, who 

accepted the supremacy of Spanish civilization and 
Christianity as a matter of fact, who were "handicapped" 
by a superiority complex, by laws and customs fashioned 
by European Catholicism, and "ignorant of the cultural 
heritage and values of the New World's indigenous peo­
ples,"^- would feel that the Indians should become Chris­
tian and "Spanish." On the basis of this assumption not 
even the pro-Indian reformers felt uneasy about the 
Christianization and westernization of the Indians.

The Spain which came to America in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries was the Spain of medieval Chris­
tendom, consequently the "heathen" were "evangelized" 
with a Catholicism rigidly bound to the Middle Ages. 
These facts could not but have a telling effect on those 
who were affected by them. Thus, in the conquest, colo­
nization, and Christianization of Latin America, it was 
clearly assumed that the culture of the aborigenes was 
inferior. Traboulay has rightly remarked that "in the 
papal authorization for the creation of a Christian

See. S. Poole, "The Church and the Indian in Latin Amer­
ica," New Catholic Encyclopedia, 17 vols. (New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1967) 7:447.

^Penny Lernoux, "The Long Path to Puebla," in 
Puebla and Beyond: Documentation and Commentary, eds.,
John Eagleson and Philips Sharper (Maryknoll, N. Y.: 
Orbis Books, 19 79), p. 4.
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colonial empire, there existed implicitly the justifi­
cation for inferiorizing the culture of the Indians."^ 

When a representative of the Incan monarch vis­
ited Pizarro on the Peruvian coast, Pizarro told him 
pointedly:

We come from Castile, where reigns a most powerful 
king whose vassals we are. We set out with the 
intention of bringing into subjection to our King 
the lands which we find. It is our chief desire to 
make you realize that you worship false gods, and 
that you need to adore the only God, who is in 
heaven. Those who do not adore Him nor keep His 
commandments will go to be burned in the eternal fire
of hell, and those who accept Him as Creator of the
world will enjoy everlasting bliss in heaven. 2

With this attitude and conviction on the part of
the Spaniards, evangelization to a great extent meant
that the Indians were in fact "conquered and domesticated
in the name of Christ and the gospel."^ Our common
vision of the conquest is that of the conqueror, since
stories of war are usually written from his point of view.

^Traboulay, "Christianity and the Struggle,"
p. 95.

2Quoted in Mackay, The Other Spanish Christ, 
pp. 33, 34. The Spaniards finally met with the Inca 
Atahuallpa. He was instructed to submit to Pizarro, who 
came in the name of the king of Spain and of the pope. 
Then Valverde, the Dominican friar, handed him a copy of 
the Bible. The Inca took the Bible, and with anger 
threw it on the ground. This "blasphemy" was the signal 
for Pizarro and his men "to begin a massacre which 
eventually destroyed one of the great civilizations of 
the pre-Columbian America" (Friedhelm Hardy, "Despair 
and Hope of the Defeated— Andean Messianism," RS 11 
/l975/:257) .

30rlando E. Costas, "Liberation Theology: A 
Solution?" Menn 93 (1978):434.
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For the Indians the conquest was something quite dif­
ferent, it was a tragedy.1 They were forced to abandon 
their own history and traditions and accept Western his­
tory and values.

Another characteristic of the Spaniard, which 
became an integral part of the syncretic religion of the 
Indian, is his fatalism. What must happen, happens.
Thus, children do not die of malnutrition, it is God's 
will that they should die . . . poverty is a condition of
birth, not something that can be changed by individual or

2collective endeavor." Hope is placed on some better

For an illuminating discussion with a different 
perspective of what the conquest meant to the Indians, 
see the chapter entitled, "La conquista desde el conquis- 
tado," in Padrdn, Los conquistadores, pp. 158-171. See 
also Hardy, "Despair and Hope of the Defeated," pp. 257- 
264. Hardy shows how the memory of the events of the 
conquest, especially the death of Atahuallpa in 1532, has 
survived to the present day, mainly in the Peruvian folk­
lore. The coming of the Spaniards symbolized "the end of 
an aeon and return to chaos" (p. 258). Usually the greed 
of the Spaniard for gold and silver is referred to as the 
motive for the conquest, and the fact that the last Inca 
was unable to read .appears as the cause which triggered 
the murder. Hardy concludes that these "memories" pro­
vide the rationale for many of the Indians' attitudes. 
Even school, "perceived to be part of the system" intro­
duced by the conquerors, is resisted in some areas 
(p. 263). Elizondo, having in mind especially the Aztecs, 
argues that their defeat was not only military, but theo­
logical as well: their gods had lost out. Consequently, 
the Indians lost interest in life and simply wanted to 
die. This is the reason why the efforts of the mission­
aries to convert them were met with so little result. 
Elizondo compares the task of those missionaries to the 
one of a "D. S. military chaplain trying to evangelize 
the survivors of Mai-Lai— an evangelical contradiction" 
("A Challenge to Theology," pp. 168, 169).

2Lernoux, "The Long Path," p. 5. A conscious 
effort is seen on the part of liberation theologians to
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hereafter; on earth everything is clearly preordained.
As a direct corollary of this, the Spaniard 

tended to be distrustful of the efficacy of effort, of 
manual labor especially. Earlier we noticed Mackay's 
observation that one of the things that the Spaniards 
"learned" in their struggle against the Moors was that 
"work is debasing."^

Violence, one of the sicknesses that engulfs 
Latin America, came to the New World to a large extent 
with the conquistadovea. "The killing and torture— the 
total disregard for human rights in a majority of the 
Latin American countries— can be understood only when

help free the masses from this "legacy" if they are going 
to play their assigned and indispensable role in their 
own liberation. GutiSrrez wrote very positively in 19 74: 
"the wretched situation in which the vast majority of 
Latin American peoples are placed has ceased to be 
regarded as a kind of historical fatality" ("The Praxis 
of Liberation and the Christian Faith," LumVit 29 
/1974/:376) .

^MacKay, The Other Spanish Christ, p. 29.
Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, a respected Argentine states­
man and president of his country from 1868 to 1874, made 
the following comparison between North American and South 
American civilizations: "Yankee civilization was the work 
of the plow and the primer; South American civilization 
was destroyed by the cross and the sword. They learned 
to work and to read, here we learned to idle and to pray" 
(Quoted in Leopoldo Zea, The Latin American Mind /Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1963/, pT 82). Elizondo 
admits that many people in the United States view "the 
Hispanic Americans as backward, superstitious, lazy. . ." 
("A Challenge to Theology," pp. 170, 171), a judgment 
that is frequently applied to Latin Americans as well. 
Enrique Dussel, with his characteristic bluntness, 
points out that Latin America will not accept that the 
poor are lazy. They are poor "not because they want to 
be but because they are the victims of a system whose 
benefits go to those making this judgment" (Ethics and
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seen through the prism of colonial Spain and Portugal.

Independence from Spain
Latin America was b o m  "dependent," formed and

shaped by the events that transpired in Europe; the
2conquest being "nothing more than oppression." At the 

same time, the first three centuries of Spain's presence 
in the New World, however, gave origin to a particular 
social class, the creole aristocracy,^ which would play a

the Theology of Liberation /Maryknoll, N. Y. : Orbis 
Books, 1978/, p. 22).

^Lernoux, "The Long Path," p. 5. This does not 
mean that there was no violence or war among the Indians 
before the conquest— the presence of well-fortified 
fortresses testifies to their reality— but historical 
facts indicate that Spain's thirst for gold and glory led 
the aonquz.8tad.ores to acts of violence and abuse that far 
exceeded in cruelty what happened among the "pagan" 
Indians. For a discussion on war and violence among the 
Aztecs, the founders of one of the most outstanding pre- 
Columbian empires, see Benjamin Keen, Readings in Latin 
American Civilization, 1492 to the Present (Boston: 
Houghton Miffin Co., 1^67), pp. 9-53. Violence was 
mainly associated with human sacrifices. Says Keen, "An 
important object of warfare /among the Aztecs7 was the 
procurement of captives to be sacrificed on the altars of 
the gods whose good will brought victory to the Aztec 
banners" (p. 10). In pages 23-38 the author discusses 
the way the Incas built their empire, on a systematic 
conquest of the other tribes.

2Dussel, Ethics and the Theology of Liberation, 
p. 10. The author adds that "the conquistadors or enao- 
menderos may have felt legally entitled to the gold and 
may have cheerfully gone about their work but they were 
despoilers nonetheless, thieves sending home goods to the 
center. This economic rape began when Columbus first 
arrived in the West Indies and saw that there was not 
gold there; he captured a few Indians and took them off 
as slaves" (p. 9).

^The Creoles were the sons of Spaniards born in 
America. Many of them were possessors of great wealth, 
especially owning extensive latifundios. They were not,
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decisive role in the subsequent history of the continent.

During the latter part of the eighteenth century 
it was customary for the young Creoles to go to Europe 
for their education; there they came in contact with the 
liberal ideas that as a result of the intellectual 
renewal in Europe and the French Revolution had spread 
throughout the Old World and were "infected" with the 
concept of freedom and emancipation.1 In the early nine­
teenth century, movements to achieve political indepen­
dence from Spain and Portugal, inspired largely by the
French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars, swept over

2most of Latin America. When the colonies achieved their 
independence, it was the creole aristocracy that took the 
reins in the new nations.^

however, on equal footing with the "pure blood" Spaniards 
who alone had access to the key positions in the colonial 
government, as well as to the bishoprics.

^See C. C. Griffin, "The Enlightenment and the 
Latin American Independence," in Arthur P. Whitaker,
Latin America and the Enlightenment (New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1961), pp. 119-143.

2Argentina achieved its independence in 1810, 
Chile in 1817, Perti and Mexico in 1821, Brazil in 1822, 
Cuba, the last nation to become independent, in 1898.

"*We should keep in mind that the independence 
movements in Latin American nations were for the most 
part revolutions carried out by the creole oligarchy; it 
was not a revolt of the masses. As Dussel has pointed 
out, "This group /the creole oligarchy/ suffered most 
directly from the influence of Spain and wanted to free 
itself from that influence" (History and the Theology of 
Liberation, p. 99). Its power was very limited in a 
system where Latin America was governed by a bureaucracy 
under the tight control of Spain.
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Neocolonialism
Political independence, as already indicated, did

not mean real independence for the masses. Political
independence from Spain only replaced Spanish colonialism
with English-dominated "neo-colonialism."1 The Latin
American nations sold raw materials to the industralized
nations and bought from them manufactured goods. "With
the complicity of the local ruling classes," observes
GutiSrrez, "former colonies had entered the capitalist

2system— as victims." Miguez Bonino, the Argentine Meth­
odist liberation theologian, points out that

The relative diversification and self-sufficiency of 
an agrarian economy was replaced by a monoculture of 
those products which were necessary for a metropolis: 
Argentina was supposed to supply c o m  and meat; 
3ra2ii, coffee; Chile, saltpeter and copper; the 
Central American countries, banana; Cuba, sugar; 
Venezuela, oil, and so on. 3

It remains true, that the dreams of the Latin
American people have not been realized after a century
and a half of independence.

The present century has seen a shift from Europe
to the United States as the center of domination over
Latin America. At the end of World War II, the United
States found itself in the enviable position of the vic­

^lready at the end of the eighteenth century, 
England was achieving commercial supremacy in Latin 
America as Spain's influence was weakening.

2GutiSrrez, "Two Theological Perspectives,"
p. 236.

3Josfi Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology in a Revolu-
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torious nation.3. In Latin America, at the same time, the 
situation was desperate. According to a report of the 
United Nations in 1952, two-thirds of the Latin American 
population was physically undernourished— to the point of 
starvation in some areas. One-half of the population was 
suffering from infectious or deficiency diseases. About 
one-third of the working population continued to remain 
outside of the economic, social, and cultural pale of the 
Latin American community. An overwhelming majority of 
the agricultural population was landless. Most of the 
extractive industries were owned or controlled by foreign 
corporate investments, with a considerable part of the

2profits being taken out of the Latin American countries.
The situation hardly improved in the ensuing 

years. According to some, in the area of social progress 
the plight of the masses worsened with increasing

tionary Situation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975) , 
p. 14.

^See Social Justice and the Latin American Church 
(Richmond: John Knox Press, 1966) , p. 23, where Marcos 
Kaplan, the Argentine economist, discusses how the United 
States emerged in 1945 fully capable of exercising world 
hegemony.

2United Nations, Informe preliminar sobre la si- 
tuaciSn social del mundo (New York: U. N. Publications, 
1$52) . The twenty-five years that followed this report, 
have brought hardly any significant change to Latin 
America. For an evaluation of how Latin America "looked" 
in 1971, see Marcos Kaplan, "Economic Aspects of the 
Latin American Crisis," in Luis M. Calonnesse, ed., 
Conscientization for Liberation (Washington: Division for 
Latin America. United States Catholic Conference, 1971), 
pp. 242-266.
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repression.1 Situations vary, in sane cases substantially,2 
from one country to another, while, in general, the gap 
between the poor majority and the elite minority is 
widening. Brazil, the largest nation in Latin America, 
has been much celebrated in recent years for its "eco­
nomic miracle." According to the figures of the military 
government, one quarter of Brazil's population of over 
100 million is "indigent and destitute." No less than 
70 percent of the national income flows to the highly 
privileged 20 percent of the upper echelons of society; 
whereas 40 percent of the population survive on a family 
income of less than OS $840 a year in a market of inter­
nationalized prices. "One cam extrapolate this appalling 
imbalance with relative safety to most other Latin Amer­
ican countries."2

The facts speak for themselves, and few would 
deny that the conditions in most of Latin America are 
far from acceptaible. There is little agreement, however, 
concerning the diagnosis of the origin and cure for

^See Lemoux, "The Long Path," p. 25.
2Argentina's per capita income is about nine 

times areater than that of Haiti. See Ronald H. Chiclote 
and Joel C . Edelstein, eds. Latin America: The Struggle 
with Dependence and Beyond (New York: Schenkman Pub-
lishing Co., 1974), p. ix. The entire book contains a
detailed study of the economic situation and prospects 
of six Latin American countries: Guatemala, Mexico, 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Cuba.

3Aaron Sapsezian, "Ministry with the Poor," IRM 
66 (1977): 4.
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these ills. Some prefer a peaceful process;^- others, 
revolution.2

From Development to Liberation 
During the 1950s and 1960s Latin America was gen­

erally considered am integral part of the "Third World," 
which also means "under-developed."2 There were, at the

Dom Elder Camara, Archbishop of Recife, Brazil, 
is the best known advocate of the cause of the masses in 
Latin America. He tirelessly works for social change, 
but holds that armed revolt, though "legitimate," is not 
the answer in Latin America. He is an admirer of Martin 
Luther King amd believes in "peaceful violence." His 
main ideas and strategies can be found in his book, 
Revolution through Peace (New York: Harper & Row, Pub., 
1971). See also the work of Bishop Alfonso Lfipez Tru­
jillo, former secretary-general amd currently president 
of CELAM, Liberation or Revolution (Huntington, Indiana: 
Our Sunday Visitor, 1975).

2For the majority of the liberation theologians 
who believe that social revolution is the answer to 
Latin American problems, Camilo Torres is a main source 
of inspiration. A priest turned guerrilla, he was 
ambushed amd killed in the little town of El Carmen, 
Colombia, on Februairy 15, 1966. His writings may be 
found in Camilo Torres Revolutionary Writings (New York: 
Herder & Herder, 19 69) . For a detailed study of Torres 
see El Padre Camilo: el cura querrillero (Mexico: Edito­
ri al-Nuestra-tolrica^ 1968) . For a succint analysis, see 
Harold E. David, Revolutionaries, Traditionalists, and 
Dictators in Latin America (New York: Cooper Square Pub- 
lishers, 1973), pp. 75-79. Gustavo GutiSrrez is clear in 
expressing his conviction that for Latin America "revo­
lution rather than reform" is the only alternative ("Two 
Theological Perspectives," p. 240).

2 The concept of "Third World" countries was 
promoted at the Bandung Conference of 1955. The Third 
World was defined to include those peoples and areas which 
belonged neither to the developed capitalist economy of 
the West nor to the block of Communist nations. The 
Third World was defined further as "underdeveloped," 
still in need of development. This conference also 
implied "a kind of moral obligation on the part of 
the wealthier and more powerful nations to
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same time, high expectations of an imminent breakthrough 
when the exploited nations of the continent would finally 
be able to catch up with the West and its advanced indus­
trialization. "The decade of the 1950s," observes Gutie­
rrez , "was marked in Latin America by a great optimism in 
the possibilities of achieving economic development."^- 
The word "development" was on everyone's lips in the 
early 60s. U Thant, secretary general of the United

2Nations, inaugurated the "First Development Decade."
John XXIII spoke of his concern for the development of

aid and stimulate this process of 'development'" (Monica 
Hellwig, "Liberation Theology: An Emerging School," SJTH
30 /T9727:137) . For a specific study of Latin America 
and underdevelopment, see Development Problems in Latin 
America. An Analysis by the United Nations Economic Com­
mission for Latin America (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 19*)(I)) .

^■Gustavo GutiSrrez, "Theology of Liberation," TS
31 (1970):248. The answer was seen in repeating the 
experience of the developed countries, trying to avoid 
the slowness of their first experiences. At this stage, 
the work of Walt Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth.
A Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge: University Press, 
1960) , became very influential.

2The complete text of U Thant's address at Copen­
hagen, Denmark, inaugurating the first Development 
Decade, can be found in U Thant, Toward World Peace. 
Addresses and Public Statements 1957-1963 (New York: 
Thomas Yoseloff, 1964), pp. 152-193. He stated his goal 
thus: "This year we are beginning a wholly new experiment 
in human cooperation. Over the next ten years, the 
United Nations and its specialized and associated agen­
cies are pledged to mobilize their past experiences and 
coordinate their present efforts in a sustained attack 
upon the ancient enemies of mankind— disease, hunger, 
ignorance, poverty— to lay the foundations in all devel­
oping lands for a more m o d e m  and productive economy.
This is the broad purpose behind the Decade of Develop­
ment" (p. 153).
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the poorer countries in his encyclicals Mater et Magi3tra^ 
amd Paaem in Terris.2 In 1961 the "Alliance for Progress" 
was launched by president John F. Kennedy in the midst of 
great hopes and anticipations.^ Soon, however, frustra­
tion set in, in spite of apparent success in some areas. 
Neeley observes that "the widespread change in attitude
toward the development mystique appears to have arisen

4rather abruptly, i.e., between 1963 and 1966."
Persistent questions were raised regarding the 

virtues of the development model which promised much but 
delivered very little. Reality seemed to indicate that

The complete text of Mater et Magistra, deliv­
ered on May 15, 1961, can be found in Joseph Gremillion, 
ed., The Gospel of Peace and Justice. Catholic Social 
Teaching since Pope John (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 
1976), pp. 143-lS§.

2For the complete text of Paaem in Terris deliv­
ered on April 9, 1963, see ibid., pp. 201-241.

^The documents that gave birth to the Alliance 
for Progress were signed at Punta del Este, Uruguay, on 
August 17, 1961, marking the culmination of a laborious 
process in which all the countries forming the Organiza­
tion of American States took an active part. See the 
work of Warren Nystrom and Nathan A. Haverstock, The 
Alliance for Progress. Key to Latin American Develop­
ment (Princeton; D. Van Nostrand Co., 1^66). Already in 
19(>4 Alberto Lleras Camargo, former president of Colombia 
and former secretary-general of the O.A.S., wrote a 
pointed evaluation of the Alliance, advising the United 
States that "foreign policy does not always have to pro­
duce direct material benefits . . .; it may be conducted 
as a sort of long-term investment, extending perhaps 
through several generations, at a great risk. . . . "  "The 
Alliance for_Progress: Aims, Distortions, Obstacles" 
(ForAff 42 /1964/:37).

4Allan Neely, "Liberation Theology in Latin 
America: Antecedents and Authochthony," Missio 6 (1978), 
348.
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dependence of the Latin American nations on the United 
States was increasing rather than decreasing; and that 
the unusual economic growth experienced in some geo­
graphic areas— in Brazil for example— benefitted the 
wealthier economic strata almost exclusively, while two- 
thirds of the population found themselves further from 
their goals than before. Soon after the launching of the 
Alliance for Progress, its failure was already apparent. 
The chasm between the developed and the underdeveloped 
world was growing. Foreign investment was taking out of 
Latin America far more than it was investing. Production 
could not cope with the increase of population and thus 
the number of marginals continued to increase.*'

As the decade progressed, social studies began to 
question the appropriateness of the development-underde- 
velopment model in which

The underdeveloped countries thus were considered 
backward having reached a lower level than the devel­
oped countries. They were obligated, therefore, to 
repeat more or less faithfully the historical experi­
ence of the developed countries in their journey 
towards mod e m  society. 2

See Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 25. Soon 
people began to make puns of the "para" in "Alianza para 
el Progreso." As a preposition para means "for," but as 
a verb, it means "stop, impede." So the Alliance for 
Progress became the "Alliance that stops progress."

2GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 82. The 
conviction grew among economists and theologians that the 
industrial societies could not serve as models for devel­
opment. Paul Loffler echoes this sentiment when he 
observes that "for the underdeveloped countries to become 
like the so-called developed industrial countries is both 
unrealistic and undesirable. For one thing, the develop-
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The more radical critics began to talk of devel­
opment as a new form of colonialism.1 The conviction 
grew that the development of certain societies was based 
on the resources of the "colonized" societies; the latter, 
in fact, being indispensable for the development of the 
first. The reason for the failure of the plans for devel­
oping the Third World, it is believed, is the inherent
economic need of the developed nations to keep the under-

2developed nations underdeveloped. Miguez Bonino sums up

ment of the industrial countries depended and continues 
to depend on the economic exploitation, for instance, of 
raw materials and energy, of the so-called underdevel­
oped countries" {"Mission in Context: In Search_of a 
Theological Perspective on Development" ThR 2 /Nov. 19797: 
17) .

the mid-sixties some North American econo­
mists were raising serious questions regarding the vir­
tues of the development model. The book published in 
1966 by Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy, Monopoly Capital:
An Essay on the American Economic amd Social Order (New 
York: Monthly Review Press), contained convincingevi­
dence of the growing monopolization of the economy by 
the United States. It begeui to be widely quoted in 
Latin America and confirmed many in their misgivings 
about the development model. See Neely, "Liberation 
Theology," pp. 348-350, for a good exposition of the 
economic philosophy of antidevelopmentalism. One of the 
best studies on the Latin American attitude toward this 
problem is by the Brazilian economist Celso Furtado, 
Obstacles to Development in Latin America (Garden City: 
Doubleday, 1970). Furtado1s thesis is that development 
and underdevelopment are both parts of the same process, 
the unprecedented spread of m o d e m  technology. GutiS- 
rrez, in A Theology of Liberation, pp. 92-96, cites a 
number of contemporary studies on development/dependence.

2 In 1966, Andre G. Frank wrote a caustic essay 
entitled "The Development of Underdevelopment" whose very 
title encapsules the thesis of antidevelopmentalism. For 
Frank the "present underdevelopment of Latin America is 
the result of its centuries-long participation in the 
process of world capitalistic development" (Latin
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the emergence of the new consciousness:

Development and underdevelopment are not two indepen­
dent realities, nor two stages in a continuum but two 
related processes: Latin American underdevelopment is 
the dark side of Northern development; Northern 
development is built on third-world underdevelop­
ment . 1

The conviction grew in Latin America that devel­
opment was not even a possibility for the poor because
their underdevelopment "is due to their systematic

2despoliation by the nations of the center." The under­
developed countries sell their raw materials at lower 
prices, while the cost of manufactured products sold by 
the developed nations becomes more expensive.^

Consequently, the basic categories for under­
standing the Latin American reality were no longer seen 
as development/underdevelopment but rather as domination/ 
dependence, a dependence that is even more complex than 
the one outlined by Miguez Bonino. Not only do richer

America: Underdevelopment or Revolution. (New York, 
London: Monthly Review Press, 1969), p. 7.

^Tliguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 17. See also 
Pierre Bigo, The Church and Third World Revolution 
(Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1977), especiallychap.
2, "Dependence," pp. 29-38.

2Enrique Dussell, "The Political amd Ecclesial 
Context of Liberation Theology in Latin America," Sergio 
Torres amd Virginia Fabella, eds., The Emergent Gospel. 
Theology from the Underside of History (Maryknoll, N. Y.: 
Orbis Books, 1977), p. 163.

3In 1937 Brazil, for example, had to export four­
teen sacks of coffee in order to import one automobile; 
in 1967, it had to export forty. RenS Laurentin, Liber­
ation Development and Salvation (Maryknoll, N. Y . : Orbis 
Books, 1972, p. viii.
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nations exercise domination over the poorer, but within 
the poorer countries themselves, the masses of poor and 
powerless are dominated by a small, affluent elite which 
has established an "unholy alliance" with foreign inter­
ests. Oreta points out that

The Latin American context is the situation of depen­
dence in which the continent lives. Dependence of 
the center, amd within the frontiers of each country, 
acute and sustained dependence at all levels by 
oppressive oligarchies. 1

It became obvious that the way of understanding 
and changing the history of Latin America could not be 
development because the real cause is not underdevelop­
ment; and if the situation is one of dominance amd depen­
dence, then liberation becomes the only real answer.
Only a radical break from the present structures, from 
the 3tatus quo, a social revolution that would break the 
actual dependence, was seen as the sole working alter­
native. Gutierrez wrote in 1976

The Latin American poor seek to eradicate their 
misery, not to ameliorate it; hence they choose 
social revolution rather than liberalization. These 
options, which seem to the ruling classes utopian, 
are utterly rational to the oppressed. 2

Thus, by the end of the sixties— the decade that

^Ploreal Dreta, "Algunas reflexiones acerca de 
la teologia de la liberacidn," DialTeol 12 (1978):30.

2GutiSrrez, "Two Theological Perspectives," 
p. 240. For a very useful study on the shift of approach 
— from development to liberation—  see Miguez Bonino,
Doing Theology, especially pp. 1-83. See also Keith Grif- 
fin, Underdevelopment in Spanish America: An Interpreta­
tion (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1969).
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was to signal a new beginning for Latin America— it had 
become clear that the continent was not on its way to 
development, as millions had enthusiastically expected.
On the contrary, the gap between the rich amd the poor 
countries continued to widen, and dependency had deep­
ened. The good intentions of the United Nations did not 
tramslate into any tangxble results, and pessimism again 
became the dominant mood in the continent. In 1970, the 
Chilean Joel Gajardo, in terse words, expressed the feel­
ings of many when he said: "If this is what one decade of 
development does for us, spare us from another."1

As the decade of the sixties progressed, reli­
gious leaders, sensitive to the plight of the masses, and 
with scarcely any sign of hope on the horizon, began to
raise questions regarding the role of the Church in the

2seemingly hopeless condition of the continent.

Quoted by Gary MacEoin. Revolution Next Door. 
Latin America in the 1970s (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1971) , p. T~. MacEoin, with little sympathy for 
U. S. policies toward Latin America, evaluates the conti­
nent as it emerged from the Development Decade. See also 
Luiz A. Gdmez de Suza, "Latin America in the Third World 
of the World," in Colonnese, Conscientization for Liber­
ation, pp. 267-280.

2It is of interest to note Nelson A. Rockefeller's 
appraisal of the Church, already in 1969, as he reported 
to President Nixon on his fact-finding mission to Latin 
America. The Church "is a force dedicated to change—  
revolutionary change if necessary . . . with a profound 
idealism, but as a result, in some cases, vulnerable to 
subversive penetration; ready to undertake a revolution 
if necessary to end injustice" (The Rockefeller Report 
on the Americas. The Official Report of a United States 
Presidential Mission for the Western Hemisphere /Chicago: 
Quadrangle Books, 1969/, p. 31). Interestingly enough
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Is there any "good news," they persistently asked, or is 
fatalistic resignation the only way? Roman Catholic 
thinkers, mainly, begem to take a fresh look at their 
Church, its theology, amd especially its development in 
Latin America in its five centuries of history for 
answers amd orientation. In the next section we will 
take a brief look at this development.

Theological 
Colonial Christendom 

riven though in Roman Catholic— as well as in 
Protestant— circles theology in Latin America, for the 
most part, historically has been a repetition of what was 
said in Europe and the United States and, consequently, 
little new wa3 developed, there are, nevertheless, some 
characteristics that are peculiar to the continent.*'

the latter section on "Policy and Action"— covering 80 
pages of the 144-page report— does not mention the 
Church, suggesting that in che eyes of the presidential 
envoy the Church did not have amything to offer by way 
of solution.

*Enrique Dussel, the Argentine historian has 
written profusely on this topic; his most thorough dis­
cussion is found in Historia de la iglesia en America 
Latina. See also History and the Theology of Liberation, 
"The Political and Ecclesial Context of Liberation The- 
ology in Latin America," in Sergio Torres amd Virginia 
Fadaella, eds. The Emergent Gospel: Theology from the 
Underside of History (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 
1976), pp. 175-1^2; "Sobre la historia de la teologia en 
America Latina," in Enrique Ruiz Maldonado, ed., Libera- 
ci6n y cautiverio. Debates en torno al m6todo de la 
teologia de la llberacifin (Mexico: ComitS Organizador, 
1975), pp. 19-68; and Richard, "Liberation Theology amd 
Current Politics," pp. 31-53.
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GutiSrrez opens his book, A Theology of Liber­
ation, with a brief glance at the first fifteen centu­
ries of Christian theology discussing "the classical 
tasks of theology," which traditionally centered around 
two poles, i.e., "Theology as Wisdom" amd "Theology as 
Rational Knowledge."1 Theology as Wisdom was predominant 
during the period of the early Church, amd it was clearly 
linked to spiritual life. Theology as Rational Knowledge, 
according to GutiSrrez, originated in the twelfth century 
amd reached its zenith with Albert the Great amd Thomas 
Aquinas, leading finally to a total separation of theol­
ogy and spirituality by the scholastics of the fourteenth 
century. Theology as Rational Knowledge gave rise in the 
scholastic approach to a passive attitude, whose interest 
was to maintain and explain truths already possessed.

2The emphasis was on systematization and clear exposition. 
The sixteenth century— the beginning of colonization of 
Latin America— was one of intense theological activity 
for the Roman Catholic Church as it tried to cope with

^utiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, pp. 3-6.
2Gutierrez sums up the outcome of the scholastic 

approach by quoting JosS Comblin, "Scholastic theology 
will thus gradually become, especially after the Council 
of Trent, an auxiliary discipline of the magisterium of 
the Church. Its function will be: (1) to define, present 
amd explain revealed truths; (2) to examine doctrine, to 
denounce and condemn false doctrines, and to defend true 
ones; (3) to teach revealed truths authoritatively" (p. 6). 
It should be noticed that GutiSrrez regards both these 
classical expressions of theology as valid amd permanent 
tasks of theology, but points out that both approaches 
have suffered deformations throughout history.
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the challenge presented by the Reformers. After Trent 
the Church emerged, at least in theory, "as a highly cen­
tralized body."1- The Council of Trent, just at the 
moment when new missionary ideas were needed, fearfully

2closed tight the doors to all possible experimentation. 
Consequently, Spanish Catholicism, when it came to Latin 
America, was "rigidly bound to the Middle Ages." It was 
to a large extent an extension of the Western European 
Ca tho 1 i c Church. ̂

Thus the first period of Latin American history, 
from 1492 to the end of the eighteenth century, can prop-

4erly be called the period of "Colonial Christendom," the

1Justo L. GonzSlez, A History of Christian 
Thought, 3 vols. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1975), 3:351.

2Conway observes that as a result of Trent "Church 
teachings were to be couched in the phraseology of the 
scholastic philosophy; the liturgy, the sacraments, all 
were to be dispensed in Latin" ("Latin American Pattern," 
p. 19) .

^Leraoux, "The Long Path to Puebla," p. 4. Latin 
America, during the first three centuries after the disco­
very, received very little influence from the Renaissance 
and the Reformation, the two movements that took shape in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in Europe and marked 
the transition between the medieval and the modem. See 
W. Stanley Rycroft, Religion and Faith in Latin America 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1958), and Mariano 
Pic6n-Salas, De la conquista a la independencia. Tres 
siglos de historia cultural tiispanoamericana (Mexico:
Fondo de Cultura Econdmica, 1969).

4See Richard, "Liberation Theology and Current 
Politics," pp. 32, 33. Dussel subdivides this long 
period into five sections: (1) Primeros pasos, 1492-1519;
(2) Las misiones de Nueva Espaiia y Peril, 1519-1551;
(3) La organizacifin y el afianzamiento de la iglesia, 
1551-1620; (4) Los conflictos entre la Iglesia misionera 
y la civilizacidn hispSnica, 1620-1700; (5) La decadencia
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continent became Christian as it was colonized. There
was a prophetic current confronting the conquest and
evangelization.^

Dominican friar Antonio de Montesinos (d. 1545)
is generally considered the first to raise his voice on

2behalf of social justice in Latin America and the spir­
itual father of BartolomS de Las Casas (d. 1566) who for 
fifty years worked tirelessly protecting the Indians in 
the New World.^ Guti§rrez observes that Las Casas

borbdnica, 1700-1808. Historia de la Iglesia, pp. 91-115. 
It is true that the Church was faced with changing times 
and new developments, but its fundamental approach to the 
new problem remained very much the same during these 
three centuries.

^Some clear voices were raised during this period 
in opposition to the prevalent belief— theologically 
"justified" by a Juan GinSs de Septilveda, for example—  
of the natural inferiority of the Indian. Among the 
most illustrious names, mention should be made of Antonio 
de Montesinos (d. 1545), BartolomS de Las Casas (d. 1566), 
Josd de Acosta (d. 1600) in PertS, and Bernardino de Saha- 
gtSn (d. 1590) in Mexico. See Dussel, "Sobre la historia 
de la teologia," pp. 34-38.

2On the Sunday before Christmas, 1511, Montesinos 
delivered his first public protest against the abuses the 
Indians were subjected to by the Spaniards. According to 
Las Casas, who heard Montesinos that Sunday morning, the 
friar thundered in such terms that the congregation 
trembled as if facing Judgment Day. "Tell me," cried the 
friar, "what right do you have to enslave them? . . . 
Aren't they human beings? Have they no rational soul?
. . . You may rest assured that you are in no better 
state of salvation than tha Moors or the Turks who reject 
the Chris tian faith (Las Casas, History of the Indies, 
p. 184). Lewis Hanke, The Spanish Struggle for Justice 
in the Conquest of America (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1949) discusses the work of these 
"pioneers." The first chapter contains excerpts from 
Montesinos' sermons.

3Las Casas devoted fifty years of his life to 
protect the Indians? he felt called by God to this mission.
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followed a new and fruitful path when he insisted that
social justice was one of the demands of the Gospel, and
established a link between salvation and justice.1

Their efforts, however, had little impact at
that time. During this period of "Colonial Christendom,"
the two powers, Church and Stare, worked closely together:
while the sword opened up a new path, the cross carried

2the Christian culture to the New World.

He wrote, "God deigned to choose me as his minister . . . 
to try to restore all those peoples of what we call Indies 
. . . to the pristine freedom of which they have been 
unjustly robbed, and to liberate them from the violent 
death which they are still forced to endure." (Quoted by 
Enrique Dussel, "Historical and Philosophical Presupposi­
tions of Latin American Theology," in Rosino Gibellini, 
ed. Frontiers of Theology in l>atin America (Maryknoll,
N. Y.: Orbis Books, 197$, p. 185). Emphasis added.

liberation and Change, pp. 62-63. In pp. 61-65 
GutiSrrez has a fuller discussion of Las Casas' contri­
bution to the concept of social justice in Latin America.

2Due to its very nature and the immensity of the 
task facing the Catholic Church in the New World, it 
became primarily a proselyting organization that made 
"conformists" out of the Indians rather than "converts." 
For an interesting evaluation of the work of the Cath­
olic Church in Latin America, see J. H. McLean, The 
Living Christ for Latin America (Philadelphia: Presby­
terian Board Publication, 1§76); Eugene A. Nida, Under­
standing Latin Americans with Special Reference to Reli­
gion, Values and Movements (South Pasadena: William 
Carey Library, 19 74}, especially chap. 6, "Christo- 
Paganism," pp. 106-124. The Latin American bishops, in 
the final document of their meeting at Puebla in 1979, 
admitted that "in Latin America this Catholic Piety of 
the common people has not adequately impregnated certain 
autochtonous cultural groups and ones of African origin. 
Indeed in some cases they have not been evangelized at 
all” ("Evangelization in Latin America's Present and 
Future," Final Document, Art. 451) . A complete English 
translation of this document can be found in Eagleson, 
Puebla and Beyond, pp. 122-285.
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Tensions in Colonial Christendom 
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the 

Church found intself facing a completely new situation 
brought about by the proliferation of independent move­
ments and the creation of new nation-states.1 The new 
political developments i.i the New World meant a serious 
setback for the Catholic Church and its vision of a
"Christian" Latin America. Many of the bishops, who had

2been appointed by the king by virtue of the patronato, 
decided to return to Spain, leaving the Church in a state 
of confusion.^

This movement posed the first serious break in 
the monotonous regularity of colonial life. These 
events were the result of a ferment that was evident in 
the latter part of the eighteenth century= Many teachers 
had studied in Europe, specially in France, and brought 
with them ideas that were current there at that time, 
thus allowing the Englightenment to play an important part 
in the independence movements. See Roland D. Hussey, 
"Traces of French Enlightenment in Colonial Hispanic 
America," in Whitaker, Latin America and the Enlighten- 
ment, pp. 23-51. By French Enlightenment Hussey means 
ideas that developed mainly in France, based upon the 
rejection of classical authority, upon insistence on the 
need for experimental investigation, and upon the need to 
accept the conclusions of such experimentations, even 
when they conflicted with earlier cherished beliefs.

2From 1492 on, a series of bulls conceded by 
popes who needed King Ferdinand's support made the Church 
in Spain almost a national organization, subject to Rome 
only in matters of doctrine. The government collected 
tithes, supervised ecclesiastical affairs, and nominated 
Church officials. These powers were known as patronatd 
real and were later used extensively within the Spanish 
colonies. See John Edwin Fagg, Latin America: A Gen­
eral History (New York: Macmillan Co., 1963) , pp. 58-61.

^Most of the thirty-two bishops and six arch­
bishops had been b o m  and educated in Spain. See Kirk, 
Liberation Theology, p. 9. At the same time, it should
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The governments in the new states were of liberal 
tendencies; the Church, in order to safeguard its institu­
tional life, sought to ally itself with the conservative 
party and adopted a defensive attitude,^ while the new po­
litical leaders continued to look to Europe for ideolog­
ical inspiration. Attracted by the teachings of nine­
teenth century liberalism, they tended to look with sympa-

2thy to the anti-clerical features of that ideology and 
placed their concerns mainly in political considerations.

be pointed out that many of the Creole clerics enthusias­
tically embraced the emancipating cause. Dussell observes 
that in Mexico very few priests sided with the revolution, 
while in Argentina "la accidn del clero fue decisiva, y 
no s61o apoyd el movimiento, sino que fue una de sus 
causas" (Historia de la iqlesia, p. 153). For a fuller 
discussion see K. Schmidt, riThe Clergy and the Indepen­
dence of New Spain," HAHR 34 (1954):189-312.

1This attitude naturally gave rise to the hos­
tility of the already not-so-friendly liberal parties 
and led them to adopt an increasingly anticlerical stance, 
which for the first time led to a clear distinction 
between the two powers, Church and State. This dichotomy 
between "conservador" and "liberal" became central: the 
first went out in support of the Catholic Church, the 
latter showed little sympathy to it. For a series of 
excellent essays on this issue, see Frederick B. Pike, 
ed., The Conflict between Church and State in Latin 
America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 196i4) , especially 
J. Lloyd Meehan, "A Survey of the Church-State Conflict 
in Latin America during the First Century of Indepen­
dence," pp. 164-171.

2Later in the century, and in some countries more 
than in others, Positivism became very attractive, espe­
cially as popularized by the works of August Comte (1798- 
1857). Since Positivism proclaimed the sovereignty of 
reason and was hosuile to metaphysics and theology, it 
was to be used as an instrument to change the mentality 
of the people. One of the best studies on the influence 
of Positivism in Latin America can be found in Zea, The 
Latin American Mind, pp. 135-289.
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Strongly influenced by rationalism and positivism, these
new leaders felt that colonial customs and values rendered
Latin America ill-prepared for achieving national economic
maturity and developing democratic institutions. Since
economic growth was one of their priorities, to many of
them it seemed all-important to instill in the citizens
materialistic incentives, competitive instincts, and the
capitalistic drives associated with the individualistic
pursuit of wealth.1 Others, however, questioned the
importance given to material development and sought to
emphasize non-material, spiritual rewards for the masses.
Churchmen, by and large, favored the second ideological
school; by the 1850s clergymen were espousing the social

2philosophy of paternalism.
It can safely be said that the nineteenth century 

saw a marked decline in the temporal strength and the 
intellectual influence of the Catholic Church in Latin 
America.3

Hubert, The Church in a Secularized Society,
p. 323.

2The principle that the government should supply 
the needs and regulate the conduct of the governed, on 
the assumption that it can best secure their highest 
welfare, was evident in the Church's belief that the 
natural social order called for the existence of an immo­
bile lower class, whose rise within the social order 
would threaten the providentially established hierar­
chical order. Eternal salvation was the reward of all 
social classes, and this was emphasized. For an excel­
lent discussion of the role played by the Church during 
this period, see ibid., pp. 325-329.

^Richard points out that during this period
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It should be noted, however, that the erosion of 
the temporal power suffered by the Church in its encounter 
with liberalism had some "healthy consequences," in that 
it began to move slowly into a more positive social 
action.

Early Twentieth Century 
It was in 1891 that Leo XIII's1 encyclical Rerum

2
Novarum — the first papal social encyclical— appeared.

"colonial Christendom enters into a long process of 
decomposition ("Liberation Theology and Current Politics," 
p. 33) , and Dussel observes that during most of the nine­
teenth century, Roman Catholic theology in Latin America 
was "Conservative Neocolonial theology on the defensive" 
("The Political and Ecclesial Context," p. 176). It 
should be noted that the Church was not facing this 
problem in Latin America alone. In Europe, as well, 
ideas stemming from the Enlightenment had greatly 
affected the vitality of Roman Catholic theology, to the 
point of, to use the expressive words of Mark Schoff, the 
queen of sciences "bore the crown but could not impose_ 
her will" (A Survey of Catholic Theology. 1800-1970 /New 
York: Paulist Newman Press, 1970/, p. 2l). This book 
presents an excellent analysis of the development in late 
Roman Catholic theology in Europe.

^Leo's pontificate lasted from 1878 to 1903. He 
is remembered as the " workingman's pope" and the origi­
nator of the modern social teaching of the Catholic 
Church. He took the reins of the papacy at a difficult 
moment. When Pius IX died on February 7, 1878, after a 
long and stormy pontificate, "the Catholic Church seemed 
to be in a losing feud with the whole modern world, intel- 
lecually, politically and worldly. Its influence . . . 
was fast disappearing. . . .  It appeared impotent to dyke 
anywhere the flood tide of 'science,1 liberalism, Marxism, 
anti-clericalism, and secularization" (Carlton J. H.
Hayes, A Generation of Materialism, 1871-1900 /New York: 
Harper and Bro., l341/, pp. 141-142). For an excellent 
study on Leo XIII, see Edward T. Gargan, ed., Leo XIII 
and the M o d e m  World (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1961) .

2An official translation of this encyclical, enti­
tled "On the Condition of Workers," has been published 
by National Catholic Welfare Conference, Washington, D. C., 
1942.
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Lambolay evaluates Rerum 'Jovarum as a "revolutionary 
encyclical that stunned the world with its call to dig­
nity and social justice for the working classes."1' It 
supported the right of workers and employers to organize 
and stated that the wages of a worker should be enough 
to allow him and his family to live in comfort. It also 
asserted, against the rising tide of socialism, the right 
to private property and its inheritance; it rejected 
socialism, because it denied people this right and made 
them tools of the state.

It should be noted, however, that this epoch-
making encyclical had little, if any, contemporary influ-

2ence. Its effects would be felt decades later.
At the beginning of the twentieth century the 

Catholic Church was about to undergo a resurgence in

^Lathryn Lambolay, "Leo XIII, 'the Worker's 
Pope,' Favored Unions," NCR (Sept. 7, 1379):37.

2Juan Luis Segundo seems to overstate his case 
when he argues that, in general, Rerum Novarum’s influ­
ence was minimal. He contends that if we compare the 
content of this encyclical with that of the Communist 
Manifesto, we find in both the same strong condemnation 
of the inhuman aspects of capitalism. But that if we 
compare the results of the two statements, a striking 
difference is discovered: "from Marx's Manifesto there 
followed profound change in Western society; from Leo's 
encyclical, no radical change at all" ("Social Justice 
and Revolution," America 118 /196£7:576). The signifi­
cance of this encyclical coul3 be seen, to a certain
degree, in the fact that forty years later Pius XI in
Quadragesimo Anno, and John XXIII in Mater et Magistra 
seventy years later, reapplied its principles to new
situations in the world. John XXIII calls Rerum Nova-
rum the "magna carta for the reconstruction of the 
economic and social order" [Mater et Magistra, Art. 26) .
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Latin America. Efforts by Rome to strengthen the Church
in Latin America* coincided with reaction against the
materialism that had dominated the continent. Prominent
Latin American intellectuals joined in a reaction against

2positivistic and utilitarian concepts. In increasing 
numbers religious leaders became persuaded that if 
higher human values were to prevail, they required a 
theological basis.^

One of the most influential thinkers of this 
period that reacted against the current philosophical 
views was JosS Enrique Rodd (1871-1917). Among his 
many books, Ariel, an essay on the nature of democracy, 
is the best known. See Emir Rodriguez Monegal, ed.,
JosS Enrique Rod6. Obras comoletas (Madrid: Aguilar,urrr.— -------------  ------------------------------------

2In 1899 the first council of Latin American 
prelates was convened in Rome by Pope Leo XIII, with the 
purpose of propping the waning influence of the Church 
in the continent. Thirteen archbishops and forty-one 
bishops made their way to Rome to attend what was the 
first "Continental Congress" in the Church's history.
See P . Correa Ledn, El Concilio Plenario Latinoamericano 
de 1899: Cathedea (BogotS: n.d.).

^Not all countries participated to the same 
degree in this change of orientation. In Mdxico, for 
example, after the Revolution of 1910, anticlerical 
sentiments and atheistic sympathies remained high. In 
Uruguay, where the Church's influence was never strong 
and where agnosticism was popular, the resurgence of the 
Church was limited. In some other countries, like 
Colombia, Perfi, and Chile, the renewal was much more 
noticeable. See the discussion by Frederick B. Pike, 
"South American Multifaceted Catholicism: Glimpses of 
Twentieth-Century Argentina, Chile and Perti" in Henry A. 
Landsberger, ed., The Church and Social Change in Latin 
America (Notre Dame! University of Notre Dame Press, 
l97(5)7"pp. 53-75.
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Neo Christendom 

The world economic crisis of 1929 that brought 
the fall of many liberal governments as its consequence 
found the Catholic Church in clear recuperation, showing 
new signs of vitality and with a view to structuring a 
"new Christendom."^-

The increasing social tensions and dissemination 
of radical ideas, e.g., anarchism, socialism, and com­
munism, led the Latin American episcopacy to organize the

2laity into Catholic Action groups. The purpose of Cath­
olic Action was to awaken the social conscience of the 
upper classes and to induce them, under Church leader­
ship, to take measures aimed at easing the material suf- 
fering of the masses.J By this time, and when the effects

The loss of power by the anti-Catholic liberals 
gave the Catholic Church new breathing space, and it 
renewed its efforts to "reconquer" the continent on the 
basis of the autonomy of the temporal power. Dussel's 
evaluation of this "new Christendom" as an effort "to 
restore the Christendom that had almost disappeared dur­
ing the period of liberal_persecution" (History and the 
Theology of Liberation, /Maryknoll, N. Y . : Orbis Books, 
\5TZTT seems to be an overstatement.

2Pius XI inaugurated Catholic Action in 1922, with 
the encyclical Ub-i Aroano, and gave to Catholic Action 
its classical definition as "the participation of the 
laity in the apostolate of the Church's hierarchy." He 
tended to use the expression restricted to "(1) action or 
work of the laity, which was (2) organized, (3) apostolic, 
and (4) done under a special mandate of the bishop" (D. J. 
Geaney, "Catholic Action," New Catholic Encyclopedia, 
3:262}. In Argentina and Chile the Catholic Action was 
organized in 1931, in Uruguay in 1934, in Costa Rica and 
PerG in 1935, in Bolivia in 1936. See Dussel, "The 
Political and Ecclesial Context," p. 178.

^See Aubert, The Church in a Secularized Society,
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1of a worldwide depression were keenly felt* Pius XI 'sA

2encyclical, Quadragesimo Anno, appeared, reiterating 
the themes of Rerum Novarum but being more radical than 
its predecessor— especially in its attitude toward capi­
talism— while at the same time being softer in its denun­
ciation of socialism.3 Theology at this juncture became

4structured on "the distinction of planes," in which the

p. 347. Movements of social action began to proliferate 
in the 1930s, with the stated purpose of carrying the 
application of the evangelical message to all social 
spheres. See on this topic, Vekemans, Teologia de la 
liberacidn, pp. 23-26. Dussel characterizes the accom- 
plishments of Catholics as a "lukewarm 'social' struggle" 
("The Political and Ecclesial Context," p. 178).

S>ius XI's pontificate lasted seventeen years 
(1922-1939).

2This encyclical was signed on May 15, 1931, in 
the tenth year of Pius XI*s pontificate. An official 
English translation, under the title "Reconstructing the 
Social Order," was published by the National Catholic 
Welfare Conference, Washington, D. C., in 1942.

3It states, for instance, that a person's "super­
fluous income" is not left "wholly to his own free deter­
mination" (Art. 50); speaks of just distribution of 
wealth (Art. 57); protests "an immense power and despotic 
economic dictatorship . . . consolidated in the hands of 
a few" (Art. 105); contends that socialism had changed 
"profoundly" since Leo's times (Art. Ill) and, "like all 
errors, contains some truth." But it clearly warns that 
"no one can be at the same time a good Catholic and a true 
socialist" (Art. 120). Its emphasis on social issues was 
so innovative that even the relatively progressive Chilean 
Church of the early 1930s withheld publication of the 
encyclical for two years. See Conway, "Latin American 
Pattern," p . 13.

4In his A Theology of Liberation GutiSrrez has a 
section entitled *The Distinction of Planes," pp. 56-61. 
The Church's mission was not in "construction of the 
world— this was the layman' s responsibility— but "evangeli­
zation and inspiration of the temporal sphere." For the 
priest "to intervene directly in political action was to

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



6 5

Church and the world are autonomous entities with their 
own respective goals. This kind of theology clearly 
distinguished between the "temporal" and the "spiritual"; 
the layman was responsible for the temporal, worldly, 
and political, while the priest's realm was the spiri­
tual.1 With the recognition of the autonomy of the 
secular world, the layman was called to fulfill a func­
tion that was hardly recognized before as his. This 
function was largely based on Maritain's famous distinc­
tion; "to act as a Christian and to act as a Christian 

2as such." The special task of the Catholic layman 
would be to work for the creation of a New Christendom 
in the temporal sphere. In other words, the layman 
would assume his own responsibilities as a Christian, 
without making the Church as such accountable for his 
actions.1

betray his function" (p. 57). A good implementation of 
this approach is found in Ldpez Trujillo's Liberation 
or Revolution, which, though written in 1975, examines 
the priest's role in Latin American society.

1See Dussel, "Sobre la historia de la teologla," 
pp. 4 7-48. Dussel underlines that this theology of the 
New Christendom was not academic but militant. It was 
not directly political but "dualista en aquello temporal- 
espiritual, Estado-Iglesia como sociedades perfectas cada 
una en su nivel y no conflictivas" (p. 98).

2Jacques Maritain, True Humanism, 6th ed. (London: 
Goffrey Bless, and New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1954, p. 291. Maritain, while not the originator of this 
distinction, has strongly influenced some liberation 
theologians.

^This new attitude would allow the laity to be 
politically active in parties of "Christian inspiration."
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Developmentalist Theology 

The Second World War brought new challenges. Key 
among them was the awareness of the reality of underdevel­
opment that affects the greater part of humanity. The 
1950s and 1960s saw the proliferation of development 
theorie_. Parallel with these developments, there arose 
a developmentalist theology.3-

So, for example, there arose in Chile in 196 3 the "Falan­
gist" group— without links to the Spanish group of the 
same name— which after the Second World War was called 
Christian Democracy, and in 1964, one of its members, 
Eduardo Frei, was elected president of the country. For 
a discussion of three of the most important Christian 
Democratic Parties— Uruguay, Chile, and Venezuela— see 
Robert J. Alexander, "The Emergence of Modern Political 
Parties in Latin America," in Joseph Metier and R. W. 
Weatherhead, eds., Politics of Change in Latin America 
(New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Pub., 1964), pp. 101-125. 
Besides, the laity could be active in labor unions of 
Christian inspiration, thus the Latin American Confedera­
tion of Christian Syndicates (CLASC) was organized. The 
Church aimed at recovering the power it had lost in the 
nineteenth century, through the work of dedicated people. 
See Dussel, "The Political and Ecclesial Context," p. 177; 
and Richard, "Liberation Theology and Current Politics," 
p. 35.

Hfhen World War II ended, many Christians deeply 
shared the hope of Western culture in the appearance of 
a different and better human being. A good detailed dis­
cussion of this period, 1930 to the 1960s— "the Golden 
age of the Latin American Church"— according to Richard 
(Liberation Theology and Current Politics, p. 35), can 
be found in Roberto Oliveros Maqueo, LiberaciSn y teolo- 
gla: Genesis y crecimiento de una reflexi6n. 1966-1978 
iMexico: CRT, 1977, pp. 36-54). See also the profusely 
documented essay of Roger Vekamans, "Antecedentes para 
el estudio de la teologla de la liberacidn," Tierra 
Nueva 3 (October 1972):5-19. According to Dussel, the 
step toward developmentalist theology did not come until 
1950, when many Christians adopted the bourgeois goals of 
expansion and development. The concept of dependence 
was not yet perceived as a reality in Latin America.
See also Vicente Cosmao, "Towards a Theology of Develop­
ment," IDOC 5 (June 13, 1970): 86-96.
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Oliveros Maqueo correctly observes that the
Second Vatican Ecumenical Council (1962-1965) marked the
end of an era.1 The changes that climaxed at Vatican II
were largely due to the influence of Angelo Giuseppe Ron-

2calli elected to succeed Pope Pius XII in 1958. His 
brief pontificate (1958-1963) produced two major social 
encyclicals.3 John XXIII inaugurated, especially with the 
tone and style of Mater et Magistra, a new era in the 
Church's teaching. Previous social encyclicals had been 
characterized to a certain degree by a teaching that came 
"from on high" to explain social realities below. But 
John XXIII "made a quiet transition from the abstract and

Liberaci6n y teologia, p. 55. At the council 
attention was given to the cultural molds of different 
cultures to express the Gospel, and the doors were 
opened wide for the aggiornamento of the Church. 
GutiSrrez points out that "it was only with Vatican II 
that the Church began to abandon in any real sense the 
mentality of Christendom, a historical period which had 
already ended— four centuries before" (A Theology of 
Liberation, p. 59.

2Roncalli was elected Pope by the conclave of 
cardinals on October 28, 1958, and assumed the name of 
John XXIII.

3Mater et Magistra (May 15, 1961) and Pacem in 
Terris (April 11, 1963). An official English transla­
tion of these encyclicals can be found in Joseph Gremil- 
lion, ed., The Gospel of Peace and Justice: Catholic 
Social Teaching since Pope John (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1976), pp. 143-200, and 201-241, respectively.

4In the last twenty years there has been re-evalu- 
ation, on the part of the Church, of its mission in the 
world as well as of its understanding of the Christian 
message. For a brief study of this "re-evaluation" in 
Latin America, see Mark McGrath, "Church Doctrine in 
Latin America after the Council," in Landsberger, The 
Church and Social Change in Latin America, pp. 97-112.
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deductive method to am inductive method which begins with 
the realities, the aspirations of man for justice, and 
the facts and institutions which turn these aspirations 
into reality-"1

2One of the salient features of Mater et Magistra 
is its global perspective, a call to aid economically the 
underdeveloped nations. It sees the relationship between 
economically advanced nations and those that are in pro­
cess of development as "the most pressing question of our 
day."3

On April 11, 1963, less than two months before his 
death, John XXIII again reiterated his concerns in Pacem 
in Terris which contained some further developments in the 
area of social justice. Notable was the fact that, while 
not espousing communism or socialism, it did not condemn 
them. These ideologies might be philosophically wrong,

^aurentin, Liberation, Development and Salvation,
p. 104.

2An excellent analysis of this document and sub­
sequent ones dealing with the same topic may be found in 
Gremillion, The Gospel of Peace and Justice, pp. 1-138.
See Robert McAfee Brown, Theology in a New Key: Respond­
ing to Liberation Themes (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1978), pp. 27-35, for aProtestant perspective on these 
documents.

3John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, Art. 157. It adds 
that "justice and humanity require that these rich coun­
tries come to the aid of those in need" (Art. 161) . 
"Likewise, necessity and justice require that wealth pro­
duced be distributed equitably among all the citizens of 
the Commonwealth" (Art. 168).

4Pope John XXIII died on June 3, 1963.
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but if they express concern for social justice, cooper­
ation with them might be justified, since the Catholic 
Church is also concerned with social justice. It could 
happen, then, that "meetings for the attainment of some 
practical end, which formally were deemed inopportune 
and unproductive, might now or in the future be con­
sidered opportune and useful."1

John XXIII's increased interest in the Christian 1s
responsibility in society climaxed in the Second Vatican

2Council, which meant "a bold entry into the political 
and cultural arena unprecedented in the history of the 
Church's ecumenical councils.""^ What after Leo's Rerum 
Sovarum became known as the "social teaching" of the 
Church had, by the time of Vatican II, become greatly 
expanded to include political, cultural, and economic 
teachings as well. Gaudium et Spes, one of sixteen 
documents promulgated by the Council, synthesizes the

John XXIII, Pacen in Terris, Art. 160. Another 
significant feature of this encyclical was that, unlike 
earlier ones— including Mater et Magistra— it was not 
addressed exclusively to Roman Catholics, but to the 
"faithful of the whole world," an obvious invitation to 
non-Roman Catholics to join Catholics in working for 
social justice.

^The Second Vatican Council met from 1963 to 1965. 
John XXIII had been pope for only three months when, on 
January 25, 2959, he made the unexpected announcement of 
his plan to convoke the Church"s Twenty-First Ecumenical 
Council. Walter M. Abbot, The Documents of Vatican II 
(New York: Herder and Herder, 1966).

3Alfred T. Hennely, Theologies in Conflict: The 
Challenge of Juan Luis Segundo (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1979), pp. 2, 3.
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i_Church's attitude on human rights.“
One of the key emphases of this document is its

anthropocentric orientation, both in the importance 
2given to man and in pointing to mein's responsibility 

vis-a-vis the world.^ Whereas God was to be heard

See the pertinent article by Chris Gudorf, "His­
torical Change and Conceptions of Justice: Papal Social 
Teaching 1922-77," PSQR 33 (1978):91-100. Pius XI, the 
first twentieth-century pope to address in any depth the 
social teaching of his predecessors, as well as Pius XII 
(his pontificate was from 19 39-19 58), reflect the belief 
that "the supernatural, the soul, and heaven are superior 
to the material, the body and this world" (p. 93). In 
keeping with this view, therefore, the Church was viewed 
as the depository of truth and did not need to take the 
world seriously. Significant were the words of Pope John 
XXIII in his opening address to the Council on October 11, 
1962, in which he differentiated the deposit of truth 
from the manner in which those truths are formulated:
"The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of 
faith is one thing, and the way in which it is presented 
is another" (in Abbot, The Documents of Vatican II, 
p. 715).

2 "All things on earth should be related to man as 
their center and crown" (Gaudium et Spes, Art. 12). See 
Art. 12-22, on "The Dignity of the Human Person." 
Gremillicn observes that "by this concentration on man in 
the world Vatican II inaugurated a new stage and quality 
of consciousness within the Church. In the ten years 
since, Catholic theology, liturgy, preaching and ministry 
have become much more man-centered" (The Gospel of Peace 
and Justice, p. 123).

3The Council fathers expressed the conviction 
that "we are witnessing the birth of a new humanism, one 
in which man is defined first of all by his responsibility 
toward his brothers and toward history" (Gaudium et Spes, 
Art. 55). Their emphasis on social justice is strong and 
clear, as when they say the "excessive economic and 
social differences between the members of the human 
family or population groups cause scandal and militate 
against social justice" (ibid., Art. 29)_^ "Human insti­
tutions, both private and public . . . /must7 put up a 
stubborn fight against any kind of slavery, whether 
social or political" (Art. 29); they insist that "social 
necessities should be counted among the primary duties 
of modern man (Art. 30).
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mainly in the voice of tradition and the magisterium of
the Church, in Gaudium et Spes there is a willingness to
hear the voice of God "in the signs of the times.

The implications of this idea were spelled out
2more clearly by Pope Paul VI in Populorum Progressio 

with some bold underlinings in the area of social jus­
tice. It insists on the widening gap between the rich 
and the poor and affirms that "there are situations 
whose injustice cries to heaven."^ It also calls for
advanced countries to devote part of their productions

4to meet the needs of the underdeveloped ones.
Clearly, the theological emphasis continued to

Hugo Assmann, usually a severe critic of Euro­
pean theologies, comments on this encyclical: "The 
methodology of Gaudium et Spes, so different from that 
of the other counciliar documents, becomes paradigmatic 
for Latin American theology. It was a first sign that 
the secular sciences were being taken seriously as pro­
viding data for theological reflection" (Theology for a 
Nomad Church /Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 3ooks, 197 6_/, 
jT! 63) . See also GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, 
pp. 168-172, for an evaluation of this encyclical.

2
Populorum Progressio was released on March 26, 

1967. An English translation of this encyclical can be 
found in Gremillion, The Gospel of Peace and Justice, 
pp. 387-415.

^This encyclical was so innovative and 
challenging to the status quo that the Wall Street 
Journal described it as "warmed-over Marxism"1* (quoted in 
Brown, Theology in a New Key, p. 32) .

4Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, Art. 48. Part II 
of the encyclical, Art. 43-80, develops the theme of 
"The Development of the Human Race in the Spirit of 
Solidarity."
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be on "development" as the answer to the world's ine­
qualities . ̂

Liberation Theology 
Vatican II was a determining factor in the his­

tory of the Latin American Church, "it had the effect of
2a violent earthquake" and "enabled the church to forge, 

for the first time, its own future."  ̂ The Latin Amer­
ican bishops met at Medellin in 1968 to discuss "The 
Church in the Present-Day Transformation of Latin America 
in the Light of the Council." This historic gathering 
can well be considered the starting point of Latin

4American liberation theology.

The term and idea of development had been used 
casually by Pope Pius XII in 1942; it was developed more 
fully in the early 1960s by Pope John XXIII in Mater et 
Magistra and Pacem in Terris. It was considered with 
some detail in Vatican II, especially in Gaudiwn et Spes, 
and developed further by Pope Paul Vi's encyclical 
Populorum Progressio. The evolution of thought in these 
official statements is carefully traced and documented 
in Laurentin, Liberation, Development and Salvation, 
chap. 7. See also GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, 
chap. 2.

2JosS Comblin, "The Church in Latin America after 
Vatican II," LADOC 7 (Jan.-Feb. 1977):!. See also 
McGrath, "Church Doctrine in Latin America after the 
Council," pp. 97-112, for a discussion of the impact of 
Vatican II on Latin American theological thought.

■^Conway, "Latin American Pattern," p. 20. See 
also GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, pp. 101-131, 
Vekemans, Teologla de la liberaciOn, pp. 83-123, and 
Emilio Nfinez, "The Theology of Liberation in Latin Amer­
ica," BSac 134 (1977):343-356.

4Actually, 1968 is more a symbolic date than a 
chronological one. As is seen later, the sounds of
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Thera was, to be sure, a long process, a series of eve.its
that culminated at Medellin. Looking retrospectively at
the event, they can be discerned easily.^" By the mid
1960s, parallel with the disappointments of the develop-
mentaiist efforts in the economic realm, a shift began

2to be observed toward liberation in theological thinking. 
Undoubtedly, Pope John XXIII stands out as the single 
most influential figure of this new theological develop­
ment . ̂

liberation theology were in the air prior to that date.
It remains true, however, that Medellin gave to this the 
stamp of approval and with it a momentum that it hardly 
could have achieved without this historical gathering.
For a good summary of the development of liberation the­
ology, see HugoAssmann, Opresidn-LiberaciSn: Desaflo a 
los cristianos (Montevideo: Tierra Nueva, 1971), pp. 45- 
56, and Oliveros Maqueo, Liberaci6n y teologla, passim.

^Dussel sees the triumph of the Cuban revolution 
in 1958 as the first significant event in the process.
See "Sobre la historia de la teologla," p. 54. Martyrs 
Camilo Torres and "Ch6" Guevara became the heroes of the 
left-oriented sectors in Latin America; "They have 
irrevocably marked the process which Latin America is 
living through" (Gustavo Gutierrez, "The Praxis_of 
Liberation and the Christian Faith," LumVit 29 /19747i337).

2A basic distinction between these two concepts 
is that whereas development calls for a gradual change 
without the disruption of present institutions, liber­
ation calls for radical change, a complete change in 
structures as the only viable alternative to solve the 
problem the continent is facing. Mention has already 
been made of Laurentin's excellent book, Liberation,
Development and Salvation. Although it was first pub­
lished in 1968 and, therefore, written largely from a 
developmentalist perspective, in an extensive preface to 
the English edition Laurentin gives the rationale for 
the shift from development to liberation.

^C. Peter Wagner is not exaggerating, I believe, 
when he evaluates the impact of John XXIII on Latin
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In 1965, Vatican II, the beginning and end of 
many things, came to a close; soon after the council, 
the word "post conciliar" began to be heard implying the 
currents of renewal the council had brought about, 
making possible the development of "a theology that 
gleaned from the council not so much its claims to 
legitimacy but rather its right to divest itself of the 
dead weight of the whole prior dogmatics."1

Even prior to the end of the council the stress 
on existential theology that had dominated the theo­
logical scene in the previous decade begem to fade, 
giving way to a new theological emphasis with a theory
that faith was to be viewed as public, political praxis

2designed to transform the world.

America saying that "when Western historians evaluate 
this period a century from now, it may well turn out 
that Pope John XXIII will have been judged to have had 
more influence on the Latin American continent them any 
other mem in the twentieth century. Roman Catholics 
will never be the same as the result of the council he 
called and the attitude he infused. Inescapably, 
Protestantism has also received indelible marks from the 
turn of events" (Latin American Theology; Radical or 
Evangelical /Grand Rapids: W. Eerdmans Pub. Co.,
19 70/, p. 17.

1Alfredo Fierro, The Militant Gospel. A Crit­
ical Introduction to Political Theologies (Maryknoll,
N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1977), p. 12. See Schoof, A Survey 
of Catholic Theology, esp. pp. 228-275, where he dis­
cusses the council and takes a look beyond it. For a 
Protestant analysis of the council, see the excellent 
work of G. C. Berkouwer, The Second Vatican Council and 
the New Catholicism (Grand Rapids: W. B. Erdmans Pub.
Co. , 1965) .

2Ibid, p. 13. Fierro's book is comprehensive in
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The typical characterization of religion as a 
private affair which had dominated the scene for centu­
ries1 was almost suddenly challenged by a stress on the 
public character of the gospel message. Theologians 
began to underline the critical and revolutionary char­
acter of faith. The emphasis shifted, and rather speed­
ily, from the "vertical" to the "horizontal" dimensions

2of Christian concerns.
This new trend in theological thinking took a 

rapid turn with the publication of Jurgen Moltmann's 
Theology of Hope in 1964.^ With Moltmann the theological

scope, covering European political theologies as well as 
the theologies of revolution and Latin American liber­
ation theology. He writes within the Christian and 
Marxist traditions, insisting that "Marxism does present 
itself as the most coherent and totalizing theory. . . . 
Political theology is the specific and proper form of 
theology in an epoch dominated by Marx" (p. 102).

^See ibid., p. 24. Fierro also discusses Suit-’ 
mann's existential interpretation of the NT and its 
influence on the private, subjectivistic view of reli­
gion, as well as the I-Thou philosophy elaborated by 
Martin Buber, which provided categories that were suit­
able for understanding God as the absolute, pure Thou 
(pp. 7-12). According to Fierro, the furthest limits of 
this reduction of religiosity to the subjective realm 
can be expressed in Whitehead's words: Religion is "what 
man does with his solitude" (p. 24).

2For a discussion of this shift in theological 
thinking oriented towards radical social change, see 
Langdon Gilkey, Reaping the Whirlwind. A Christian 
Interpretation of History (New York: Seaburv Press,
1 pp. 2li-iJTi-----

^The German edition, Theologie der Hoffnung, 
appeared in 1964. In English it appeared as Theology of 
Hope: On the Ground and Implications of a Christian 
Eschatology (New York: Harper & Row, Pub., 1967). This
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pendulum shifted strongly from faith to hope, that is, 
attention moved from past to future. ̂  Moltmann 1 s 
theology of hope has exerted an undeniable influence 
on the emergence of liberation theologies, since he 
himself has opted for a theological position more

2radical and critical than most European theologians.

book, translated into Spanish in 1967, has had a deter­
mining effect on Latin American Roman Catholic theology.
By the mid 1960s, thanks to Pope John XXIII's definite 
ecumenical concerns and the accomplishments of Vatican II, 
the spirit of polemics and distrust that had existed 
between Roman Catholics and Protestants in Latin America 
since the first Protestants arrived on the continent by 
the middle of the nineteenth century, began to give way 
to an attitude of cooperation and openness. GutiSrrez 
cites more than twenty Protestant theologians in his 
A Theology of Liberation. Among them are Karl Barth, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, John C. Bennett, Rudolf Bultmann, 
Harvey Cox, Oscar Cullmann, Jurgen Moltmann, Wolfhart 
Pannenberg, Gerhard Von Rad, Richard Shaull, Orlando 
FalsBorda, Julio de Santa Ana, Rubem Alves, Julius Well- 
hausen, Joachim Heremias, and C. H. Dodd.

^■Robert McAfee Brown, Is Faith Obsolete? (Phila­
delphia: Westminster Press, 1974), p. 14. The influence 
of the Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch on Moltmann's 
thought is very evident. Moltmann himself wrote in 1970 
that "Bloch's philosophy provides us with a first set of 
concepts with which to articulate theoretically and 
practically the insight that, and in what sense, Chris­
tianity is eschatology through and through— namely, a 
world-transforming and world overcoming_hope" ("Politics 
and the Practice of Hope," ChrCent 10 /19707:289) . For 
a concise analysis of Moltmann's thougKt see Kenneth 
Heinitz, "The Eschatological and the Political in Molt- 
mann's Theology," CTM 43 /19727:368-375).

2Rubem Alves, a leading Brazilian theologian wrote 
his doctoral dissertation at Princeton in 1969. Its very 
title— Theology of Human Hope— betrays Moltmann's influ­
ence. Hugo Assmann points out that Moltmann's work 
deserves "un amplio balance positivo ya que se trata de 
una de las mejores cosas de la teologla actual"
(Opresi6n-Liberaci6n, p. 119) .
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Gustavo GutiSrrez, in spite of being "far from
the position of Jurgen Moltmann in some points, ” can say
that Moltmann's work is undoubtedly one of the most
important in contemporary theology.* Theology of hope,
after a promising start, survived the sixties, to merge

2with more political theologies afterwards. The best 
known proponent of "political theology"3 is doubtless

A Theology of Liberation, p. 218. GutiSrrez 
finds some limitations in Moltmann's theology, especially 
in that he gives the impression that he does not keep sufficiently 
in mind the participation of man in his own liberation 
(p. 182). He acknowledges, however, that in more recent 
writings Moltmann shows "an interesting evolution and a 
fruitful opening to the historical struggle of man 
today" (p. 241). See Assmann, Opresi6n-Liberaci6n, pp. 
119-121, for a similar criticism of Moltmann's theology.

2After the appearance of Theology of Hope, Molt­
mann wrote copiously, both books and articles. In his 
later works, especially in Religion, Revolution and the 
Future and The Crucified God, a shift in his emphasis 
— from the future to the present— can be clearly 
discerned. Already in 1970 he reflected that "having 
read the book /Theology of Hope7 many believed that 
they now knew what they wanted, but they did not clearly 
see what step they should take. Maybe I did not know 
myself very clearly and was waiting for others to show 
me. . . . Meanwhile I believe I have come to see some­
what more clearly. I owe this to my Catholic friend 
Johannes Baptist Metz, who made his way from eschatolog- 
ical to political theology. . . . So I am concerned with 
the development of a political theology" ("Politics and 
the Practice of Hope," ChrCent 87 /19707:290, 291).

3"Political" does not necessarily imply involve­
ment in partisan politics. It suggests a contrast with 
private and individual; it has the dimensions of social 
or public. It Indicates a shift from a theology primar­
ily interested in orthodoxy to a theology primarily con­
cerned with orthopraxis. Metz acknowledges though, that 
"political theology" is an ambiguous expression. See 
his Theology of the World (New York: Herder & Herder, 
1969) , p. 107. Moltmann defines political theology as 
the attempt to proclaim the "message of Christ within the
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Johannes Baptist Metz.1 Metz is strong in his criticism
of existential theology for taking its categories from
the realm of private, apolitical life, insisting that
"the deprivatizing of theology is the primary critical

2task of political theology." Besides, in the 1960s, 
motivated by some provocative statements of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer in his Letter and Papers from Prison,3 some

conditions of contemporary society in order to free man 
practically from the coercions of this society and to 
prepare the way for the eschatological freedom of the 
new man" (TToday 28 /197£7:8). See Gerald A. Butler 
"Political Theology: An Appraisal," RelLife 42 (1973) : 
206-211. See also Dorothee Sdlle, Political Theology 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974), especially chap. 1, 
"From Existentialist to Political Theology," pp. 1-9.
The shift involves, says Solle, a move from a theology 
whose key words are "faith and understanding" to one 
which focuses on "faith and action" (p. 3).

■̂The main exposition of Metz1 s thought is found 
in his book Theology of the World. For a more concise 
exposition, see "Political Theology," SM 5 (1970):247- 
252. GutiSrrez finds Metz's theology ^a- fertile effort 
to think the faith through" (A Theology of Liberation, 
p. 225), in spite of its shortcomings, maxnly certain 
inadequacies in his analysis of the contemporary political 
situation, which could be overcome with "the contribu­
tion of the social sciences" (p. 224) .

^Metz, Theology of the World, p. 110. Metz is 
very critical of the existential interpretation of the 
NT, championed by Bultmann, which leads to a definite 
individualism. See especially pp. 107-136.

^New York: MacMillan Co., 1953. "I have been 
saying that God is being increasingly pushed out of a 
world that has come to age, out of the spheres of our 
knowledge and life, and that since Kant he has been 
relegated to a realm beyond the world of experience"
(p. 88). See Julio de Santa Ana, "The Influence of 
Bonhoeffer on the Theology of Liberation," EcuR 28
(1976):188-197. Santa Ana, although recognizing that 
theology of liberation "is highly dependent on the 
thought of Dietrich Bonhoeffer" (p. 88), believes that
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theologians set out to write about the death of God as a 
cultural fact.1 Strangely enough, during a brief period 
of time in the 1960s, theology began to be written with­
out the hypothesis of God. This new trend was so bizarre
that "it soon degenerated into a faddist and paperback 

2theology."
With the publication of Harvey Cox's The Secular 

City,3 the same decade saw the spectacular rise, in the 
United States, of "secular theology." The cultural mood 
of many people in the United States during the late 1950s 
and early 1960s was predominantly secular. Belief in 
a transcendent being who helps man solve his problems 
was increasingly seen as irrelevant for man "come of 
age."4

his influence is noted mainly in the work of Protestant 
theologies. It should be noted, however, that Roman 
Catholic theologians also draw liberally from Bon­
hoeffer 's thought, especially his emphasis on the ethical 
and anthropocentric beginning of theology, and on the 
idea that the Church should espouse a sociopolitical ideo­
logy that sides with the oppressed. See Alan Neeley, 
"Liberation Theology in Latin America: Antecedents and 
Autochthony," Miss 7 (1978):361.

^ h e  main exponents of the "Death of God" theo­
logy were Thomas J. Altizer, The Gospel of Christian 
Atheism (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1966), and 
Kenneth Hamilton, God Is Dead: The Anatomy of a Slogan
(Grand Rapids: Wm. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1966).

2Harold B. Kuhn, "Editorial," AsbSem 34 (1979) :3.
2New York: McMillan Pub. Co., 1965.
4Cox defines secularization as "the liberation 

of man from religious and metaphysical tutelage, the 
turning of his attention away from other worlds and
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Very significant also, in influencing the new
trend in theology towards more this-worldly concerns,
was the international conference on Church and Society
that the World Council of Churches held in Geneva in
July 1966. The theme of the conference was "Christians
in the Technical and Social Revolution of Our Time."
With even more vigor than Vatican II, the conference
defined the new realms of theological reflection in
terms of its relationship to society. Richard Shaull1

2spoke at that time about a theology of revolution.

toward this one" (ibid. p. 15). Whereas tribal man had 
spoken of God in mythological terms and village man in 
metaphysical terms, the mam of the secular city can only 
speak of God in political language. See also Fierro,
The Militamt Gospel, pp. 13, 14. GutiSrrez mentions Cox 
only three times in A Theology of Liberation, but sees 
secularization as a process that coincides perfectly 
with the Christian view of mam, for it favors a more 
complete fulfillment of the Christian life "insofar as 
it offers man the possibility of being more fully humam" 
(p. 67) .

^Richard Shaull worked for over twenty years in 
Latin America and was especially influential through ISAL, 
Iglesia y Sociedad en Amdrica Latina. This organization 
of Protestant origin seeks to promote the social work of 
the Church. It affirms that theology cannot be made 
apart from political involvement and is very sympathetic 
to Marxism. See Ntinez, "Theology of Liberation in Latin 
America," pp. 344-348. For a detailed discussion on 
ISAL, especially its waning strength after the fall of 
the Allenda government in Chile, see Orlando E . Costas, 
Theology of the Crossroads in Contemporary Latin America 
(Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 197(5), pp. 199-223.

2Richard Shaull, "Revolutionary Change in Theo­
logical Perspective," in Harvey G. Cox, ed., The Church 
Amid Revolution: A Selection of the Essays Prepared for 
the World Council of Churches. Geneva Conference on 
Church and Society (New York: Association Press, 1967), 
pp. 27-47, Also his Encounter with Revolution (New York:
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Fierro points out that only the Latin American bishops' 
gathering at Medellin in 1968, "which served as the 
springboard for the Latin American theology of liber­
ation," can compare, in the Catholic Church, with the 
theologico-political import of the Geneva gathering.*

A similar turn toward politics became

Association Press, 1955). J. Andrews Kirk suggests that 
the Publication of this book marks the origin of revolu­
tionary theology. Theology Encounters Revolution 
(Downers Grove, 111.: Inter Varsity Press, 1980), p. 43. 
See also on this topic Osmundo A. Miranda, "Aspects of 
Latin American Revolutionary Theologies," JInThC 5
(1977):l-22. According to Miranda's evaluation, in 
spite of having spent over twenty years in Latin America, 
Shaull was always a foreigner who "never experienced 
the anxieties of the ordinary man, he went to Latin 
America to teach, never to learn" (p. 5).

*Fierro, The Militant Gospel, 13. The World 
Council of Churches has continued to encourage churches 
and individuals to identify themselves with concerns for 
social issues. The two meetings, following Geneva, that 
have proved of greater influence in the area of social 
concerns were The Fourth General Assembly of the W.C.C. 
held in rjppsala in 1968, and the Bangkok Conference, 
convened in 1973 by the Commission of World Mission and 
Evangelization, a department of the W.C.C. A detailed 
study of these trends in the W.C.C. can be found in Paul 
Bock, In Search of a Responsible Society (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1974) . For am excellent discussion 
of the same issues, especially as they relate to liber­
ation theology, see Neely, Protestant Antecedents, pp. 
57-141. Ernst W. Lefever points out that the W.C.C.
"has moved from a largely Western concept of political 
responsibility to a more radical ideology that by 1975 
embraced the concept and practice of "liberation theo­
logy" (CT 23 /19797:16l). For evangelical reactions 
towards the horizontal tendencies of the W.C.C., see 
Ralph D. Winter, ed., The Evangelical Response to Bang­
kok (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1973) . For a more 
concise evaluation see Gunar Ansons, "Ecumenism under 
Tension: Evangelicals versus Socio-Political Forces"(LW 22 /T97S7:199-212, and Stephen Neill, "Salvation 
Today" (Chmn 87 /19737:263-274).
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increasingly apparent in Latin American theological
endeavors.1- Motivated by the situation of poverty and
dependence of the continent and inspired by the fresh
air that was blowing through the opened windows of
Vatican II, a new kind of theological reflection was
fostered among Roman Catholics, focusing on the need of 

2liberation and, at the same time to a large extent, 
detached from earlier dogmatics.  ̂ These trends

This new theological emphasis is closely 
related to the development of sociological thought in 
Latin America. When the sociologists assumed the reality 
of "dependence" and "liberation" as a structure of analy­
sis and urged the need of revolutionary liberation as 
the solution, theologians discovered a new direction for 
their own reflections. As Miguez Bonino puts it, "The 
new sociological categories provided the scientific 
structure necessary to grasp, analyze, and carry forward 
a phenomenon for which the theologian had no categories: 
the revolutionary praxis of a growing number of Chris­
tians" (Doing Theology in a Revolutionary Situation, 
p. 69) . See also chap. T~, "The Awakening of the Chris- 
tian Conscience," pp. 38-60, and Fierro, The Militant 
Gospel, pp. 15, 16.

2In 1966 Richard Shaull was already underlining 
the need for liberation: "This liberation is in terms of 
openness to an existential situation, to our Latin Amer­
ican reality with all its features, its needs, its insti­
tutions . . . . "  (quoted in Neely, "Liberation Theology 
in Latin America" (p. 363) . Shaull is considered by scane 
as a forerunner of liberation theology. See Wagner, 
Latin American Theology, pp. 53-62, for a discussion of 
Shaull's Influence on the theological "left" in Latin 
America. Emilio Castro can also be considered as one of 
tha first prophetic voices "calling for a relevant theo­
logy for Latin America" in the early 1960s, although he 
himself never fully developed It. See Beatriz Melano 
Couch, "New Visions of the Church in Latin America: A 
Protestant View," in Torres, The Emergent Gospel, p. 202.

^For a discussion of the originality of liber­
ation theology, see Neely, "Liberation Theology in Latin 
America," pp. 365-367. Dussel sees liberation theology
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converged at Medellin, where they gathered strength and 
momentum.^

The immediate antecedent of this historical
episcopal gathering was Pope Paul's visit to Bogota,

2Colombia, just prior to the opening of the Council.
In Latin America he was known as the author of the 
widely read Papulopum Ppogressio published the previous 
year. Populorum Ppogres3%o, in its unambiguous call for 
social change, rejected violent revolution but made one

as "the child of European theology," —  although it is 
different, elaborated in a completely different setting 
("The Political and Ecclesial Context," p. 175). Molt- 
mann sees little originality in liberation theology to 
the point, a bit extreme, of describing GutiSrrez’ 
book as "an invaluable contribution to European theology. 
But where is Latin America in it all?" (Jurgen Moltmann, 
"An Open Letter to JosS Mlguer Bcninc," (ChrCris 36 
/1976/:59). The reason for this strong European flavor, 
argues Mutcher, is due to the fact that European priests, 
mainly French and Dutch, working for CELAM, wrote the 
working documents for the Medellin Conference (David E. 
Mutchler, The Church as a Political Factor ir. Latin 
America. /New York: Praeger Pub., 1971/, p. 1(31) . It 
remains true, however, that at Medellin the Latin Amer­
ican Church began to consciously express its own identity.

^ h e  official English edition of the documents 
produced by the Medellin Conference can be found in Louis 
M. Colonnese, ed., The Church in the Present-Day Trans­
formation of Latin America in the Light of the Council, 
Vol. I, Position Papers; Vol. II, Conclusions (Washington, 
D. C . : Latin American Division of the United States Cath­
olic Conference, 1973).

2Late in August of 1968, Pope Paul VI became the 
first pope to visit Latin America. His visit contem­
plated a dual purpose: to address the 39th International 
Eucharistic Congress in Bogota, Colombia, and to open the 
Second General Assembly of the Latin American Bishops' 
Conference (CELAM II). A report of the Pope's visit to 
Colombia, including the different addresses he delivered 
while he was there can be found in The Pope Speaks, 
vol. 13, 1968.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



34

important qualification. Said the Pope,
We know, however, that a revolutionary uprising 
— save where there is manifest, long-standing 
tyranny which would do great damage to fundamental 
personal rights and dangerous harm to the common 
good of the country— produces new injustices . . . 
and brings on new disasters. 1

Since these words were quickly followed by a call 
for "bold transformation, innovations that go deep,

2urgent reforms should be undertaken without delay," 
the Pope’s position was generally interpreted in Latin 
America as condemnation of the oppression of the estab­
lished order, from which liberation was urgently needed.

The Pope's three-day visit to Colombia gathered 
impressive crowds, but his speeches were seen as a 
conscious retreat from some of the affirmation of Popu- 
lorum Pvogressio. The emphasis again fell on moderation 
and reform— not revolution.2 In an address to workers 
and youth, on August 23, he seemed to have closed the 
loophole he had left open for the possibility of vio­
lence as a last-resort measure:

We must say and reaffirm that violence is not in 
accord with the Gospel, that it is not Christian;

^Populorum Pvogressio, Art. 31.
2Ibid., Art. 32.
^Before a crowd of 300,000 campesinos and 

students, he stated: "The keystone to the fundamental 
problem of Latin America consists in the double endeav­
ors— simultaneous, harmonious and mutually advanta­
geous— of proceeding not simply to a reform of social 
structures, but to a gradual reform that all can assimi­
late" ("Changing Social Structures: A Time of Crisis," 
p. 241).
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and that sudden violent changes of structures would 
be deceitful, would be ineffective of themselves, 
and certainly would not be in conformity with the 
dignity of the people. Their dignity demands that 
the needed changes be realized from within. 1

In his evaluation of the Pope1s visit to Colom­
bia, Abalos observed that the pleas for patience and 
charity on the part of the Pope seemed in practice to 
mean simply that the poor should accept their lot with
dignity until such time as God moved the heart of the

2rich to loosen their hold on society.
Many observers predicted that the emphasis of 

Pope Paul's statements at BogotS would turn the forth­
coming bishops' conference to the right, that the con­
servatives ' hands had been strengthened. After the 
Pope's departure, the bishops of Latin America assembled

3in Medellin for their second continental gethering.
The character of the conference cannot easily be evalu­
ated in terms of "left" or "right," although the texts 
of the reports are more in line with the spirit of

^Ibid., p. 240.
2David Abalos, "The Medellin Conference," Cross- 

Cur 19 (1969):113. The Pope made a strong plea for the 
men of management, the elite, "to help those who have 
less, the lowly, the needy, to see in the exercise of 
authority the concern, discretion and wisdom which make 
it respected by all and to the advantage of all" 
("Changing Social Structures," p. 242).

^The delegation of 130 bishops was a divided 
group. Some thought in terms of peaceful, progressive 
development according to Western models of democracy. 
Others advocated total liberation from all internal and 
external structures of dependence.
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Fopulorum Progressio— from which they draw heavily— than 
with the "softenings" intended by the Pope a few days 
earlier.^

The Medellin documents, even when not clearly 
consistent, strongly support the liberation perspective 
in theology and social action of the Church. Medellin 
became a point of reevaluation of the social teaching of 
the Church.2 It might well be considered as "the 
Vatican II of Latin America."3

Renato Poblete, one of the experts called upon 
for the Medellin Conference, points out that the major 
goal of the Medellin documents is "to change the situa­
tion of dependence and to get rid of all political power 
that is considered oppressive" ("From Medellin to 
Puebla," Worldview 21 /Oct. 19787:28). According to 
Dussel, the thought of the conference stands somewhere 
in the transitional phase between developmentalism and 
the theology of liberation. History and the Theology of 
Liberation, p. 115. NGhez is probably closer to the 
truth when he sees Medellin as "a turn toward the left 
in regard to the problems of underdevelopment in Latin 
America" ("Theology of Liberation in Latin America," 
p. 350). For a detailed analysis of the Medellin docu­
ments see Oliveros Maqueo, Liberacifin y Teologla, pp. 
111-129, and Abalos, "The Medellin Conference," pp. 113- 
132. He adds that the principles emphasized in the Mede­
llin documents include conscientization, that is, the 
awakening of the masses to a true consciousness of their 
situation in order that they may become agents of their 
own liberation through participation in the common effort 
to create a new society" (ibid.).

2Poblete, "From Medellin to Puebla," p. 27.
3Dussel, History and the Theology of Liberation, 

p. 113. The Medellin documents are copiously footnoted 
with conciliar texts and papal encyclicals, yet in many 
instances they go beyond Vatican II. The expression, 
for instance, of "institutionalized violence," referring 
to the situation of Latin America caused by "oppressive 
structures," is used in these documents for the first
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The bishops spoke with uninhibited enthusiasm
and clearness about their hopes for the future of Latin
America.^ Even though they did not completely set aside
the "developmentalistLc" mentality, characteristic of the
decade, it is obvious that they were anxiously groping
for new ways of approaching the chronic ills of their
continent. They stated that

Latin America is obviously under the sign of trans­
formation and development; a transformation that, 
besides taking place with extraordinary speed has 
come to touch and influence every level of human 
activity, from the economic to the religious. This 
indicates that we are on the threshold of a new 
epoch in the history of our continent. It appears 
to be a time full of zeal for full emancipation, of 
liberation from every form of servitude, of personal 
maturity and of collective integration. In these 
signs we perceive the first indications of the pain­
ful birth of a new civilization. 2

time in an official documents of the Catholic Church.
See Medellin, Conclusions, "Peace,” art. 16. This 
analysis could be initiated invoking hierarchical 
support.

^Dom Helder Camara, a long time apostle of peace 
and justice in Brazil, reflected on Medellin ten years 
later: "The Spirit of God was with us, pushing us to 
discover, in our continent, the most painful of colo­
nialisms : privileged internal groups who maintain their 
personal wealth at the expense of the misery of their 
countrymen. The greatness of Medellin is that it was 
not a matter of theorists whose only purpose was to 
diagnose our ills; we were pastors who went on to recog­
nize that it was not time for a great many words, but 
rather, for more action" f"CELAM: History is implacable," 
CrossCur 28 /Spring 197^7:55).

2Medellin, Conclusions, "Introduction to the 
Final Document," art"I 4. The political context of the 
time explains why the bishops saw no need of being too 
cautious in moving to the "left." Che Guevara had been 
killed in Bolivia the previous year, and the rural guer­
rilla movements had subsided. At the moment, there was
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Post Medellin1 

Even though the word liberation and the theme of 
liberation are present in the Medellin documents, liber­
ation as a theological concept evolved slowly, coming
into full prominence in the Christian vocabulary after

2the Medellin Conference. Assmann has noted that after
the frustration of the first decade of development, 1970
was the first year in which conferences and symposia on
the theology of liberation "became commonplace through-

-3out Latin America.

not immediate "danger" of a triumph of the left. On the 
other hand, the failure of the U. S. "development" 
program, embodied in the Alliance for Progress, was all 
too evident.

1In this section we will proceed rather summarily, 
since its purpose is only to call attention to some of 
the main events that had a bearing on the shaping of 
liberation theology in the decade following Medellin, 
rather than am evaluation of them.

2Phillip Berryman points out some of the limita­
tions of Medellin which had to be overcome after the 
conference: "Although it /Medellfn7 adopts the dependence 
framework of interpretation, it is rather more descrip­
tive tharn amalytical and does not arrive at the mecha­
nisms of oppression for which it lacks adequate instru­
ments of analysis. It is notably silent on how its 
ambitious aims are to be realized in society at large and 
in the Church itself. Its theology will need to be 
developed" ("Latin American Liberation Theology," in 
Torres, Theology of the Americas, p. 26). Dussel sets 
the period of 19(> 8-1972 as the years of the "formulation 
of Liberation Theology" (Maldonado, Liberacidn y Cuati- 
verio, p. 54) .

3Hugo Assmann, Theology for a Nomad Church 
(Maryknoll, N . Y.: Orbis Books, 1976), p. 52. Assmann 
lists six such conferences, which include only inter­
national gatherings. Many others were held at the 
national and regional levels. For a concise analysis of
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In 1971, Gustavo GutiSrrez' A Theology of Liber­
ation" appeared, which soon became a milestone that
marked the "before" and "after" in Latin American theo- 

2logy.
The first clear sign of radicalization of the 

theme of liberation came in April of 1972, from the 
First Encounter of Christians for Socialism held in 
Santiago, Chile,^ under the leadership of Gonzalo

4Arroyo. Chile presented at that time an ideal climate 
for the gathering of the 450 delegates which came from

post-Medeilln developments, see Poblete, "From Medellin 
to Puebla," pp. 27-30; Schillebeeckx, "Liberation Theo­
logy between Medellin and Puebla," pp. 3-7, and Lerncux, 
"The Long Path to Puebla," pp. 3-27. For a more 
extended study, see Oliveros Maqueo, Liberacidn y teo- 
logia, pp. 177-205.

^The first edition of Gutierrez' book, Teologia 
de la liberaci6n— Perspectivas, was published in 1971.

2To refer to this book as a milestone in the 
theological development of Latin America does not mean 
that the work was in any sense final. Gutifirrez him­
self, towards the end of his book, speaks of the neces­
sity of advancing "by trial and error. . . . Some 
chapters of theology cam be written only afterwards"
(p. 272). It is also true, however, that after 1971 all 
liberation theology in Latin America is written with 
GutiSrrez' book as the main reference point.

^An English edition of the documents produced by 
this encounter can be found in John Eagleson, ed., 
Christians and Socialism (Maryknoll, N. Y. : Orbis Books, 
1975). For am excellent analysis of these documents, 
see Phillip Berrymam, "Christians for Socialism," JES 9 
(1972):948-950. See also Brown, Theology in a New Key, 
pp. 52-59.

4In 1970 Salvador Allende— an avowed Marxist—  
becaime the first Marxist to be elected president through 
democratic process. His government was toppled in a 
military coup in 1973.
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different countries of Latin America and beyond.1 The
organizers of this conference "were clearly committed to
a purpose— the transformation of Latin American society
through revolutionary change, in the direction of a

2socialist society." Consequently, theology was not a 
primary concern of the participants. At Santiago, there 
seemed to be little interest in an a priori theology; it 
was rather felt that the theology would be worked out 
later, in the midst of the struggle for liberation.3

Another important means for the popularization 
of liberation theology was the influential journal 
Concilium which in 1974 devoted an entire issue to the

Of the 450 delegates, approximately 300 were 
from Chile, fifty from Argentina, eleven from Cuba. Due 
to political conditions some Latin American countries 
like Brazil, Bolivia, and Paraguay could not send dele­
gates . There were also representatives from the United 
States, Canada, and Europe. Only one bishop, Sergio 
MSndez Arceo of Cuernavaca, Mexico, participated.

2Mlguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. xiii. In a 
letter to Gonzalo Arroyo, Raul Cardenal Silva, arch­
bishop of Santiago, declined the invitation to patronize 
the meeting stating: "I have carefully studied the Draft 
Agenda of the proposed convention. . . . Prom my study 
of this document I am convinced that you are going to 
hold a political meeting and that your aim is to commit 
the Church and the Christians to the struggle on behalf 
of Marxism and the Marxist revolution in Latin America" 
(Eagleson, Christians and Socialism, p. 41).

3Berryman, "Christians for Socialism," p. 9 50.
"If the distance between Vatican II and Medellin consti­
tutes a step, the distance between the Medellin confer­
ence of the bishops and the Santiago conference of 
Christians for Socialism resembles a leap," observes 
Brown (Theology in a New Key, p. 55). The idea of a 
"third way" between Capitalism and Marxism was abandoned, 
and liberation in Socialism terms was advocated.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



91

theme of liberation and was made available to a world­
wide audience through publication in many languages.^

In August of 1975, an international meeting of 
theologians was held in Mexico City in preparation for
the forthcoming hemispheric gathering of CELAM. The

2papers presented dealt mainly with methodology. It was 
clearly recognized on that occasion that the historical 
context in Latin America had changed considerably since 
Medellin. An "ideological hardening" was perceived in

3the majority of Latin American countries. With the 
establishment of military regimes in several countries, 
the tasks of the theology of liberation had been pro­
foundly affected. The optimism of an imminent Exodus was

4being replaced by thoughts of "exile" and "captivity."

^7ol. 6, No. 10, 1974. It contained articles by 
Segundo Galilea, Enrique Dussel, Gustavo Gutierrez, 
Leonardo Boff, Jos£ Comblin, Juan Luis Segundo, Radi 
Vidales, Hcnaldo Munoz, and Josd Miguez Bonino.

2The reports, comprising over 600 pages, were 
published in book form by Enrique Ruiz Maldonado, under 
the title Liberacidn y cautiverio. Debates en torno al 
mdtodo de la teologla de America Latina (Mexico: Comitd 
Organizador, 1975). The names of Dussel, Segundo,
Assman, Sobrino, Boff, Comblin, Ellacurria, among others 
— a total of twenty-six— appear as contributors to this 
theological consultation.

^Juan Luis Segundo, "Condiciones actuales de la 
reflexidn teoldgica en LatinoamSrica," in Ruiz Maldonado, 
LiberaciSn y cautiverio, pp. 92-93.

4Dussel states that since 1972, "la teologia de 
la liberacidn, que se habia inspirado predominanteraente 
en las gestas positivas de liberaci6n (y por ellos en 
MoisSs saliendo de Egipto), descubre ante la dura reali­
dad de la praxis al tema del 'cautiverio' y el 1exilio'"
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From Mexico City several of the participants 
headed Nor-th to Detroit for a week-long conference 
called "Theology in the Americas: 1975."^" The main 
objective of the conference was to explore the possi­
bilities of utilizing the Latin American theology of 
liberation for a clearer understanding of the "North 
American reality.

A year later, in August of 1976, another theo­
logical conference convened at Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.^

("Sobre la historia de la teologla en America Latina," 
p. 58) . And Segundo notes that it is becoming more com­
mon in some Latin American countries to turn to the
less historical portions of the OT, such as the wisdom 
literature, the literature in which Israel did not have 
historical perspective, but rather attempted to estab­
lish a more individual, internal religiosity through the 
Psalms, etc. ("Condiciones actuales," p. 99).

^The conference was sponsored by the Latin Amer­
ican bureaus of the U. S. Catholic Conference and the 
National Council of Churches. Among the 200 participants 
there were some prominent North American theologians 
like Gregory Baum, James Cone, Robert McAfee Brown, 
Rosemary Ruether, and Frederick Herzog; over one-third 
of the delegates were women; there were also twenty-five 
Latins in attendance, among them Gustavo GutiSrrez (who 
arrived late due to political developments in Perfi) ,
Juan Luis Segundo, Hugo Assmann, JosS Porfirio Miranda, 
Enrique Dussel, Leonardo Boff, and Josfi Miguez Bonino. 
Even though the delegates were primarily from North and 
South America, all continents were represented. See 
Alfred T. Hennelly, "Who Does Theology in the Americas?" 
America 33 (1975):137,139, and Harrison, "Challenging 
the Western Paradigm," pp. 151-154 for a pertinent analy­
sis of the conference.

2The essays presented at Detroit have been pub­
lished by Sergio Torres, ed., Theology in the Americas 
(Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1^76).

^Twenty-two theologians from Africa, Asia, Latin 
America, and one representative from Black North America 
met to reflect upon the significance of theology in the
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The central objectives of this gathering were "to scruti­
nize the 'signs of the times,' to listen to the Spirit 
amid the divisions between the rich and the poor, and to 
examine the two distinct perspectives operative in theo- 
logy today."^

A decade after Medellin, the bishops of Latin 
America, amidst great expectations, met in Puebla de los

2Angeles, Mexico, from January 17 to February 12 of 1979, 
to consider "The Present and Future Evangelization in 
Latin America." The years following Medellin saw a grow­
ing chasm between conservatives and progressives within 
the Roman Catholic Church.^

countries of the Third World. The essays presented at 
this conference have been published by Sergio Torres, in 
The Emergent Gospel.

^Torres, The Emergent Gospel, pp. vii, viii. One 
of these "perspectives" is the theologies from Europe and 
North America, which represent a form of "cultural domi­
nation ," the other is the one done by Third World Chris­
tians , who have begun to look at history from their 
perspective as citizens of poor and dominated countries. 
Analyzing the accomplishments of Dar el Salaam, Oliveros 
Maqueo observes that "si bien no aporta mayores noveda- 
des, es importante por la uni6n en la tarea de liberacidn 
de las comunidades del tercer mundo" (Liberacidn y Teo- 
logla, p. 388).

2The Conference was originally scheduled to meet 
from October 12-28, 1978, but was postponed due to the 
sudden death of Pope John Paul I, on September 29 of that 
year, after a pontificate of only thirty-four days.
When the conference finally convened, there were present 
twenty-one cardinals, sixty-six archbishops, and 131 
bishops, out of 356 participants. See Pablo Ramos, "New 
Light on the Pope in Mexico," The Month 12 (1979):118-122.

^See James Brockman, "Preparation for Puebla," 
America 40 (1979):49-50. Brockman states that "it has

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



polemics and debate.1 There was an obvious intent of
2weakening theology in the continent. In his opening 

address the Pope reminded the bishops that the mission 
of the Church is evangelization, not politics. He 
called on the bishops to make the Medellin documents 
their points of orientation but quickly pointed out that 
there had been since Medellin some "re-readings" of the 
Gospel that were the product of "theoretical speculation 
rather them authentic meditation on the Word of God and

been no secret that since 1972, when Bishop Alfonso 
L6pez Trujillo became secretary of CELAM, a more con­
servative atmosphere prevailed" (p. 49).

1CrossCur devoted an entire issue— Vol 18,
Spring 1978— to discuss the preparations for Puebla and 
their implications. See especially in this issue, "The 
Manipulation of CELAM" (by the Costa Rican Ecumenical 
Council), pp. 60-70. Also LumVit 33:3 (1978), under the 
title "Approaching the Puebla Conference," For a con­
cise summary of what went on "behind the scenes," see 
Gerald McCarthy, "The Politics of 'Puebla 1979'" The

1 ̂  MftTOV - 7 0 _ 4 n  C. “5 niAll Ull \ J - ?  ■* V  /

2See Joseph Comblin, "The Bishops' Conference 
at Puebla," TDig 28 (1980):9-12. He states that "there 
were hopes— and fears— that Puebla would administer the 
coup de grace to liberation theology" (p. 11). He con­
cludes that no clear decision was made in regards to 
liberation theology at Puebla, due to the fact that the 
bishops split into three groups: a number of defenders 
against an equal number of opponents, with the majority 
in the center calling for frank dialog with liberation 
theologians. A month after Puebla, Bishop Ldpez Tru­
jillo was elected president of CELAM to replace progres­
sive Cardinal Aloisio Lorscheider, who did not seek 
re-election for health reasons. Progressives saw that 
election of L6pez Trujillo as "a backlash against the 
achievements of progressives in Puebla" (MoisSs Sandoval, 
"Report from the Conference," in Eagleson, Puebla and 
Beyond, p. 42).
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a genuine evangelical commitment. In relation to
the hidden danger of this "re-reading" of the Gospel, he
spoke the now much-quoted words:

In other cases people purport to depict Jesus as a 
political activist, as a fighter against Roman
r\rr% ■fnaf a tran  3 q*- 1 ~ *|~1 W A  W  ** ■ - - 4 ̂  - -»| M  f I 4 M  W  « W  4 * A m  W W MIC VA*<S

involved in the class struggle. This conception of 
Jesus as a political figure, as a revolutionary, as 
a subversive from Nazareth, does not tally with the 
Church's catechesis. 2

Many commentators understood the Pope's words as 
an implicit rejection of liberation theology. Time, for 
example, published an evaluation of Pope John Paul II's 
visit to Mexico under the title: "John Paul vs. Liber­
ation Theology.""* As it often happens under the pressure 
of instant editorial analysis, some of these evaluations 
were too simplified and distorted. Clearly, the Pope 
condemned armed violence in the name of the Gospel,

Pope John Paul II, "Opening Address to the 
Puebla Conference," I, 4. (The entire text of the Pope's 
address, as well as the official translation of the 
final documents with commentaries can be found in John 
Eagleson, Puebla and Beyond). The text of the Puebla 
Conference comprises twenty-one documents redacted by 
twenty-one committees. This coupled with the divergent 
views of the participants accounts for the repetitions 
and apparent contradictions in the documents. With a 
touch of humor, James Brockman observes that "if the 
camel is an animal designed by a committee, the Puebla 
document is a herd of twenty-five camels jostling and 
kicking one another" ("Seventeen Days in Puebla,"
America 140 /19797: 183).

2Ibid.
3February 12, 1979, pp. 68, 69. See Dawn Gibeau 

and Penny Lernoux, "U. S. Press Errs in Summarizing Pope 
at Puebla," NCR (Feb 16, 1979): 10 , 39.
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warned against partisan political activism by priests,
and rejected the overdrawn analysis of class conflict
that distorts the universal message of the Gospel.3, He
also called attention to the danger of reductionism in
Latin American theology, where the Kingdom of God is
often understood in a secularist sense, proclaiming its
arrival "merely by structural change and sociopolitical 

2involvement." Christ's mission "has to do with a com­
plete and integral salvation through love that brings 
transformation, peace, pardon, and reconciliation."3 
The Pope did not question, however, all that liberation

4theology stands for. With skill and balance, he tried 
to place the entire issue into perspective. While the 
mission of the Church to preach the Gospel demands that 
it do all in its power to end injustice and make the 
structures more human, yet in its struggle for human 
rights, Latin America must not ignore God, neither tie 
the Gospel message to specific political or economic 
systems and theories.3

^■John Paul II, "Opening Address," III, 6.
2Ibid., I, 8.
3Ibid., I, 4.
4Soon after his return to Rome from his visit to 

Mexico, during a general audience on February 21, the 
Pope seemingly attempted to dispel some of the "misunder­
standings" that arose from his recent tour to Latin 
America, and praised some positive aspects of liberation 
theology" (NCR [March 2, 1979]:1, 18).

3See "Politics No, Justice Yes, Pope Tells Latin
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What can be said about Puebla? History requires
distance, but some attempts have already been made at
evaluating the bishops1 conference.1 Perhaps what Harvey
Cox and Faith Annette Sand have said well summarizes
what others have attempted to say: "What happened at

2Puebla? Not very much, really." Jon Sobrino sees 
Puebla as a step ahead, in contrast with Medellin where 
a leap was taken; nevertheless, Puebla is "a quiet affir­
mation of Medellin."^

America," Our Sunday Visitor (February 11, 1979) :1. In 
his visit to Brazil in July 1980, he maintained the same 
delicate balance. In an address delivered at Salvador 
da Bahia, he stated that "any society that does not want 
to be destroyed from within must establish a just social 
order"; but he hastened to add: "To say this is not to 
justify class struggle, for class struggle is doomed to 
sterility and destruction" ("Builders of a Just Society," 
TPS 26 /19817:80) .

Kenneth L. Woodward, Newsweek' s religious corre­
spondent, wrote from Puebla that "the Puebla statement 
will stand as a mandate for social change which each 
bishop cam interpret according to his own pastoral incli­
nations" ("A Church for the Poor," p. 97). For an excel­
lent analysis of the different interpretations of Puebla 
written more than a year after the close of CELAM III, 
see Juan Carlos Scannone, "Various Latin American Inter­
pretations of the Puebla Document," LumVit 35 (1980): 353- 
369. The entire issue of LunVit 34:4 (197T5 is devoted to 
"Latin America Viewpoints on Puebla." See especially 
Ricardo Antoncich, "The Church's Social Doctrine at Pue­
bla," pp. 349-479, and Gary MacEoin and Nivita Riley, Pue­
bla: A Church Being Born (New York: Paulist Press, 1980).

^Harvey Cox and Faith Annette Sand, "What Hap­
pened at Puebla," ChrCris 39 (1979) :57. They concluded 
that Puebla "does not betray Medellin even if it makes 
no great advances" (p. 59) . See also Gerald McCarthy, 
"What Really Happened at Puebla?" The Month, 12 (1979) : 
77-79, 98.

^"A Quiet Affirmation of Medellin," TDig 28 
(1980):13. C. RenS Padilla, looking at Puebla from a 
Protestant perspective, concurs with Sobrino1 s evaluation:
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Conclusion
The appearance of liberation theology on the 

Latin American theological scene represents a decided 
attempt to change the social, political, and economic 
structures of the continent, with the hope of achieving 
a more human and egalitatian society.1

After five centuries of colonialism and neo­
colonialism— and sensing that misery and injustice are 
the daily lot of an increasing number of people— liberation 
theologians have taken a decided stance in favor of "the vic­
tims of the present structure," structures that disclose
a situation of external dependence and internal domination.

2This situation is seen as sinful, as totally incompat­
ible with the Gospel, which demands its abolition.^

"CELAM III . . . will pass down in history as a continu­
ation and deepening of CELAM II . . . but with a clearcut 
effort to steer the Church away from the so-called theo­
logy of liberation" ("CELAM III: A Gospel of Freedom and 
Justice," CT 23 /19797:960). See the following essay in 
Eagleson, Puebla and Beyond; Jon Sobrino, "The Signifi­
cance of Puebla for the Protestant Churches in North 
America," pp. 330-346.

^ h i s  egalitarian and free society, envisioned 
by liberation theology is one in which private owner­
ship of the means of production will be eliminated and 
"political power will be at the service of the great popular 
majorities" (GutiSrrez, Liberation and Change, pp, 76-770.

2The localization of sin in the social struc­
tures— economic, political, and cultural— "is a typical 
contribution of the theology of liberation" (Galilea,
"The Theology of Liberation," p. 340).

^Says Miguez Bonino: "In today's world there is 
only one way to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, care 
for the sick and imprisoned— as Christ invited us to do: 
to change the structures of society which create and
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Catholicism is accused of having been used to
create and sustain the social pyramid in Latin America,
where a few live in outrageous abundance while the
masses live in misery, and now it is called to become an
instrument to change the conditions it helped to create.^-
GutiSrrez argues that the Christian's lack of interest
in temporal tasks in Latin America is due to a "religious
formation, which regarded the 'beyond' as the sphere of
the true life, /and7 made man's present life a kind of
scenario in which he underwent a 'trial' that determined

2his eternal destiny." The decade of the sixties saw the 
rise of "secular" theologies, with a strong disregard for 
the "vertical" and a concentrated emphasis on man and his 
temporal needs. Vatican II with its ecumenical interests 
reflected the existing mood of the times. This gave rise 
in Latin America— as well as in other parts of the world 
— among Roman Catholic theologians and liberal Protes­
tants to an increasing interest for the social and hor­
izontal aspects of life. This new concern, now ably
articulated by an increasing number of theologians, is

3known as liberation theology, whose fundamental concern

multiply every day those conditions" (Doing Theology, 
pp. 44) .

^See Lernoux, "The Long Path," p. 5.
2"The Praxis of Liberation," p. 375.
^There is, in liberation theology, a radical 

shift of emphasis, as compared with traditional
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is with justice, the liberation of the oppressed;^- 
liberation from all that deprives them of their true 
humanity.

The goal of liberation theology, then, is to
2change the world, not merely to interpret it. In this

effort, the emphasis is shifted from the "other world"
to this one. In the words of GutiSrrez, "the theology
of liberation is a theology of salvation in the concrete
historical and political circumstances of t o d a y . T h i s
does not mean that other aspects of salvation are pushed
completely aside, but, "given the social reality of
Latin America, it is legitimate to conclude that the

4political factor has a priority."

theologies, from God and the supernatural to humanity, 
that is, the concerns become anthropocentric rather than 
theocentric. The influence of Marxism is clearly per­
ceived in this shift. See Neely, "Liberation Theology 
in Latin America," pp. 345-348.

^Galilea, "The Theology of Liberation," p. 334.
2See GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 15.
^Gustavo GutiSrrez, "The Hope of Liberation," in 

Gerald H. Anderson, ed., Mission Trends No. 5. Third 
World Theologies (New York: Paulist Press; and Grand 
Rapids: Win B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1976), p. 68.

4Galilea, "The Theology of Liberation," p. 341.
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CHAPTER II 

SALVATION IN HISTORY

General Hermeneutical Considerations
One of the most significant developments in

social analysis in the last fifteen years, as already
noted, has been the emergence of the theme of "liber-
atio" vis-a-vis "development" in the Third World. The
word liberation, as currently used in Latin America, is
closely related to revolution, and calls for a total
break with the system of domination which is seen as
oppressive1 and depicted as "institutionalized vio- 

2ence." Informed by the conclusions of the social 
sciences, some theologians have come to speak of this 
situation as "sinful," thus making a qualitative leap 
from the socio-economic-political sphere to the reli­
gious domain,^ and to see it as their responsibility

^utifirrez clearly states: "It is evident that 
only a break with the unjust order and a frank commit­
ment to a new society can make the message of love which 
the Christian community bears credible to Latin Ameri­
cans" CA Theology of Liberation, p. 138).

2See Assmann, 0presi6n-Liberaci6n, p. 73.
^See Ricardo Antoncich, "Latin American Reality 

as the Hermeneutical Location for Theology" (In January 
of 1975, Antoncich, a Peruvian priest, gave a series of

101
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to give a theological interpretation to the engagement
of Christians in this process of liberation. In Juan
Luis Segundo's words,

Liberation theology was not born out of a theory, or 
in a laboratory; it is rather "pastoral" in origin; 
it was born out of a concrete reality: that of 
giving Christian theological backing to the Chris­
tians that became committed: it was necessary to go 
with them, to illuminate their actions. 1

Its Starting Point
In its attempt to be relevant to the Latin

American reality and to assist the committed Christians
in their liberating task, liberation theology departs

2methodologically from traditional theologies. While 
most theologies start from some philosophical assumption 
regarding knowledge, revelation, the existence of God, 
nature, or man's Christian experience, liberation theo­
logy has a radically different starting point for its

eight lectures on liberation theology at the Jesuit 
School of Theology in Chicago. This is lecture number 
two). In his view a situation of institutionalized 
violence exists when the poor suffers because "he cannot 
find work, when he has to get into those long lines at 
the government offices, when his children get sick as a 
result of malnutrition, when his children are not heard 
for justice's sake" (p. 11).

Condiciones actuales de la reflexifin teold- 
gica en America Latina," p. 93.

2Orlando Costas observes that "just as Karl 
Barth's Romerbrxef marks a break with nineteenth-century 
liberalism and Jurgen Moltmann's Theology of Hope with 
Barthian theology, so the theology of liberation consti- 
tutes a radical break with the theologies that have come 
out of Western Europe and North America in the past 
decades" (The Church and Its Mission: A Shattering 
Critique from the Third World /Wheaton: Tyndale House 
Publishers, 197£/, p. 224) .
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reflection: a decided commitment to liberate the poor, 
oppressed, and marginalized people of Latin America.
Due to economic and political conditions, the poor and 
ignored— who comprise the majority in Latin America—  

live at the margins of dignity, suffer, are deprived 
and, for the most part, left out. Helder Camara, in 
his typical way, offers a picturesque description of a 
"marginal":

Anyone who has stood by the road trying to hitch a 
lift in a hurry and watched the motor cars flash 
past him, can understand what is meant by "marginal." 
A marginal person is someone who is left by the way­
side in the economic, social, political and cultural 
life of his country. 1

Traditionally, theology, as elaborated in Europe
and the United States, has worked from a context of
affluence. Its essential preoccupation in modern times
has been man's loss of faith in a scientific world.
Therefore, it has been addressing, primarily, the "non- 

2believer." On the other hand, Latin American liberation

The Desert Is Fertile (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1974) , pp. 27-28. It is a historical fact that 
Latin America was born under a "cultural superposition," 
which has prevailed to the present. When the barbarians 
conquered Rome, they were, in turn, conquered culturally 
by the "overcome." But the conqu-Cstadorea in America, 
to a great extent, leveled the native civilizations. See 
Vekemans, Teoloqta de la liberacifln, pp. 43-51, where he 
discusses "marginalidad: rasgo caracterfstico de America 
Latina.*

2See Gutierrez, Liberation and Change, pp. 78-83. 
See also Geffrfi, A New Age in Theology, especially chap. 
1 on "Recent Developments in Fundamental Theology," pp. 
11-30, and Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, 
paas-Cm. Even Vatican II was oriented primarily to
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theology has as xcs immediate context the poverty of the 
vast majority of its people and the underdevelopment of 
the continent. The challenge, therefore, comes not from 
the non-believer— who belongs to a privileged minority—  

but from the non-person, that is to say, "from the indi­
vidual that is not recognized as such by the existing 
order: the poor, the exploited, who are systematically 
deprived of being persons, they who scarcely know that 
they are persons."^- Conscious of the inherited attitudes 
ingrained in the people's minds as a result of the his­
tory on the continent, GutiSrrez repeatedly points out
that the poor man is not a "fatality," but rather the

2by-product of a system in which he lives. He must not 
resign himself to his lot, for God is on his side.3

answer questions raised by modern man in developed coun­
tries, such as atheism and ecumenism. It is not sur­
prising, then, that particular Latin American issues, 
like popular religiosity and institutionalized violence 
were not at the center of the Council's attention (See 
Oliveros Maqueo, Liberaci6n y teologla, p. 120) .

^Ibid., p. 79. See Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator 
p. 46, and Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 5*1 Latin 
American liberation theologians stress that they begin 
theologizing from their own definite experience, hence 
they are less preoccupied with ideas.

2Guti6rrez, "The Praxis of Liberation," pp. 379-
387.

3One of the underlining assumptions of liberation 
theology, as will be seen later, is that God is on the 
side of the poor, and that it is among the poor that He 
is at work. The God of the Old Testament is the God of 
the poor and oppressed, who delights to vindicate them 
in the eyes of their former oppressors . So is the God of 
the New Testament who becomes incarnate not in one who is
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The poor, the non-person is not asking theoret­
ical questions about invisible realities. While in the 
First World it may be fashionable for theologians to 
consider such questions as Is there life after death? in 
Latin America they are more concerned with the possibil­
ity of life after birth. The non-person is not asking, 
How can we believe in God in an age of science? but 
rather, How can we believe in God in a society that sys­
tematically crushes and destroys us?^ The task of theo­
logy, then, according to GutiSrrez, is not how to proclaim
God in an adult world, "but rather, how to announce him

2Father in a non-human world." For the liberation theo­
logian, any reflection which would start from another 
cultural context would have little attraction and would 
be useless for Latin America. It is with the poor and their 
situation that God is at work; they become the artisans 
of a new humanity; and as liberation theologians reflect 
on the Gospel, they arrive at what Assmann calls "rhe

rich, or has a good name, but in one who belonged to the 
poor. See Brown, Theology in a New Key, p. 61.

^Brown, Theology in a New Key, p. 64. At Detroit 
in 1975, GutiSrrez reiterated his concern: "Our question 
is rather how can we say to the poor, to the exploited 
classes, to the marginated races, to the despised cul­
tures, to all the minorities, to the nonpersons— how can 
we say that God is love and say that all of them are, and 
ought to be in history, sisters and brothers. How can 
we say this? This is our great question" ("Statement 
by Gustavo GutiSrrez, p. 312).

2Liberation and Change, p. 79.

\
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epistemological privilege of the poor"^— i.e., that the 
way the poor view the world is closer to reality than 
the way the rich perceive it, for their situation is 
closer to that of the Biblical writers than is that of 
the rich.^

While many objections are raised regarding the 
"situationist" character of the hermeneutics of liber­
ation theology,^ liberation theologians are firm in 
maintaining that theology must start with an

"Statement by Hugo Assmann," in Torres, Theology 
in the Americas, p. 300. He does not mean the poor in 
general, because in Latin America the poor have internal­
ized the oppression, and in such a situation, cannot 
hear God’s summons. He means "struggling" poor, with at 
least a beginning of class consciousness, class aware­
ness. "The privileged poor of the Gospel are tne strug­
gling poor, struggling within a holistic perspective of 
revolution" (ibid.).

2Liberation theologians assume that the Bible, at 
least a major portion of it, was written by people whose 
social experience was powerlessness and oppression.
Hence, the perspective on the activity of God in history 
that is given in Scripture can be better perceived by 
those who find themselves in a parallel situation with 
the Bible writers. According to Robert McAfee Brown,
"The Bible was written out of the experience of oppressed 
people, by oppressed people as a message for liberation 
of oppressed people" ("Context Affects Content. The 
Rootedness of All Theology," ChrCris 37 [1977-78] :172).
It would seem, however, that much of the Old Testament 
was shaped, redacted, and edited by people associated 
with the royal court and the religious establishment, who 
were not necessarily identified with the oppressed.
David, Solomon, and Isaiah, for example, did not write out 
of such experience.

3See Costas, The Church and Its Mission, pp. 251- 
153, and Bonaventure Kloppenburg, Temptations for the 
Theology of Liberation, Synthesis Series (Chicago: Fran­
ciscan Herald Press, T974), pp. 9-13. Kloppenburg states 
that even though the situation is very important, and 
must be taken into consideration, it should be clearly 
asserted that "the situation is not the Gospel" (p.11).
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uncompromising act of solidarity with the poor rather 
than with any a priori universal truth.1 Assmann argues 
that "the greatest merit of liberation theology is per­
haps its insistence on the historic starting point of its 
reflection. . . . The situation of dominated (Latin) 
America."2

GutiSrrez sees liberation theology not so much as
a new theme for reflection, but "as a new way to do
theology."3 More specifically he explains that

Theology is reflection, a critical attitude. Theo­
logy follows. It is a second step. What Hegel used 
to say about philosophy can likewise be applied to 
theology: it raises a sundown. 4

It would seem that liberation theology works 
from an a priori fully as dogmatic as any traditional 
theology_does. According to Segundo, "a hermeneutic 
circle /his own methodology; see below7 in theology 
always presupposes a profound human commitment, a parti­
ality that is consciously accepted— not on the basis of 
theological criteria, of course, but on the basis of 
human criteria" (The Liberation of Theology, p. 13) .
See also p. 34 n. 9.

2Opresidn-Liberacidn, p. 24. Assmann further 
states that on this commitment to a historical starting 
point of liberation theology, "virtually all the docu­
ments so far published agree" (Theology for a Nomad 
Church, p. 53) . Gutigrrez quotes Yves Congar approvingly: 
11 Instead of using only revelation and tradition as 
starting points, as classical theology has generally 
done, it /the Church7 must start with facts and questions 
derived from the world and from history" (A Theology of 
Liberation, p. 12) .

3A Theology of Liberation, p. 15. See Miguez 
Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 61.

4Ibid., p. 11. In 1979 in Puebla, as an "unof­
ficial" consultant to CELAM III, he underlined even 
further his thesis: "Desde el comienzo dijimos que la 
teologla es un acto segundo. El acto primero es el
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In other words and according to liberation theo­
logians , in the first act, i.e., praxis, we commit 
ourselves with the poor to bring about a change in 
society, and in the second act, i.e., theology, we 
reflect on what happens in praxis and seek to relate it 
to the Word of God. Brown summarizes the procedure by 
noting that

/theology/ is not a theory we impose on our life and 
our world, to which we expect our life and our world 
to conform; it is our way of thinking, as Christians, 
about what is going on in that life and in that 
world. 1

Juan Luis Segundo's book, The Liberation of Theo­
logy, is especially concerned with theological method- 

oology. Segundo believes that the "only thing that can 
maintain the liberating character of any theology is not 
its content but its methodology."3 After acknowledging

compromiso con los pobres, con su vida, con sus sufri- 
mientos, con sus luchas, con sus esperanzas. La teologia 
viene despu€s y es una reflexifin que presupone el acto 
primero del compromiso" ("Lo importante es la liberacifin, 
no la teologia," Proceso 118 /February 5, 19797:9).

T̂heology in a New Key, p. 72.
2This volume, published by Orbis, is an expansion 

of a course he gave at Harvard Divinity School in 19 74. 
His purpose is not liberation theology per se, but as the 
title indicates, his main concern is to liberate the very 
doing of theology from its own unexamined methodological 
presupposition.

3Ibid., p. 40. For this reason— analyzing not so 
much the content as the method of theology in relation 
to liberation— Segundo's book "will probably prove far 
more significant in the long run than GutiSrrez' epoch- 
making initial study, A Theology of Liberation," comments 
J. Andrew Kirk, Theology Encounters Revolution (Downers
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that there are forces at work that threaten to destroy 
liberation theology,1 he concludes that the time for 
epistemology has arrived. In other words, says Segundo, 
"liberation deals not so much with content as with the 
method used to theologize in the face of our real life 
situation."2

Segundo gives to the new method he develops the 
"pretentious" name of hermeneutic circle2 and distin­
guishes four basic elements within it, as follows:

Firstly there is our way of experiencing reality, 
which leads us to ideological suspicion. Secondly 
there is the application of our ideological suspicion 
to the whole ideological superstructure in general 
and to theology in particular. Thirdly there comes 
a new way of experiencing theological reality that 
leads us to exegetical suspicion, that is, to the 
suspicion that the prevailing interpretation of the 
Bible has not taken important pieces of data into 
account. Fourthly we have our new hermeneutic, that 
is, our new way of interpreting the fountainhead of

Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1980), 118.
^ e  points out three "tendencies": first, the 

oppressors accuse liberation theology of being subversive 
and intend to curb it; second, they adopted the termino­
logy of liberation theology with different concerns, thus 
watering down its content, emptying it of all real mean­
ing; and third, they criticized it for its naive and 
uncritical methodology. Ibid., pp. 4, 5.

2Ibid., p. 9.
^Segundo defines the hermeneutic circle as "the 

continuing change in our interpretation of the Bible 
which is dictated by the continuing changes in our 
present-day reality, both individual and societal"
(ibid., p. 8). This term has also been applied in the 
past to the exegetical approach of Bultmann, but Segundo 
believes that his method corresponds better to the strict 
sense of the circle. See p. 8.
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faith (i.e., Scripture) with the new elements at our 
disposal. 1

He further clarifies the meaning of the herme­
neutic circle through a detailed analysis of the works
of four thinkers— Harvey Cox, Max Weber, Karl Marx, and 

2James Cone, and finds that in the case of Cox, Weber, 
and Marx the circle is not completed,"* while Cone's 
Black theology of liberation does in fact complete the 
circle. In Cone we have a complete circle, according to 
Segundo, because, first, Black theology of liberation is 
based on a pre-commitment to liberation. Secondly, it 
analyzes the structure of American society including

Ibid., p. 9. Segundo further explains that the 
first stage assumes a commitment to change the world 
while the third stage assumes a commitment to change 
theology. Ibid., p. 17.

2See pp. 20-38.
20f special interest is to note why Segundo 

feels that Marx failed to complete the hermeneutic cir­
cle. Marx initially availed himself to the first stage, 
that is his choice between interpreting the world and 
changing it; next, he discovered historical materialism 
as a theory to help explain the reality of the world, 
while seeking to change it. But finally, instead of 
examining the specific and concrete possibilities of 
religion, he concluded that religion was at the service 
of the dominant classes, keeping the oppressed ignorant 
of the true reality and giving them false hopes to make 
them bear present sufferings. At this point he blun­
dered affirming that religion is the opium of the people 
and that "the abolition of religion, as the illusory 
happiness of men, is a demand for their real happiness" 
(ibid., p. 17). Here is where the circle is interrupted. 
Marx, according to Segundo, never seemed to have sus­
pected that ideology could have warped the thinking of 
the theologians and interpreters of Scripture; thus they 
ended up interpreting Scripture in a sense that served 
the interests of the ruling classes.
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American theology, showing that it has been basically a 
theology of the white oppressor, giving religious sanc­
tion to the genocide of the Indians and the enslavement 
of Blacks. Thirdly, it interprets Scripture on the 
basis of the experience, history, and culture of Black 
people. Finally, Cone completes the circle when he says, 
"I want to know what God's revelation means right now as 
the Black community participates in the struggle for 
liberation.1,1 Clearly, and Cone so indicates, the source
of Black theology is "the experience, the history, and

2the culture of Black people rather than Scripture."
To be able to do "liberation theology" it is not 

enough to know that there is misery and oppression, and 
that the historical situation should be our "text." Nor 
is it enough to read what others have done and adopt 
their methodologies. It is necessary to have personally 
gone through the painful sxp&r-ienoe of the hermeneutic 
circle; "one must develop the ideological suspicion with­
out which there is not liberation theology."^ Only this

1Ibid., p. 31.
2Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, pp. 32, 33.
^Gonzllez, Liberation Preaching, p. 52. This 

means to accept the reality of oppression, identify with 
the oppressed, and theologize out of the struggle for 
one's own liberation. Guti§rrez stresses the same idea 
when he writes that there will not be a real qualitative 
jump into another ideological perspective "until it comes 
from the social practice of the true Latin American peo­
ple, of the people which has its earthly roots within 
the geography, the history, the indigenous race, and the

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



112
assumption, i.e., ideological suspicion, can make us 
sure that we are doing all that we can to rid Biblical 
interpretation of its traditionally oppressive bias.1

Liberation theologians denounce traditional theo­
logies for being too theoretical, too far removed from 
the world, too prone to spiritualize away the liberating 
content of the Gospel. Traditionally, they say, theology 
has been almost exclusively concerned with the interpre­
tation of a previously given faith, with a set of truths 
contained in Scriptures and handed down in tradition.
The practical consequences of these "truths," then, with 
respect to the ethical, political, and social realms, was 
the responsibility of another set of specialists. This

2process is severely attacked by liberation theologians. 
GutiSrrez points out that

The Church has for centuries devoted her attention to

culture of a profound and today silent people" (Liber­
ation and Change, p. 88).

^Segundo's aim is not to eliminate tradition, but 
to rid it from its ideological bias. Paradoxically, how­
ever, a parallel aim of this book is to justify the 
necessity of ideologies. For Segundo, an ideology is a 
person's basic system of goals and values, plus the means 
necessary to achieve them. He does not use ideology in 
the pejorative sense of sacralization of vested interests. 
See his article, "Fe e ideologla," Perspectives de diS- 
logo 9 (1974):227-233. See also Alfred T. Hennelly, "The 
Challenge of Juan Luis Segundo," TS 38 (1977):128-129.

2See Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 88. It is 
cynical, they say, to theorize in "ivory towers," 
detached from the world and its needs, when in real life 
millions are starving and a few live in abundance.
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formulating truths and meanwhile did almost nothing 
to better the world. In other words, the Church 
focused on orthodoxy and left orthopraxis in the 
hands of nonmembers and nonbelievers. 1

Theology, they insist, must be active and practical,
present in the world, not only to interpret it, but as

2am agent in its tramsformation. “

PraLxis
The key word for this new approach— for this 

changing of the world—  is praxis,^ a term borrowed from
4Marx. When the term is used by Latin American

A Theology of Liberation, p . 10. Here GutiS- 
rrez quotes Schillebeeckx (The only bibliographical 
reference he gives is Schillebeeckx's article, "Los catfi- 
licos holandeses," Bilbao: DisclSe de Bower, 1970). See 
also Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 46.

2In their final statement, "Ecumenical Dialogue 
of Third World Theologians," in 1976 at Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania, the participants declared: "We reject as irrele­
vant an academic type of theology that is divorced from 
action. We are prepared for a radical break in episte- 
moiogy which makes commitment the first act of theology 
and engages in critical reflection on the praxis of the 
reality of the Third World" (Torres, The Emergent Gospel, 
p. 269) .

^See on this topic Charles Davis, "Theology and 
Praxis," CrossCur 23 (1973):154-168; Matthew Lamb, "The 
Theory-Praxis Relationship in Contemporary Christian 
Theology," Catholic Theological Society of America, 
Proceedings of the Thirty-First Annual Convention (New 
York: Manhattan College, 1976), pp 149-178, and Robert 
Kress, "Theological Method: Praxis and Liberation," 
Communio 6 (1979):113-134.

4Davis points out that the term praxxs was intro­
duced in the philosophical vocabulary by August Von 
Cieszkowski in the late 1830s, and was soon picked up by 
Marx; the use of praxis "reflected and helped the secu­
larization and politization among young Hegelians, the 
shift from theology to politics, and provided the
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theologians, it has special reference to a Marxist 
analysis of society.3. In the words of GutiSrrez, theo­
logy is "a critical reflection on Christian praxis on

2the light of the Word."
The term does not necessarily mean practice, in 

the usual sense of theory being applied to a particular 
situation. Praxis describes rather a circular traffic 
that is always going on between action and reflection; 
"praxis," says Tracy, "is currently understood as a crit­
ical relationship between theory and practice whereby 
each is dialectically transformed by the other."3 It 
calls for a particular kind of involvement informed by a 
particular kind of analysis, i.e., Marxism, the only
methodology suited to disclose the reality of Latin Amer-

4ica in the situation of dependence it finds itself in.

content for the development of Marx" ("Theology and 
Praxis," p. 158).

^See Steven G. Macke, "Praxis as the Context for 
Interpretation. A Study of Latin American Liberation 
Theology," JThSAfrica 24 (1978):32-33, for a summary of 
the meaning of praxis in Marx. In Latin America the term 
is used to designate any activity aimed at political, 
economic, and social liberation; at the overcaning of alien­
ation and oppression; at the creation of a new man in a 
new society.

2A Theology of Liberation, p. 13. Despite the 
obvious importance of the word praxis, in this new 
way of doing theology, nowhere does GutiSrrez clearly 
define its meaning.

3David Tracy, Blessed Rage of Order. The Mew Plu­
ralism in Theology (New York: The Seabury Press, 1975) , p. 243.

4This methodology, referred to as structuralist, 
does not accept the system at face value but questions
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Liberation theology begins not only from a 
Marxist analysis of society's structures as oppressive, 
but from a practical identification with a process that 
aims at changing them. According to GutiSrrez, "to char­
acterize Latin America 3.3 a dominated and oppressed 
continent naturally leads one to speak of liberation and 
above all to participate in the process."^" This process 
of liberation— the taking of power away from the privi­
leged minorities and giving it to the poor majorities—  

can hardly be envisioned as taking place naturally or 
peacefully because of the violent resistance of the 
minorities who have power. Therefore, "revolution is 
not only permitted, but it is obligatory for those
Christians who see it as the only effective way of ful-

2filling love to one's neighbor."

it from the perspective of the poverty-stricken masses. 
Functionalism, on the other hand, "takes such system at 
face value and seeks to discover those factors which are 
not functioning properly and are causing stagnation. Its 
goal is to improve the system so that it might function 
properly and permit growth. (Costas, The Church and Its 
Mission, pp. 226-227). Liberation theologians are con­
vincedthat the developmentalist approach is passi in 
Latin America, and argue that only a structuralist 
approach can offer any real hope.

^A Theology of Liberation, p. 88.
2Peter Wagner, Latin American Theology; Radical 

or Evangelical? (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 1970), p. 24. This is a quote from 
Gonzalo Castillo CSrdenas. L. John Topel argues that 
after the overthrow of Allende's government in Chile, 
the only alternative left for Latin America is violent 
revolution, wars of liberation aided by Cuban, Russian, 
or Chinese forces. The Way to Peace. Liberation through
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Praxis means also, for liberation theologians, 
that truth itself is known in a different way. The tra­
ditional way of knowing considers truth as the acceptance 
of a given contained propositionally in Scripture and 
tradition. But according to this new approach, in the 
words of Gutierrez,

There is smother way of knowing truth— a dialectical 
one. In this case the world is not a static object 
which the humsrn mind confronts and attempts to under- 
stsmd; rather, the world is am unfinished project 
which is being built. Knowledge is not the con­
formity of the mind to a given, but an immersion in 
this process of trsmsformation smd construction of 
a new world. 1

Liberation theologians begin from praxis because
they perceive that action itself is truth. Truth is at
the level of history, not in the realm of Ideas. The
Gospel truth is done; one must work out the truth rather
than attempt to discover it intellectually. Truth is
known, not in abstractness, but in prsixis, in the midst

2of involvement in history. Segundo observes that the

the Bible (Maryknoll, N. Y .i Crbxs Books, 1979), p. 191.
^Gustavo GutiSrrez, "Where Hunger Is, God Is 

Not," The Witness 60 (April 1977):5. This confirms the 
concept expressed by Marx in his eleventh thesis against 
Feuerbach in which he claims that the task is not to 
understand the world but to change it. See GutiSrrez, 
"The Praxis of Liberation," p. 389. It becomes evident 
that agreement with pregiven doctrines is unimportant; 
such criterion is characteristic of European theology; 
what counts is effectiveness in transforming history and 
liberating the oppressed. See on this point Jon Sobrino, 
"El conocimiento teolfigico en la teologia europea y lati- 
noamericana," in Ruiz Maldonado, Liberacidn y cautiverio, 
pp. 177-207.

^See Guti§rrez, "The Hope of Liberation," p. 65.
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scriptural formula "doers of truth" is used by divine 
revelation to stress the priority of orthopraxis over 
orthodoxy when it comes to truth and salvation.1 Cor­
rect praxis, i.e., truth, consists in being opposed to 
all that negates freedom to the oppressed, all that 
dehumanizes them, which means, according to Assmann, 
being "anti-imperialistic (and, on a national level, 
anti-oligarchic) and anti-technocratic. It embraces 
the struggle for a universal share of good sufficient
to ensure basic human dignity, and the struggle for a

2free decision-making at all social levels."
Polemizing against the dualistic understanding

of theory and practice in the traditional theology,
Sobrino concludes that Latin American theology

Has tried to recover the meaning of the profound 
biblical experience regarding what it means to know 
theologically: to know the truth is to do the truth, 
to know Jesus is to follow Jesus; to know sin is to

Gospel support for this concept is readily found in 
Scriptures in the Johannine emphasis of "doing the truth" 
(John 3:21; 7:17, etc.). It should be remembered that 
John speaks not only of doing the truth but also of 
knowing the truth (John 8:32). In the words of Christ, 
"anyone who heard my words and puts them into practice" 
(Matt 7:24 NAB), implies that "practice" means "bearing 
fruit." See Luke 6-43.

1The Liberation of Theology, p. 36. See Mlguez 
Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 86-105, for a thorough dis­
cussion of a liberationist perspective of "Hermeneutics, 
Truth and Praxis."

2Theology for a Nomad Church, p. 34. Italics his. 
Assmann adds that "reflection ceases to have a world of 
its own and becomes simply a critical function of 
action" Cp. 74).
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dispose of sin, to know suffering is to free the 
world of suffering, to know God is to go to God in 
justice. 1

When GutiSrrez condemns the "epistemological
2split" in traditional theology? when Assmann speaks of 

the rejection of "any logos which is not the logos of
3praxis"; when Mlguez Bonino makes mention of a "deep

4epistemological cleavage," and Segundo states that "no 
liberating God is revealed outside . . . historical 
events,”5 they are clearly saying that there is no truth 
outside or beyond the concrete historical events in 
which man participates as agent.6 The criterion for 
knowing truth then, is not to be in agreement or dis­
agreement with a previously given revelation, but with 
effectiveness in transforming history and liberating the 
oppressed. Historical praxis becomes the final tribunal 
where the truth or falsity of faith is judged. In the

^ "El conocimiento teoldgico," p. 20 7.
2"Praxis de liberaci6n y fe cristiana," p. 16. 

Quoted by Mlguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 88.
50presi6n-Liberaci6n, p. 87.
4JosS Mlguez Bonino, "Five Theses Toward an 

Understanding of the 'Theology of Liberation'" ExpTim 
8 (1975-76):198.

5The Liberation of Theology, p. 118.
6Truth, in the final analysis, is found only in 

the efficacy of praxis. Even in theological matters 
there cam be no truth unless it is conditioned by historic 
efficacy. Only that which succeeds in the realm of 
action is truth. See Vekemans, "PanorSmica actual," 
pp. 14, 15.
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final analysis, truth is what works. The verification 
question in this approach is a simple transference from 
biblical interpretation and theology to a scientific 
analysis of society.1 .

Social Sciences 
Traditionally theology has used philosophical 

categories to articulate its understanding of the bibli­
cal message; hence the questions addressed by the theo­
logians were mainly philosophical in nature. Does God 
exist? How cam we believe in God in am age of science? 
How can we believe in an immutable God in a changing 
world? Is there life after death?, etc. The classic 
example of the use of philosophical categories to elabo­
rate a theological system is Thomas Aquinas1 use of 

2Aristotle. At this point liberation theology also 
breaks, for understandable reasons, with traditional

Even admitting the ideological conditioning of 
all theology, if the Bible cannot break through to give 
light as to which ideology is better, we are left in a 
position that says "your theology isn't wrong and mine 
is right, they are just different" (Stephen C. Knapp,
"A Preliminary Dialogue with Gutifirrez: A Theology of 
Liberation," in Armerding, Evangelicals and Liberation, 
p. 25). The likelihood of convincing a capitalist tnat 
he is wren- depends to a large extent on the unlikely 
possibility of his acceptance of the correctness of the 
Marxist social analysis.

2See James A. Weisheipl, "Thomas' Evaluation of 
Plato and Aristotle," The New Scholasticism 48 (Winter 
1974):100-124; Oliva Blanchette, "Philosophy and Theo­
logy in Aquinas: On Being a Disciple in Our Day," 
ScSprit 28 (1976):23-53.
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theologies.^- In Latin America, liberation theologians
contend, the "non-person” is conditioned by the social

2rather than by the philosophical — like the "non-believer" 
in Europe, for instance. This explains why the use of 
social sciences by liberation theology is so vital.^

If the theologian is to hear what God's revela­
tion has to say about present-day Latin America, the 
concrete reality of the continent must be understood. 
Since the fundamental concern of liberation theology is 
with justice, with the liberation of the oppressed, it 
becomes indispensable to understand the structures of 
society in which these conditions exist. And the

Given the historical starting point of this 
reflection— the poor, a decided commitment to change the 
oppressive structures— it is only natural that liber­
ation theologians will direct their attention to a dif­
ferent set of tools to assist them in expressing their 
understanding of the Gospel. See Luis Alberto Gdmez de 
Souza, "Los condicionamientos socio-politicos actuales 
de la teologla en America Latina," in Ruiz Maldonado, 
Liberacifin y cautiverio, pp. 69-81.

2The terms of this analysis of reality were not 
discovered or developed by theologians. They represent 
a breakthrough in Latin American social sciences, occa­
sioned by the failure of the developmental!st plains in 
the continent. See Mlguez Bonino, "Five Theses," p. 197.

3Segundo Galilea, "The Theology of Liberation. A 
General Survey," LumVit 33 (1978):335. GutiSrrez points 
out in this connection, that "the understanding of faith 
is also following along new paths in our day . . . The 
social sciences, for example, are extremely important for 
theological reflection in Latin America" (A Theology of 
Liberation, p. 5). His does not imply that liberation 
theologians, by giving prominence to the social sciences 
as aids, totally disregard philosophy. It simply plays 
a very secondary role (GutiSrrez quotes Plato and Aris­
totle only twice each in his book).
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social sciences— sociology, economics, political science, 
anthropology— are used to examine the context in Latin 
America. In the words of Leonardo Boff, liberation the­
ology uses social sciences

To analyze the causes of this poverty and misery, to 
see the causal nexus; because poverty is not born by 
spontaneous generation, neither does it fall from 
heaven; rather it is generated by unjust relations 
among men. 1

What is the best option to uncover the human and 
political dimensions of the historical reality of Latin 
America? The most viable option would appear to be the 
one that analyzes the situation from the perspective of 
the masses, the oppressed people of the continent. That 
is why Marxism is considered as the most probable polit­
ical option in present Latin America to solve the social 
problems created by four centuries of colonialism and 
imperialism. ̂  Berryman observes that in Latin America 
it "is the reality itself which impels Christians to go

Leonardo Boff, "La iglesia es el Sacramento de 
liberacidn," Proceso 11S (February 5, 1979):11. See also 
Xabier Gorostiaga, rTransnacionales, motor de pobreza 
Iberoamericana," pp. 14-16 for a fuller discussion of the 
function of social sciences in theology. To the accusa­
tion, frequently raised that liberation theology is 
really "liberation sociology," they quickly respond, as 
does Galilea, that no one accuses Thomas of being a 
"philosophist" for having used liberally Aristotle's 
conceptions, "The Theology of Liberation," p. 335.
Even when Thomas is not "accused" of being a "philoso­
phist," it doesn't mean that all agree that the cause of 
truth was advanced by his synthesis.

2L e m o u x  points out that Marx helped Latin Amer­
icans to clarify their situation of neocolonial depen­
dence on capitalism, through knowledge of reality which
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back to Marx."1 This does not mean that all liberation
2theologians accept Marxism uncritically, but all 

acknowledge their debt to it. In the words of Segundo

is the first step in the transformation of society ("The 
Long Path," p. 10).

Phillip E. Berryman, "Latin American Liberation 
Theology," TS 34 (1973):374. The growing acuteness of 
economic and social problems in Latin America makes it 
clear to many people that socialism is the only viable 
alternative to "dependent capitalism" with its resultant 
tinder development. See Eagleson, Christians and Social­
ism, p. 165. The Puebla document rejected this view 
that rules out all other alternatives" (Art. 561).

2Medellin condemns Marxism— even though its analy­
sis of the social, economic, and political situation of 
the continent is clearly Marxist— together with capital­
ism for militating "against the dignity of the human 
person" (Conclusions, "Justice," Art. 10). Even the 
Puebla document came out strong, in some places, in its 
denunciation of Marxism: "All the concrete historical 
experiments of Marxism have been carried out within the 
framework of totalitarian regimes that are closed to any 
possibility of criticism and correction" (Art. 544) . It 
has "sacrificed many Christian, and hence, human values" 
(Art. 48). " . . .  the consequences are the total polar­
ization of Christian experience, the desintegration of 
the language of faith into that of the social sciences" 
(Art. 545) . Brown distinguishes three ways in which 
Marxism is being appropriated. First, Marxism is taken 
by some as a world-view, am all-encompassing framework. 
This means the acceptance of insights about historical 
materialism, the inevitability of class struggle, etc.
For others, Marxism is not so much a total world view as 
it is a plan for political action. For still others, it 
is chiefly an instrument of social analysis. Brown sug­
gests that the majority of liberation theologians find 
themselves in this last group (Theology in a New Key, p. 
66). After reading Gutierrez, Assmann, Segundo, and 
others, Brown's conclusion becomes difficult to accept. 
HSctor Borrat reminds us that at Santiago, "Assmann was 
the author of the ultra-leftist, Marxist-oriented prepar­
atory paper," and that GutiSrrez improved the poor 'theo­
logy of that paper in the final one /Christians and 
Socialism/" ("Liberation Theology in Latin America," Dial 
13 /TSlA/'.llA) . Assmann admits, "I am a Marxist and I 
can't see the reality of Latin America in any other 
category" (Gayrand Wilmore and James Cone, eds., Black
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Whether everything Marx said is accepted or not, and 
in whatever way one may conceive his "essential" 
thinking, there can be no doubt that present-day 
social tnought will be "marxist" to some extent: 
that is, profoundly indebted to Marx. In this sense 
Latin American theology is certainly Marxist. 1

One of the basic questions that should be raised 
at this juncture is whether Marxism can be used as a tool 
of scientific analysis without at the same time, adopting 
its anthropology— not to mention its atheistic Weltan­
schauung. Most liberation theologians seem to believe 
they can. Dorn Helder Camara, for instance, is clear in 
his political option: "I am a socialist"; and adds, "I 
think we can avail ourselves of the Marxist method of
analysis, which is still valid, leaving aside the mate-

2rialistic conception of life." If Thomas Aquinas was

Theology: A Documentary History: 1966-1979 /Maryknoll,
N. Y. : Orbis Bocks, 1979/, p. 513).

^Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, p. 35. 
GutiSrrez points out that "it is to a large extent due 
to Marxism's influence that theological thought, searching 
for its own sources, has begun to reflect on the meaning 
of the transformation of this world and the action of 
man in history (A Theology of Liberation, p. 9). Jos6 
Porfirio Miranda observes that somehow "we_are all riding 
on Marx's shoulders," and that even "the /late7 encycli­
cals take their diagnosis of society from Marx" (Marx and 
the Bible. A Critique of the Philosophy of Oppression 
/Maryknoll, N. Y. : Orbis Books, 1974/, P • xiii.

2Quoted in Mlguez Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 46, 
47. This "qualified acceptance" of Marxism is apparent 
in Jos€ Mlquez Bonino, especially in Christians and Marx­
ists. The Mutual Challenge to Revolution (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1976) . Mlguez Bonino points out that the 
book is written "from the point of view of a person who 
confesses Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior" (p. 7); 
and also contends that Marxism, as a socio-analytical 
tool, "is indispensable for revolutionary change" (p. 8).
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able to produce a new theological system— i.e., medieval 
theology based on the philosophy of a non-Christian phi­
losopher, Aristotle— there is no reason, they say, why 
theologians today could not create a Christian theology 
with the help of Marx, another non-Christian.1 Besides, 
Marxism is the social reality under which millions live 
today, and while many despise his teachings, "Marx irre­
sistibly attracts millions of human beings, especially

2young people . . . "

For a fair evaluation of Mlguez Bonino see Harvie M.
Conn, "Theologies of Liberation: An Overview," in Stanley 
Gundry and Alan Johnson, eds. , Tensions in Contemporary 
Theoloqy, rev. 3rd. ed. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1979, 
p. 372.

1See Helder Camara's interesting discussion,
"What Would St. Thomas Aquinas Do if Faced with Karl 
Marx?" NCW (May-June, 1977) : 108-113. He observes that 
Aristotle was regarded by Thomas' contemporaries, "as a 
pagan, a materialist, a dangerous and cursed sinner"
(p. 108). Still, Thomas was able to "leave out" the 
dangerous aspects of Aristotle's thought, and benefit 
from the positive. Likewise, says Camara, there are 
"some aspects of the Marxist system that are Christian 
truths, although they are immersed in a whole system 
that vows to be atheistic and materialist" (p. 112) .
See also Galilea, "The Theology of Liberation," p. 335, 
and Gary MacEoin, "Marx with a Latin Beat" CrossCur 21 
(1971):269-275. Pedro Arrupe, the Jesuit Superior 
General, in a letter to the Jesuit Provincials of Latin 
America, argues against Camara, that it is not possible 
to accept the set of explanations that constitute Marxist 
analysis without subscribing to Marxist philosophy, _ 
ideology, and politics: "Those who adopt the /Marxist/ 
analysis also adopt this strategy" (Origins IS” /19817: 
692.

2Ibid., p. 108. We should add that Camara does 
not see in contemporary Marxist systems the solution for 
Latin America. "I don't see the solution in the socialist 
governments that exist today . . . the record is awful,"
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Within the past few years several attempts have 
been made to establish a basis for communication between 
Christians and Marxists.1 The genesis of the Christian- 
Marxist dialogue can be traced back to the year 1955, 
when N. Kruschev denounced Stalinist excesses and encour­
aged a new openness among Communist parties, especially in 

2the West. In Latin America, although it is difficult to

writes he (quoted in Mlguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 47). 
Nor is Cuba, twenty years after the revolution, consid­
ered as the inspiration and model to follow, in spite of 
Theo Tschuy's enthusiastic appraisal of the Cuban situ­
ation in 1971 as "one of the miracles of modern times" 
(CrossCur 21 /197l7:335). It is seen more and more as a 
totalitarian society in which nearly every form of dis­
sent is severely punished, and every social institution, 
including family, church, neighborhood, and workplace, 
is subjected to the interference and control of one party 
and one ideology (See John W. Cooper, "The Cuban Revolu- 
tionj^ An Exchange. A Challenge for John Bennett,” ChrCris 
40 /19807:203-206). Robert Kress has observed that 
"twenty years after the Revolution, Cuba is still a one- 
crop country, more dependent on sugar than ever. Poverty 
has not so much been eliminated as spread around through 
rationing, for Castro has not succeeded in making Cuba 
grow economically. In fact, one could say that he traded 
Oncle Sam for Mother Russia, who provides a daily subsidy 
of 8.000.000 dollars" ("Theological Method: Praxis and 
Liberation," Communio 6 /19797:131.

^■There has been a plethora of publications focus­
ing on the dialogue (See JES 15 /107£7)• The entire 
issue is devoted to "Varieties of Christian-Marxist Dia­
logue." See also Roger Garaudy, "Christian-Marxist Dia­
logue," JES 4 (1967):207-222; Antony Cuschieri, "The 
Christian-Marxist Encounter," CrossCur 27 (1977):279-298; 
Paul Mojzes, "Christian-Marxist Dialogue: Soviet and 
American Style," CrossCur 28 (1978):159-166.

2An excellent study on the background of this 
"dialogue" can be found in Nicholas Piediscalzi, et al, 
eds., From Hope to Liberation : Towards a New Marxist- 
Christian Dialogue (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974). 
At first these encounters were exclusively dominated by 
participants of First and Second Worlds and dealt mainly 
with theoretical questions. The second stage begem later
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pinpoint an exact date for the beginning of such encount­
ers , the establishment of a Communist regime in Cuba in 
1959 unquestionably sparked interest in the dialogue.1 
Shepherd Bliss rightly observes that Latin Americans,
however, do not emphasize Christian-Marxist dialogue,

2
but rather Christian-Marxist praxis. There is clearly 
a conscious effort to find a common ground on which to 
work for the liberation of the continent without stres­
sing the obvious differences.^ From the Christian

in the Third World countries, and the interest shifted 
to more practical issues.

1It is interesting to note that there is no 
Christian-Marxist dialogue among Christians and Marxists 
in the Soviet Union. And while Marxists are outnumbered 
by Christians there, the Christians have no political 
influence (See Mojzes, "Christian-Marxist Dialogue," 
p. 159.

2"Latin America— Where Dialogue Becomes Praxis," 
in Piediscalzi, From Hope to Liberation, p. 91.

^A good example of this approach can be found in 
Eugene C. Bianchi, "Points of Convergence in the Chris­
tian-Marxist Dialogue," Encoxyt 36 (1975) :37-52. An 
entire issue of the JES (15 /Winter 19787) , has been 
devoted to exploring the "Varieties of Christian-Marxist 
Dialogue." See also Fernando Moreno, Christianismo y 
marxismo en la teologia de la liberacidn (Santiago: 
Escuela Lito-tipogrSfica Salesiana, 1977). Peter Heb- 
blethwaite has insightfully remarked that as a conse­
quence of these efforts, Marxism has invaded the Church, 
not as the result of some fiendish plot, "but no one has 
so far suggested that Marxism leads into Christianity. 
The crucial determining element in the synthesis is 
Marxism. Christianity, therefore, is not so much syn­
thesized as used and subordinated. When the crunch 
comes, it is Christianity that has to go^ ("Christians 
and Instrumental Marxism," The Month 8 /19757:317) .
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perspective the new openings toward dialogue with Marx­
ism, both at the level of idea and of practice, came 
from a number of scholars whose writings showed an inter­
est in secular theology. When liberation theologians 
speak of social sciences as their primary tool for inter- 
preting reality, they mean Marxism, and it is precisely 
the "scientific" dimension of the Marxist analysis that 
fascinates many people, to the point that some feel an 
"inferiority complex" vis-i-vis Marxism. Sensing that 
the Gospel lacks this scientific character, they feel 
like "unarmed soldiers" in their responsibility to the 
world and see in Marxism the providential supplementation 
to this lack.3- Without denying the genuine intentions 
of those Christians who join in dialogue with Marxism, 
Vree's conclusion would seem inevitable: "Marxism and 
Christianity are disjunctive belief systems that cannot

2be fused without doing violence to the integrity of both."

S*or an excellent analysis of this topic, see 
Georges Cottier, Esperan2as enfrentadas: Cristianismo 
y marxismo (BogotS: CEDIAL, 1975) . He examines some of 
the "scientific" basis of Marxism, concludes that they 
are mainly "pretentions," and finds a total lack of any 
critical questioning, by these authors, to the scientific 
validity of their instrument. See p. 326. See also 
Klaus Bockmuehl, The Challenge of Marxism. A Christian 
Response {Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1^80) .

2Dale Vree, On Synthesizing Marxism and Chris­
tianity (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1976), p. 178. 
The author is not against dialogue in the sense of talk­
ing to each other; "no great harm is done to Christianity 
if Christians collaborate with Marxists in the building 
of a better society— so long as the Christians are tinder 
no illusions that they are engaged in salvific or
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It is a fact that participants in this dialogue find it 
increasingly difficult to communicate with the "tradi­
tionalists" of their own persuasions. As Moltmann has 
pointed out, "nowdays you often find yourself in more 
accord with reformers in the other camp that with the 
conservatives in your own."1 The attempt to isolate 
Marxism as a systemic whole must realize rhat inherent 
to Marxism is an anthropology rooted in the Enlighten­
ment, i.e., man has in himself the power to transform

2himself and society. This view of man is regarded by 
many as totally inimical to the Biblical view of man. 
Thus the Catholic bishops at Puebla reaffirmed the tradi­
tional teaching of the magisterium on this points, i.e., 
that "qualified acceptance" of Marxism is unrealistic.

It would be foolish and dangerous on that account to 
forget that they /the various aspects of Marxism7 
are clearly linked to each other; to embrace certain

redemptive activity" (pp. 178, 179). Nevertheless, he 
questions the whole enterprise of hoping to achieve a 
synthesis. Bockmuehl states that given the presuppo­
sitions of each, it is clear that Marxism and Chris­
tianity cannot be thought of as complementing each other; 
and that wherever a synthesis has been attempted, "Marx­
ism gave the instructions for action and Christianity 
was reduced to motivational faith" (The Challenge of 
Marxism, p. 120) . Even when these authors do not write 
from aLatin American perspective, their general con­
clusions are certainly valid there as well.

^Moltmann, "Politics and the Practice of Hope,"
P. 290.

2See on this topic two excellent articles by J. 
Andrew Kirk, "The Meaning of Man in the Debate between 
Christianity and Marxism." Themelios 1 (1976):41-49, 
85-93.
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elements of Marxist analysis without taking due 
account of their relation with its ideology; and to 
become involved in the class struggle and the Marxist 
interpretation of it without paying attention to the 
kind of violent and totalitarian society to which 
this activity leads. 1

Role of Scripture 
What role does the Bible play in this new way of 

doing theology? Is it normative, or does it play merely 
a secondary, supportive role?

We have noticed earlier that the starting point 
in liberation theology is a definite commitment to liber­
ate the poor and marginalized people of the Latin Amer­
ican continent. The "historical reality" of Latin Amer-

2ica is arrived at with the help of the social sciences,
— without excluding the postulates of Marxism— which are 
regarded as disclosing reasons for the poverty and stag­
nation in that part of the world. They also indicate 
that the only way out of the predicament is liberation, 
i.e., a complete change of structures— political, economic,

Puebla "Final Document," Art 544. This is a 
quote from Pope Paul Vi's Ootogesima Adveniens, Art. 544. 
(An English translation of this encyclical can be found 
in Gremillion, The Gospel of Peace and Justice, pp. 485- 
512) .

2Interestingly, Mlguez Bonino comments, half way 
through his book, "it may seem strange to devote half of 
a book supposedly dealing with theology to a discussion 
of sociological analysis and political trends and options, 
only to arrive belatedly to the consideration of the 
theology that undergirds the positions taken by Chris­
tians" (Doing Theology, p. 61). GutiSrrez, in his A The­
ology of Liberation, pegins to quote the Bible on page 
155, after an extensive discussion on the nature of 
salvation in the first half of the book.
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social. In the methodology of liberation theology, the 
"text," the first theological reference point, as the 
historical situation. Other sources— Scripture, tradi­
tion, magisterium, history of doctrine— are not sources 
of truth as such; they must be connected with the now of 
truth-praxis.^

After praxis— i.e., engagement in certain polit­
ical practices, a renovation of society on behalf of the

2poor— comes reflection about this praxis as Christians, 
and only then, as a third step, liberation theologians 
go to the Bible and Christian tradition to develop their 
theology.3 In Detroit, in 1975, Assmann made a clear 
reference to the place the Bible occupies in liberation 
theology:

The Word of God in no longer a fixed absolute, an 
eternal proposition we receive before analyzing 
social conflicts and before committing ourselves to 
the transformation of historical reality. God's 
summons to us, God's Word today, grows from the col­
lective process of historical awareness, analysis,

See Assmann, 0presi6n-Liberaci6n, p. 414. He 
points out, "ya no nos Dastan las perspectives usuales 
de los exSgetas que trabaj an sobre el texto sagrado," 
porque nosotros queremos "trabajar la realidad de hoy" 
(Ibid.).

2By "Christians" here is meant a minority of 
Christians who are socially and politically involved, 
totally committed to the struggle for justice, and not 
Christians in general.

3The fact that Gutierrez uses the content of 
papal encyclicals more liberally than Scripture indicates 
where he places greater revelatory value. On this count 
he is more in line with Roman Catholic tradition in his 
theological reflection than with the Protestant.
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and involvement, that is, from praxis. The Bible and 
the whole Christian tradition do not speak directly 
to us in our situation. But they remain as a basic 
reference about how God spoke in quite a different 
context, which must illuminate his speaking in our 
context. 1

Scripture certainly remains an integral part of 
this theology, but less as a "given" directly inspired by 
God than as a "witness" to what God has done in the past, 
whose meaning can only be grasped in the context of his­
torical praxis. Therefore, since liberation theology 
develops out of the experience of the poor in search of
liberation, "the political question is the first one that

2we must ask as we approach any biblical passage." From 
the previous commitment there naturally follows a ten­
dency to be selective in the use of Scripture, to make 
use of themes like Exodus and liberation, to the neglect 
of other biblical themes such as sin, justification, 
substitution, that do not yield immediate meaning in the

"Statement by Hugo Assmann," in Torres, Theology 
in the Americas, p. 299. See also Claude Geffr€, A New 
Age in Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 1974) , pp. 64-
DO •

2Justo L, Gonzalez and Catherine G. GonzSlez, 
Liberation Preaching. The Pulpit and the Oppressed 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1980) , p. 5TT By "political,"
GonzSlez means the manner in which God intervenes in 
response "to the power or powerlesness of various indi­
viduals or groups of people" (p. 70) . Several examples 
are given as to how a text can be interpreted "politi­
cally." In some occasions it seems that what really hap­
pens is that a "political twist" has been put into the 
understanding of these texts, which is not easy to see 
there apart from this definite presupposition. See 
Clark H. Pinnock, "Liberation Theology: The Gain, The 
Gaps," CT 20 (1975-56):391.
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struggle for liberation. Without the slightest hesi­
tation Segundo justifies this approach:

I hope that it is quite clear that the Bible is not 
the discourse of a universal God to a universal man . 
Partiality is justified because we must find, and 
designate as the Word of God, that part of divine 
revelation which today, in the light of our concrete 
historical situation, is most useful for the liber­
ation to which God summons us. 1

At the beginning of his book GutiSrrez defines
liberation theology "as a critical reflection on Chris-

2tian praxis in the light of the Word." After reading 
the whole volume, however, one wonders how much light 
has the written Word, in fact, cast on the issues under 
discussion. It would seem that a more appropriate way 
of defining the relationship between Scripture and 
praxis in this approach would be to say that liberation 
theology is a hermeneutic of the Word of God in the 
light of revolutionary praxis. This commitment to revo­
lutionary praxis leads to a "new way of reading the 
Bible," clearly anticipated in the Santiago document:

Theological reflection assumes that an indispensable 
prerequisite for carrying out its task is a socio- 
analytical methodology that is capable of critically 
grasping the conflictive nature of historical real­
ity. This leads the Christian, in a Spirit of 
authentic faith, to a new reading of the Bible and 
Christian tradition. It poses the basic concepts 
and symbols of Christianity anew, in such a way that 
they do not hamper Christians in their commitment to

1Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, p. 33. 
Segundo's italics.

2GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 13.
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the revolutionary process but rather help them to 
shoulder these commitments in a creative way. 1

The potential for syncretism and adulteration is
unusually high in a theology that has as its starting
point the sinful human situation, and thus relegates the
Bible to a secondary role. Likewise the danger to slide

2into subjectivism and situationism seems inevitable.
This is not to deny that the human situation— whatever it 
might be— should affect one's reading of the Bible. The 
Bible must speak clearly and unmistakably to man in any 
situation it finds him, but this contsxtualization3 must 
not reduce the Word to our situation; the Word must still 
be able to instruct us and to judge us.

Eagleson, Christians and Socialism, p. 174. Scne 
liberation theologians quote the Bible freely, but often 
the texts are quoted without much regard for the context 
or for exegesis. Che socn gets the impression that they are 
used to support the "pre-commitment" to revolutionary 
change developed totally outside the Bible's orbit.

zAs Yves Congar has well said, "EstS. bien querar 
entender lo que la Escritura tiene que decirnos. Es un 
abuso y un desorden introyectar en ella como su sentido 
nuestras preocupaciones . . .  El peligro de la hermen^u- 
tica consiste en que, al querer reactualizar el texto 
para nosotros . . . lo reduzca a nuestva actualidad, a
nuestras categorlas" (Quoted in Roger Vekemans, "PanorS- 
mica actual," p. 30.

3For an excellent study of this very current 
theme, see Leslie Newbigin, "Context and Conversion,"
IRM 68 (1979);301-312. Osing the example of Ezekiel, 
who sat where they sat, "overwhelmed among them," he 
argues that the preacher "can only speak at all if he is 
speaking from within the world which they inhabit. But 
this does not mean that he accepts their analysis of 
their situation. To do this is the temptation of 'con­
textual theology'" (p. 302). See also Harvie M. Conn, 
"Contextualization; Where Do We Begin?" in Carl E. Armer- 
ding, Evangelicals and Liberation (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1977), pp. 90-119. In January of 1978 a first

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



134

It would seem that out of a valid concern to 
make the Gospel relevant to the poor, and as a means of 
effecting their liberation, liberation theology has 
selected "a canon within the canon," in which the Bible 
merely is "a book of illustrations for a story written 
from other sources."1

class journal, Theology in Context, began to appear 
quarterly with the purpose of encouraging dialogue on 
the subject of contextualization. One of the most 
extreme examples of this contextualization is found in 
Everardo Ramirez Toro, Evangelio latinoamericano de la 
liberacifin (BogoteL: Ediciones Tercer Mundo, 1976) . The 
birth narrative, as an example, is "translated" in the 
following way:

"Nacido, pues, Jesds_en Macondo /a small and forgot­
ten town in Colombia/, en tiempos del presidente 
Nixon Bloodthirsty, unos astrdlogos que venian de 
tierras lejanas, se presentaron en la capital del 
imperio Moneyland, preguntando: dDfinde ha nacido el 
liberador del pueblo? Hemos visto su estrella en el 
cielo y venimos a conocerlo. . . . Entonces Nixon 
Bloodthirsty, el opresor, al ver que habia sido bur- 
lado por los astrdlogos, se enfurecifi terriblemente 
y envi6 a marines para que mataran a todos los ninos
menores de dos ahos en Macondo y todos sus alrede-
dores" (p. 14).

In this new version of the Gospel John the Baptist 
becomes Juan Allende (p. 15); we read of Peter Guevara 
and Andrew, his brother (p. 20); "no piensen que he 
venido a traer el conformismo a la tierra. No he venido 
a traer el conformismo, sino la rebeldia y la lucha con­
tra la opresifin" (p. 19). Jesus was killed by "una 
rSfaga de ametralladora " (p. 89) . But on the third day 
the people, with music and songs, took it to the streets
"proclamando que Jestis, el libertador, vive en el pueblo
y en el corazdn de todos aquellos que aman la justicia 
social y buscan la liberacifin" (p. 84). The word "libe- 
racidn" or its derivatives occur 348 times in seventy- 
eight pages, that is an average of almost five times a 
page. See Bonaventure Kicppenburg, The People's Church.
A Defense of my Church (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 
1978, p. 67.

1Knapp, "A Preliminary Dialogue," p. 24. See the

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



1 3 5

Hermeneutics of Exodus

The Centrality of the Exodus 
The situation of restlessness and anxiety in 

which Latin America finds itself, due to widespread pov­
erty and oppression, has awakened a current theological 
reflection that centers on the responsibility of the 
Christian regarding the present reality of the continent. 
In the present situation— depicted by such words as 
oppression, dependence, exploitation, marginalization, 
poverty— the experience of the Israelites' liberation 
from Egyptian bondage, i. e., the Exodus, ̂ comes readily 
to mind. This experience, as recorded in the book of 
Exodus, has suddenly been seen as containing a clear and 
direct message for God's people today:

I have surely seen the affliction of My people who 
are in Egypt, and have given heed to their cry 
because of their taskmasters, for I am aware of their 
sufferings. So I have come down to deliver them 
from the power of the Egyptians, and to bring them 
up from that land to a good and spacious land flowing

well-documented essay by J. Andrew Kirk, "The Bible in 
Latin American Liberation Theology,"in Norman Gottwald, 
ed., The Bible and Liberation (Berkeley: Community for 
Religious Research and Education, 1976), pp. 156-165.

^The theme of the Exodus, especially the image of 
the Church as an exodus community, was made popular in 
our day by Jurgen Moltmann. The last chapter of his 
Theology of Hope is entitled "Exodus Church." His main 
emphasis, though, is not on an Exodus theology, but 
rather on hope on the present moment. The Exodus is 
simply one among other images serving to outline the 
community's attitude of hope.
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with milk and honey . . . bring thy people, the sons 
or Israel, out of Egypt. 1

As the Israelites in Egypt cried under the heavy
hand of their taskmasters, so also today the people of
Latin America, oppressed under injustice and misery, cry
for a liberating exodus. Emilio Castro sees a clear
parallel between the two situations:

When we see multitudes of people coming down from 
the mountains or from the fields toward the city in 
search of a better future, oftentimes comes to our 
minds the scene of the people of Israel leaving 
Egypt and looking for the promised land. They also 
were a desperate people . . . What could be the dif­
ference between the Latin American masses of today, 
searching for the promised land, and the Israelites 
of yesterday crossing the Red Sea? . . . What could 
happen in Latin America if the churches would dare 
to play the role of Moses, and would tell this 
people, that it is not only their misery that drives 
them to the city, nor the secular phenomenon of 
urbanization, but that it is the presence of the 
promise, God's call summoning to a more human life. 2

The Medellin documents, too, contain a clear 
— and afterwards often quoted— reference to the Exodus. 
They make clear that Israel, as the first People, felt 
the saving presence of God when they were delivered from 
the oppression of Egypt by the passage through the Red 
Sea that led them to the promised land. So Latin America, 
as "the new People of God," cannot cease to feel his 
saving passage in view of "true development, which is

^Exod 3:8-10.
2Quoted in Roberto Sartor, "Exodo-Liberaci6n," 

RBibArg 33 (1971):76.
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the passage for each and all, from conditions of life
that are leas human, to chose that are more human."1'

To no one's surprise, therefore, the Exodus
became central, "the privileged text" of Scripture for
liberation theology. GutiSrrez underlines its centrality
when he points out, quoting Casalis, that "the heart of
the Old Testament is the Exodus from the servitude of

2Egypt and the journey towards the promised land."
Despite the centrality of the event they narrate, 

the texts that record the Exodus are hardly given any 
extensive examination by Gutierrez or other liberation 
theologians in general.^ Attention is given essentially

^Conclusions, "Introduction," Art. 6. (The 
quotation is from Popularum Progressio, Art. 21) .

2A Theology of Liberation, p. 157. See also 
Assmann, 0presi6n-Liberaci6n, pp. 71-73. "El motivo del 
Exodo es mencionado con frecuencia impresionante en los 
documentos actuales de America Latina" (p. 71). While 
the centrality of the Exodus is stressed, the well-known 
parallel of "Deutero-Isaiah" is called the "best witness 
to the Exodus (p. 155). Also certain Psalms— 74, 89, 93, 
135, 136— are often referred to.

3The more extensive exegetical study of the Old 
Testament from a liberation theology perspective is the 
work of Jos£ Porfirio Miranda, Marx and the Bible. 
Miranda's main thesis is that God's will is to establish 
justice on behalf of the oppressed; in fact, this is his 
only purpose. Marxist presuppositions are clearly con­
trolling his work. John L. McKenzie, with strong lan­
guage, expresses his conviction; "I have to say that 
Miranda studied the Bible well enough to learn just what 
omissions and distortions are necessary_to bring the 
Bible into harmony with Marx" (JBL 94 /19757= 283 Typ­
ical of Miranda's conclusions are his words, "but rrankly 
I do not see how there can be an authentic co-roa^3ion for 
the oppressed without there being at the same time indig­
nation against the oppressor" (p. 47).
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to the theme, rather them to details worthy of exegeti- 
cal study. The relevance and actuality of the Exodus 
are brought to the forefront on the basis that God’s 
people today are passing through experiences that are, 
in many respects, similar to those the Israelites went 
through in Egypt: "repression," "alienated work," "humi­
liation," "enforced birth control policy."^- This is the 
reason why "the Exodus experience is paradigmatic. It
remains vital and contemporary due to similar historical

2experiences which the People of God undergo." The con­
clusion, therefore, is clear: "to accept poverty and 
injustice is to fall back to the conditions of servitude 
which existed before the liberation from Egypt. It is 
to retrogress."3

The Bible Begins with Exodus 
Liberation theologians show little interest in 

any careful exegetical study of Scripture, even of those 
Bible texts that are foundational to their theology.
They work from some clearly defined assumptions, however, 
that sure accepted rather than argued. One of these 
assumptions, on which this "new theology" builds, is

^SutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 156. 
These similarities are derived from the content of the 
initial chapters of the book of Exodus.

^Ibid., p. 159.
3Ibid., p. 295.
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derived from contemporary studies in the Old Testament 
which have stressed the social and historical character 
of the religion of Israel and have seen the Bible as the 
record of God's saving acts on behalf of his people, 
mainly in the communal life.1 This concentration on the 
"social" and "historical" has given the Exodus a promi­
nence never before enjoyed in Old Testament studies.

In recent Old Testament studies, there appears
to be a general consensus that in spite of the fact that
the creation stories are placed at the beginning of the
canonical Scripture, creation was not the first article
of faith of Israel, but one that emerged from a faith
that was centered on the actions of God in history.
Claus Westermann, the noted Old Testament German scholar,
asserts quite plainly:

Actually the Bible does not begin with Genesis 1 but 
with Exodus 1. It is here that the biblical history 
in the strict sense has its beginnings. . . .  It is 
prefaced by two pre-histories: that of the patriarchs 
and the primeval stories. Both of these segments 
were added later to the history which begins with 
the Exodus from Egypt, and have been drafted in the 
light of it. 2

Von Rad, whom GutiSrrez quotes enthusiastically,1

This way of understanding the message of the 
Bible as primarily social and historical facilitates the 
use of the key symbols of exodus and liberation. See 
John Langan, "Liberation Theology in a Northern Context," 
America 140 (1979):46-49.

*The Genesis Accounts of Creation, Facet Books 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), p . 2

3Guti§rrez states that Von Rad based his studies
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speaks of the necessity of a radical correction to the 
suspiciously simple picture drawn from many theological 
studies of the Old Testament, "and which is particularly 
widespread in the unlearned world as the result of the 
circumstances that Gen 1 stands at the beginning of the 
Bible."1

Creation faith in Israel is said to be a compara­
tively late development, the two different accounts

2being of late composition. It was in the miraculous 
deliverance from Egypt, especially in the crossing of the 
Red Sea, that the Israelites became acquainted with 
their God, because "it is in history that God reveals 
the secret of his person."3

"on a rigorous exegesis of the Old Testament" (A Theology 
of Liberation, p. 162. Even though Von Rad is quoted 
only a half a dozen times in A Theology of Liberation, 
he has exerted a strong influence on Guti§rrez1s approach 
to the Old Testament.

Gerhard Von Rad, The Problem of the Hexateuch 
and Other Essays (New York: McGraw-Hi11, 1966) , pp. 132, 
13T.

2The second of the two accounts (Gen 2:4b-25) of 
the Yahwist tradition is supposed to have come, in its 
current form from the ninth century B.C. The first 
account (Gen 1:1-1:4a) of considerably later origin, was 
composed in its current form possibly as late as the 
fifth century B.C., and belongs to the priestly tradi­
tion. See Thorlief Boman, "The Biblical Doctrine of 
Creation," CQR 15 (1964) :140-151.

3Guti£rrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 189.
The author is in fact quoting Von Rad. Walter Zimmerli 
points out, "It is hardly possible to overlook the fact 
that in what the Old Testament has to say, the deliver­
ance of Israel from Egypt, an event in the midst of his­
tory, furnishes the primary orientation" (Old Testament
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It is emphasized that the center of the Old Tes­
tament religion is God's mighty and merciful leading of 
the people of Israel out of Egypt through Moses, the 
crossing of the Red Sea, and the subsequent protection 
during the wilderness wanderings. This experience 
became in a sense the starting point, the source and 
foundation of the later religious faith in Israel. And 
thus, belief in creation arose out of these experiences 
as a natural, logical conclusion. From the Exodus 
Israel looked back to creation, confessing that this God, 
who was active at the beginning of its history, was 
likewise active at the beginning of the world.^ Boman 
summarizes rather well what is thought to have happened 
in this development:

Originally Israel believed that Yahweh had to do only 
with them, but later the horizon extended? he was 
conceived as having power over neighbouring peoples, 
over the great nations, over mankind and over nature. 
His power also extended in time: his almighty power 
revealed in the time of Moses extended forwards to 
the contemporary generation and further to the 
future, and backwards to the time of the patriarchs, 
Jacob, Isaac, Abraham, and further back to the begin­
ning of the world. There you have creation as the 
last and most comprehensive consequence of the reve­
lation of Yahweh's mighty power over nature revealed 
at the Red Sea. 2

Theology in Outline /Atlanta: John Knox Press, 19787: 
pi 32). See also C. Vriezen, An Outline of Old Testa- 
ment Theology, 2d. ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970) ,
p. 162.

^See Bernhard Anderson, Creation Versus Chaos 
(New York: Association Press, 19<5V) , p. 59.

2"The Biblical Doctrine of Creation," pp. 141,
142.
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In this "backward journey," the Israelites expressed
their faith in what they thought God did naturally; and
in doing so, they were guided by theological convictions,
not by historical recollections.1

Liberation theologians, then, who follow in this
respect the conclusions of contemporary Old Testament
studies, assume that liberation and creation refer to 
the same salvific act. Says GutiSrrez, "The creative
act is linked, almost identified with, the act which
freed Israel from slavery in Egypt. . . . Creation and
liberation from Egypt are but one salvific act."'* The
implications and "advantages" of this approach to the

See Anderson, Creation Versus Chaos, p. 34.
Boman adds that "the Old Testament idea of creation is 
two things: it is a gospel and it is a doctrine. As 
always in the history of religion, it starts as a gospel 
and ends as a doctrine. Creation starts as a Gospel in 
Deutero-Isaiah and ends as a doctrine in Genesis 1"
("The Biblical Doctrine of Creation," p. 142).

2For an excellent study on this topic, see 
George M. Landes, "Creation and Liberation," USQR 33 
(1979):79-89. The author points out that liberation and 
creation may very well be "the two most important themes 
in the entire biblical witness" (p. 79). The Psalmist 
capsuled these two concepts in a few words: "I will lift 
my eyes to the mountains; from where shall my help come?
My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth”
(Ps 121:1).

3A Theology of Liberation, p. 155. This should 
not be construed to mean a peculiarity of liberation theo­
logy, since it is common to most modern Old Testament 
theology. Again, most liberation theologians assume this 
concept without engaging in any particular study of their 
own. One of the few exceptions is Severino Croatto, in 
his book LiberaciCn y libertad. Pautas hennenguticas 
(Buenos Aires: Ediciones Mundo Nuevo, 1973). This work 
will be followed in attempting to elucidate liberation 
theology's use of the Exodus.
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Old Testament for liberation theology will become appar­
ent as we discuss the Exodus seen as a paradigm for 
today's liberating efforts in Latin America.

Development of the Narrative
A view of the Exodus narratives as interpreted

history is another assumption generally accepted by
liberation theologians. The present text of the Exodus
is seen as the result of a process of interpretation, in
which the original event acquired new meaning in the
light of subsequent events experienced by the Hebrews.1
One of Croatto's "hermeneutical keys" is that

An event is not seen as decisive in the history of a 
person or a people in the moment of its occurrence, 
but rather after a temporal mediation, after having 
"donated" its recreative energy. 2

The Hebrews understood the Exodus in the light
of their unfolding history. These "hermeneutical
re-readings" continued until fixed in the present text.
Thus, the narrative of the Exodus "says" much more than
what originally happened.

See J. Andrews Kirk, Liberation Theology. An 
Evangelical View from the Third World (Atlanta: John 
Knox Press, 1979), pp. 95-104, for abrief discussion on 
this subject. Kirk, an Anglican priest, taught New Testa­
ment in Buenos Aires for ten years. This book is a 
revised version of a thesis presented to London University.

Croatto, Liberaci6n y libertad, p. 29. The 
same thing happens, says Croatto, in the history of dif­
ferent people. May 25, 1810— independence day in Argen­
tina— did not have the same significance then as it has 
today. The new events and memories of successive years 
gave that date a dimension it did not have before.
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The salvific event of the Exodus should be 
understood today in the same way as the Hebrews did— i.e., 
hermeneutically, exploring its meaning in the light of 
our own experience. Then the Exodus acquires an "inex­
haustible reserve of meaning"^ with unlimited hermeneu­
tical possibilities. This does not mean that faith 
today can be in contradiction with the archetypical 
revelation. "For example," writes Croatto, "the liber­
ator God of the Exodus cannot contradict himself accept-

2ing 'oppression' in another historical juncture." But 
Croatto regards the "archetypical revelation" as only 
the event to which Scripture testifies: this event makes 
demands on us, but the interpretation given to this 
event in Scripture need not bind us, since the narrative 
is an "interpretation" of the event.3

Since the present form of the Exodus narrative 
is the result of a long interpretative process, is it

Ibid., p. 29. "El Sxodo se convierte para noso- 
tros— pueblos oprimidos del Tercer Mundo— en Palabra 
provocativa, en anuncio de liberacidn" (p. 32).

2Severino Croatto, "Dios en el acontecimiento," 
Revista Biblica 24 (1973):55.

3Croatto, Liberacidn y libertad, p. 37. See also 
Roger Tomes, "Exodus 14: The Mighty Acts of God. An Essay 
in Theological Criticism," SJT 22 (1969):455:478. 
According to Tomes it would be fair to say that the result 
of critical investigation is that the exodus tradition is 
generally regarded as authentic memory of significant 
historical events. These events had to be interpreted 
to complete the revelation, "but the knowledge of God 
was always an inference from what had happened, never a 
matter of general timeless concepts" (p. 455).
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possible to recover an original historical nucleus, some 
historical "facts" that were later elaborated as Israel 
reflected on its own history? Liberation theologians 
pay little attention to the "process" that led to the 
present narrative, but would not deny the factuality of 
the event. An Exodus did take place. They seem to 
agree that the original history has to do with a Semitic 
group that migrated to Egypt at a time when other 
Semites, the Hyksos, were ruling there, between the eigh­
teenth and the sixteenth centuries.1 Eventually they 
were made slaves, which meant a political and social 
oppression practiced against a foreign ethnic minority. 
From this situation of bondage and oppression they cried, 
which indicates the beginning of their fight for freedom 
under the leadership of Moses, one of their own. Moses' 
task was made extremely difficult by the fact that the 
oppressed had "internalized" their oppression; hence a 
program of "conscientization" was indispensable, because 
the oppressed themselves must work out their own liber­
ation. ̂

1See John Topel, The Way to Peace. Liberation 
through the Bible (Maryknoll, N. Y.,: Orbis Books, 19 79), 
p. 2; and Kirk, Liberation Theology, pp. 96, 97.

2There is, in this approach, a process of 
"deraythologization" from which the emphases on God and 
the supernatural tend to be removed. Even allowing 
for the possibility of a long process of reinterpretation, it 
seems unreal that the epic of a group of slaves, struggling 
to gain their own freedom— and gaining it at last— had entirely 
been lost, to the last trace in the subsequent developments.
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Consistent with the acceptance of the hypothesis 
that the Exodus marks the beginning of Israel's history, 
most liberation theologians conclude that before the 
Exodus the Israelites were not conscious of their past 
history, they were not aware of their " p e o p l e h o o d . A t  
the Red Sea Israel was created, ex nih-ilo, as God's peo­
ple. The hopeless situation of an oppressed people was

2changed, unexpectedly, into a new and promising one.
God's intervention on behalf of Israel was due to the
fact that they were oppressed, not because they were
God's people or on the basis of any previous covenant.
Miranda is emphatic on this:

The exegesis which tries to make his ^God's7 inter­
vention depend completely on a promise or pact— as if 
God would not have intervened against injustice if he 
had not officially promised to do so beforehand— con­
tradicts with this kind of positivism the deepest and 
most radical conviction of the Old Testament authors. 
For them evil is evil whether or not there have been 
official prohibitions? crime is crime whether or not

This assumption has been challenged by John H. 
Yoder in his article, "Exodus and Exile: The Two Faces of 
Liberation," CrossCur 23 (1973):297-309. Yoder concludes 
that "peoplehood is the presupposition, not the product 
of Exodus" (p. 301).

2All that preceeds the Exodus, i.e., Genesis, are 
creative retrojections which arose as the hermeneutical 
procedure following the Exodus. It is possible that 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were not historical men, but 
rather eponyms, personifications of semi-nomadic tribes. 
Topel explains how Israel reinterpreted its previous life 
on the pattern of that historical deliverance: "The 
Hebrews' infidelities to God's creative love led them to 
conceive of the infidelities of their ancestors and even 
of primitive human beings, as well as of previous acts of 
God's deliverance" (The Way to Peace, p. 2).
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there have been covenants of promises. 1

Lessons from the Exodus
It has already been noted that at the heart of

liberation theology there is a revolutionary praxis that
is regarded as above judgment, a precommitment to change
the world, a liberation from any type of oppression that
may stand in the way of man's complete humanization. In
Gutierrez' conclusion to his book he says, "The theology
of liberation attempts to reflect on the experience and
meaning of the faith based on the commitment to abolish

2
injustice and to build a new society." Scripture has 
not played any direct role in establishing this commit­
ment, because "the word of God is no longer a fixed 
absolute, an eternal proposition we receive before ana­
lyzing social conflicts and before committing ourselves

Hiiranda, Marx and the Bible, p. 89. This is 
important to Miranda because of itshermeneutical conse­
quences. If God acts solely, or primarily, out of loy­
alty to his own people, it would make it rather difficult 
to apply the idea of the Exodus to any nation today, for 
no nation today is God's people as Israel is said to have 
been at that time. On the other hand— and Miranda does 
not offer any explanation— if God always sides with the 
oppressed to deliver them, there were other oppressed 
people during the history of Israel that were not liber­
ated; furthermore, in the case of the conquest, the 
oppressed are not the Israelites, but the Canaanites, and 
God does not fight for them. We must grant that when 
Miranda sees the Exodus as of primary importance, he is 
working on the established concensus of critical Protes­
tant scholarship of the last half century.

2A Theology of Liberation, p. 307. Emphasis
supplied.
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to the transformation of historical r e a l i t y . Liber­
ation theologians have set up human experiences as the 
basis of their theologizing; and when biblical concepts 
are used at all, the impression is given that they are 
used to support a priori commitments of the theologian,
"to provide a fagade for this particular political 

2option."
More than any other Biblicai theme, the Exodus

is seen as "a fertile Biblical t h e m e . I t  represents
"the long march towards the promised land in which Israel

4can establish a society free from misery and alienation." 
"ffoses led his people out of slavery, exploitation, and 
alienation of Egypt so that they might inhabit a land 
where they could live with human dignity."^ Consequently,

Statement by Hugo Assmann," in Torres, Theology 
in the Americas, p. 199. Italics supplied.

2C. Rend Padilla, "The Theology of Liberation,"
CT 18 (1973):201. An observer at the "Theology in the 
Americas" in Detroit noted that "the participants would 
defend an argument with a scriptural passage from 
Jeremiah or a verse from Luke, then, just as earnestly, 
cite Marx in condemning economic injustice" ("Jesus the 
Liberator?" Time /September 1, 1975/:34).

^A Theology of Liberation, p. 155. In general, 
the Old Testament is preferred over the New. The "Index 
of Biblical references" in this book indicates 246 quota­
tions from the Old Testament and 178 from the New. The 
"Index of Scriptural References" in Miranda's Marx and 
the Bible devotes nine and one-half pages to Old Testament 
references and five and one-half to the New.

4Ibid., p. 157.
5Ibid., p. 294.
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due to similar historical experiences which people in 
Latin America undergo— oppression, alienated work, mar­
ginalization— the Exodus experience is paradigmatic.1 
With this in mind, we will look at some of the lessons 
or inspiration the Exodus can furnish to Latin America 
today.

History Is One
From the assumption that Exodus initiates history,

liberation theologians strongly stress the idea that God
2acts in history, i.e., in the real world. "The arena 

of God's action is the world, and history is the place 
where he presents himself.""* Furthermore, creation and

Ibid., p. 159. As will be seen later, the Exo­
dus is seen as an event with only political and economic 
overtones; or better, the liberation theologians1 pre­
commitment to a historical liberation provides the 
hermeneutics with which only those aspects of the Exodus 
are brought into focus.

2Liberation theology finds itself within the mod­
ern theological tendency with its displacement from the 
Word to History. This includes the notion that Biblical 
revelation does net speak about what God is in Himself, 
but rather indirectly, through his action on our behalf, 
which is, at the same time, salvific. See Claude GeffrS, 
A New Age in Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 1974), 
especially chap. 4, "From the Theologies of the Word to 
the Theology of History," pp. 63-78.

3Eddie Gibbs, "The Theology of Revolution," 
Frontier 16 (1973):143. Not only God reveals himself in 
historyT but he is "revealed only in the concrete histor­
ical context of liberation of the poor and oppressed." 
(Gutifirrez, "Two Theological Perspectives," p. 247). By 
this GutiSrrez means not the isolated poor man, but the 
oppressed man, "the member of a social class which is 
ardently struggling for its most elementary rights and 
striving to build a society where one can live as a man"
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liberation from Egypt are seen as one salvific act. The 
world and images of Isaiah 51 "refer simultaneously to 
two events: creation and liberation from E g y p t . T h i s  

leads to the conclusion— fundamental in liberation theo­
logy— that there is only one history; no distinction is 
allowed between sacred history and secular history. 
Gutifirrez is very specific on this point: "There are no 
two histories, one prof suae and one sacred, 'juxtaposed1
or 'closely linked.' Rather there is only one human des-

2tiny irreversibly assumed by Christ, the Lord of history. 
The history of salvation is the very heart of human his­
tory. All history is salvific history. In other words, 
there is not first a good creation (Gen 1:31), then a 
fall followed by a history of redemption, with the pur­
pose of restoring creation to its original goodness.

("The Praxis of Liberation," p. 386). See also Severino 
Croatto, "Dios en el acontecimiento," RevBib 35 (1973): 
52-60.

^Gutifirrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 155. 
Rahab not only symbolizes Egypt in Isa 30:7; it likewise 
symbolizes the chaos Yahweh had to overcome to create 
the world. For a contrary view, i.e., that creation of 
the cosmos by God was not a liberating act— as it was in 
other ancient cosmologies— see Landes, "Creation and 
Liberation," especially pp. 80, 81, and Gerhard F. Hasel's 
excellent essay, "The Polemic Nature of the Genesis Cos­
mology," EvQ 46 (1974):81-102.

2A Theology of Liberation, p. 153. Mlguez 
Bonino rightly observes that the elimination of all and 
every dualism is the clue to liberation theology. Doing 
Theology, p. 10. See also Gustavo Gutifirrez, "Faith and 
Freedom: Solidarity with the Alienated and Confidence in 
the Future" Horiz 2 (1975) :50.
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Creation, for liberation theologians, marks the beginning 
of the redemptive process, and man participates in it by 
what he does in history. Gutifirrez strongly rejects the 
notion of the d-Cst-Cnotion of -planes, whereby it is said 
that the Church ought to work on the spiritual plane and 
leave the temporal plane to others.1

This strong emphasis on the unity of history 
represents in a sense a protest against traditional con­
ceptions in theology, according to which the history of 
the world, with its political structures and economic 
and social dispositions was seen as irrelevant to redenp- 
tion, since the saving intervention of God affected only 
a narrow strand of history, namely the history of the 
Jews before Christ, and the affairs of the Christian 
Church afterwards. For liberation theology the only 
meaning possible for "salvation history" is that which 
equates it, not with the common notion of history of sal­
vation seen as a particular strand of history, but with 
the salvation of history, i.e., the subverting, by the
Gospel, of all those structures which are obstacles to

2the full human and spiritual development of man.

1Ibid., pp. 55-58.
2For Francisco Vanderhoff, "The unity of human 

history is a basic theme in Latin American theology . . . 
it regards human history as the only history there is; 
everything in it is part of the history of salvation, and 
the latter is not to be reduced to the history of Israel 
or of the Church: (Quoted in Kloppenburg, The People's 
Church, p. 101}. See Choan-Sing Seng, "Liberation of
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This monistic conception of history has as its 
center the political liberation of the Latin American 
continent. The poor and the oppressed, like the Israel­
ites of old, can be liberators; they can create their own 
history. The historic actions of the poor cure "salvific 
actions.”^ The process of world history, which is seen 
as moving toward the liberation of mankind, constitutes 
God's redemptive history. While it is true that God 
reveals himself in history, and, consequently all authen­
tic history is revelation, nevertheless, this type of 
revelation is general, and is not an object of theology
unless it is kept "in constant reverence to the peculiar

2revelation of God in Christ."
Even a liberation theologian such as Scannone 

can express his awareness that the theme of one history,

People in History," SEAsiaJTh 19:2 (1978):14-25, and 
Galilea, "The Theology of Liberation," pp. 344, 345.

^See Kloppenburg, The People's Church, pp. 100, 
101. This concept of a single history, the result of the 
identification of creation and salvation, makes possible 
the introduction of Marxism, because the essential 
requirement for participation in "salvation history" is 
no longer centered on Christ, but on active commitment 
and participation in human liberation. Even a faithless 
ideology which claims to accomplish economic liberation 
can be seen as offering a welcome contribution to the 
history of redemption.

2Carlos Bravo, "Notas marginales a la teologla 
de la liberacidn," EXav 1 (1974):25. This conception of 
history not only attributes to man the supernatural 
activity of God, but also fails to come to grips with the 
biblical concept of a temporal, spiritual dualism in 
which the supernatural forces of evil play a sinister and 
important part. See C. Peter Wagner, Latin American 
Theology, p. 42.
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the unifying relationship between profane history and
the history of salvation, "has not yet been thoroughly
worked out from the new viewpoint."1 He points to the
danger present in some currents of liberation theology
which derive their orientation from the Hegelian
influence received through Marxism. The specific danger
is seen in that the specific Christian content of one
history is conceived in such a way that the Christian

2element is absorved by the secular.

Salvation Is Universal
GutiSrrez opens chapter nine of his book, enti­

tled "Liberation and Salvation," with a basic question: 
"What is the meaning of the struggle against an unjust 
society and the creation of a new man in the light of 
the word?"3 And he hastens to add that the answer to 
this question presupposes an attempt to define what is 
meant by salvation, a task largely neglected by the

1Juan Carlos Scannone, "The Theology of Liber­
ation— Evangelic or Ideological?" Concilium 3 (March 
1974):150.

2A clear example of this "absorption" can be 
seen in the final document of the conference, "Christians 
for Socialism," where history is seen primarily from a 
secular standpoint and follows the lines of Marxist 
method in the understanding of the Latin American process. 
See "Final Document of the Convention," in Eagleson, 
Christians and Socialism, pp. 160-175. The strong empha­
sis on "history with its underlying unity" (p. 162) left 
no room for the presence of any Christian element.

3A Theology of Liberation, p. 149.
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Church, tims cli-stô r'tincy tlis concsjpt of ssl'-rst-ion, Hs
points out that in recent theology a shift has taken
place from the quantitative to the qualitative aspects 

2of salvation. Concern for individual salvation is 
referred to as a preoccupation with quantity, whereas the 
real object of God's salvation has to do with quality, 
with the value of human existence. In the former, the 
preoccupation is the problem of the number of persons 
saved, the possibility of being saved, and the role 
which the Church plays in this process. Salvation has 
to do with life beyond this one— defining this life as 
merely a test to evaluate the person's suitability for 
a transcendent life. In the latter, the concept of sal­
vation appears differently from what it did before; it 
is not something otherworldly, to which the present life 
is only a test, for "salvation is an intrahistorical 
reality . . . the communion of man with God and the com­
munion of men among themselves."2 This does not mean

The word salvation itself has been saddled with 
evasive connotations, to the point of rendering it inade­
quate to express the reality of the Biblical message. It 
is for this reason that the word liberation is preferred. 
It implies an emphasis on a this-worldly, political sal­
vation, vis-li-vis the limited, pie in the sky concept 
often connoted by the word salvation. Liberation expres­
ses better "the struggle to construct a just and fraternal 
society, where people can live with dignity and be the 
agents of their own destiny" (ibid., p. x).

2Ibid., pp. 150-152.
2Ibid., p. 152. He explains further, "the theo­

logy of liberation is a theology of salvation in the
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that GutiSrrez denies the reality of an otherworldly 
salvation, but clearly he does not deal with that 
aspect.^

Earlier in his book, GutiSrrez distinguishes
three levels of liberation: political, historical, and 

2spiritual. The substitution of the qualitative dimen­
sion of salvation for the quantitative which is also 
"based on the historical and liberating experience

concrete, historical and political conditions of today's 
world" ("The Praxis of Liberation," p. 393).

■'’Orlando Costas, however, an evangelical sympa­
thetic to liberation theology, believes that substitution 
of the qualitative dimension for the quantitative one 
leads GutiSrrez not only to a universalistic concept of 
salvation, but also "to the elimination of the other- 
wordly character of salvation (The Church and its Mis­
sion , pp. 232, 233): it is elimination in the sense that 
nowhere does GutiSrrez address this aspect, but not nec­
essarily in the sense that he denies it, pp. 397, 398.

2A Theology of Liberation, pp. 36, 37. At the 
first level, liberation expresses the aspirations of the 
oppressed peoples and social classes for social, eco­
nomic, and political liberation. The second level goes 
beyond the overcoming of social, economic, and political 
dependence; the aim is the creation of a new man. "The 
goal is not only better living conditions, a radical 
change in structures, a social revolution; it is much 
more: the continuous creation, never ending, of a new 
way to be a man, a permanent cultural revolution" (p. 32). 
The third level raises the theological aspect of liber­
ation. The creation of a new man, in a qualitatively 
transformed society, speaks of liberation from sin 
"which is the ultimate root of all disruption of friend­
ship and of all injustice and oppression. Christ makes 
man truly free, that is to say, he enables mam to live 
in communion with him; and this is the basis of all 
human brotherhood" (p. 37).
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of the E x o d u s , l e a d s  Gutifirrez to the affirmation of a
universalistic concept of salvation. He states:

This qualitative, intensive approach has undoubtedly 
been influenced by the factor which marked the last 
push toward the unequivocal assertion of the univer­
sality of salvation, that is, the appearance of athe­
ism, especially in the heart of Christian countries. 
The non-believer is not interested in am other­
worldly salvation, as are believers in other reli­
gions; rather he considers it am evasion of the 
only question he wishes to deal with: the value of 
earthly existence. The qualitative approach to the 
notion of salvation attempts to respond to this 
problem. 2

The narrow, individualistic viewpoint of salva­
tion is transcended, and "all men are called to meet the 
Lord insofar as they constitute a community."3 By uni­
versal salvation Gutifirrez meams more tham simply 
asserting the possibility of reaching it while outside 
the visible frontiers of the Church; "mam is saved if he 
opens himself to God amd to others, even if he is not
clearly aware of doing so. This is valid for Christians

4and non-Christians alike— for all people."

1Ibid., p. 153.
2Ibid., p. 152. As already noted, at Vaticam II 

attention was focused more definitively on historical 
concerns. The term supernatural is scarcely used by 
Vaticam II. It is not used in Gaudium et Spes. The term 
preferred is integral "which tends to stress the unity of 
the call to salvation (Ibid., P. 72). Kauri Rahner has 
observed that after Vatican II "not even_the_profession 
of atheism need mean perdition" (TD 29 /l980/:224) .

3Ibid., p. 71.
4Ibid., p. 151. A person might reject union with 

God if he turns away from building qp this world, if he does 
not open himself to others, if he withdraws into himself. Ibid.
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GutiSrrez deals with Rahner's concept of an "anony­
mous Christianity,"1 but believes the choice of words does 
not do justice to the concept which he wants to express. It 
becomes necessary to refine these terms so they will 
point with greater precision to a reality which is indis­
putable: "that all men are efficaciously called to com-

2munion with God." He tries to strengthen this conclusion
— that all men are saved— by leaning on another premise:
that "mankind, every individual, is the temple of God;
every man is.""* This important assertion is "proved" by
the episode of Cornelius, and by quoting Congar ("many
constitute the temple, but invisibly") and Augustine
("many seem to be within who are in reality without and

4others seem to be without who are in reality within") .

Ibid., p. 71. According to Rahner, "implicit 
Christianity— it could also be termed 'anonymous Chris­
tianity'— is what we call the condition of a man who 
lives on the one hand in a state of grace and justifica­
tion, and yet on the other hand has not come into contact 
with the explicit preaching of the gospel and is conse­
quently not in a position to call himself a 'Christian'" 
(Karl Rahner, "Atheism and Implicit Christianity," Theo­
logical Investigations, vol. 9 /London: Daron, Longman 
and Todd, 1972/, p. T45. For a fuller discussion see 
his "Anonymous Christians," Theological Investigations, 
vol. 6 (Baltimore: Halicon Press, and London: Daron 
Longman and Todd, 1969), pp. 390-398, and "Anonymous 
Christianity and the Missionary Task of the Church," 
Theological Investigations, vol. 12 (London: Daron, 
Longman and Todd, 1974), pp.161-178.

2Ibid.
3Ibid., p. 193. See pp. 190-194 for a fuller 

discussion on this topic.
4Ibid. Interestingly, without much further 

explanation, he shifts from "many" to "all." On this
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This section ends with the statement, "since God 
has become man, humanity, every man, history, is the 
living temple of God. The 'pro-fane,’ that which is 
located outside the temple, no longer exists."^- The 
following section, entitled "Conversion to the Neighbor," 
begins with the affirmation, "the modes of God's pres­
ence determine the forms of our encounter with him. If
humanity, each man, is the living temple of God, we meet

2God in our encounter with men."
Is there any difference at all between the Chris­

tian and the non-Christian? Segundo clearly says that

point, like on the others, Juan GutiSrrez GonzSlez' 
criticism in The New Liberation Gospel. Pitfalls of the 
Theology of Liberation (Chicago: Franciscan Herald 
Press, 1977), though often exaggerated, seems not 
entirely without foundation. He observes that often the 
"author he /Gustavo GutiSrrez7 adduces as an authority 
tends to think rather the opposite of what GutiSrrez 
uses him to show" (p. 12). See pp. 11-17 for other 
examples. It would seem unwarranted even to suggest 
that Augustine, for example, would support this view, 
when he in fact held that the world was dark, only dimly 
illuminated by God's grace, and that it identified the 
saved with the Christians in the Church— the rest formed 
the massa damnata.

1Ibid., p. 194. When he says that "each man is 
the living temple of God," are the oppressors included 
also? those who are responsible for the 'sinful' condi­
tions under which millions groan? How can we say today 
that "the profane no longer exists? Reality— Auschwitz, 
Cambodi a alid the biblical witness "do not yoke your­
selves in a mismatch with unbelievers. After all, what 
do righteousness and lawnessless have in common, or what 
fellowship can light have with darkness" (2 Cor 6:14) 
make this assertion difficult to accept. See Kloppen- 
burg, The People's Church, pp. 100-105.

2Ibid.
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the only difference is that the Christian knows through 
faith in Christ what all others know fragmentarily through 
grace, namely, that liberation is founded on self-giving 
through love.

The journey is common to all men, who are turned in 
the right direction by a law that God has placed in 
their hearts. The only thing is that some people on 
this road, through God's revelation, know something 
that relates to all; they know the mystery of the 
journey. And what they know, they know in order to 
make a contribution to the common quest. 1

There is within the general history of salvation
a particular history— Israel and the Church— which serves
a diaconate function due to the fact that they "know"

2more. Now that the mere "Salvationist" meaning of sal­
vation has been surpassed and its universality affirmed, 
the mission of the Church has been radically changed:
"The Church orients itself toward a new and radical 
service to mankind."3

Guti§rrez affirms, regarding the mission of the
Church:

Juan Luis Segundo, A Theology for Artisans of a 
New Humanity, quoted by David R. Peel, "Juan Luis Segundo,
'A Theology for Artisans of a New Humanity': A Latin 
American Contribution to Contemporary Theological Under­
standing," PerkinsJ 30 (Spring 1977):4, 5.

2See Assmann, 0presi6n-Liberaci6n, pp. 150-152. 
Assmann argues that the 600,000-year or more of the his­
tory of "homo sapiens" belongs to the general history of 
salvation. "Pueblo de Dios, en primer lugar, es la huraa- 
nidad entera" (p. 151). But this does not eliminate the 
importance of the reference to Israel-Church as God's 
people. Their "election" was a special vocation to a 
greater service in the world and for the world.

3Ibid., p. 74.
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In Latin America to be Church today means to take a 
clear position regarding both the present state of 
social injustice and the revolutionary process which 
is attempting to abolish that injustice and to build 
a more human order. 1

Affirming the view that salvation is universal, 
Gutifirrez— and liberation theologians in general— can 
concentrate exclusively on the intrahistorical aspects 
of salvation. No attention is given to the New Testa­
ment teaching that while salvation is meant for all, 
each person must individually appropriate it in order for
salvation to become effective for him, otherwise he 

2remains in sin. Since salvation is defined only in 
terms of building a new society, free from oppression 
and poverty, the concept of conversion is restricted to 
a commitment to transform human reality.

To be converted is to commit oneself to the
process

A Theology of Liberation, p. 265. See pp. 101- 
131 and 255-285 for a detailed discussion on "the Church 
in the Process of Liberation" and "The Church: Sacrament 
of History," respectively. He affirms that just as Pius 
XII said that the Church civilized by evangelizing, "in 
the contemporary Latin American context it would be nec­
essary to say that the Church should politicize by 
evangelizing" (p. 269).

2As Kato puts it: "The Incarnation has made all 
men savable, but a person is saved only when he puts his 
trust in the incarnate Christ who died and rose again in 
order to reconcile men to God (1 Cor 15:3-4). "An 
Evaluation of Black Theology," p. 250. In the words of 
the Gospel of John, "He who believes in the Son has eter­
nal life: but he who does not obey the Son shall not see 
life, but the wrath of God abides on him" (John 3:36) .
For an excellent summary of the concept of universalism, 
see G. C. Berkower, The Return of Christ (Grand Rapids:
Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1972) , pp. 387-423.
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of the liberation of the poor and oppressed, to com­
mit oneself lucidly, realistically and concretely.
It means to commit oneself not only generously, but 
also with an analysis of the situation and a strategy 
for action. 1

A Political Act 
The liberating experience of the Exodus is con­

stantly mentioned by liberation theologians as a model 
for the liberation of Latin America, which finds itself
"oppressed and enslaved" like the Israelites. In har-

2mony with the hermeneutics employed, the Exodus is seen 
as a political liberation of the oppressed. It yields 
many parallels that find am easy correspondence with the 
situation in which the world lives today.

The words, "I have come down to deliver them 
from the power of the Egyptians, and to bring them from 
that land to a good and spacious land,"3 for instance, 
are seen as depicting with clarity the nature of the 
ancient liberation. GutiSrrez very pointedly says that

1Guti6rrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 20 5.
2There are presently two major tendencies in 

reading the Exodus: one, common among evangelicals, takes 
it mainly as an example of redemption from sin; the 
political aspect of liberation is not denied, but the 
religious is emphasized. The other, more critical, uses 
the Exodus as an inspiration and paradigm for a political 
liberation; it emphasizes its temporal, secular character 
and refuses to spiritualize it. See J. Marvin Breneman 
0., "El Exodo como tema de interpretacidn teoldgica," en 
J. Mervin Breneman 0., ed., Liberacidn, Exodo y Biblia. 
El concepto biblico de liberaci^n (Miami: Editorial 
Caribe, 19 75), pp. 29-32.

3Exod 3:8.
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The liberation of Israel is a political action. It 
is the breaking away from a situation of despoliation 
and misery and the beginning of the construction of 
a just and fraternal society. It is the suppression 
of disorder and the creation of a new order. 1

Galilea underlines that "Latin American liber­
ation theology has restored the Exodus to its political 
symbolism and has seen in Moses an authentic politician, 
guiding the people towards a better society."2 God 
liberated the Jewish people politically in order to make 
them a holy nation. In the Exodus event God first helped 
Israel to be politically free before making his covenant 
of friendship with them. In fact, the covenant and the 
liberation from Egypt are different aspects of the same 
movement.3 The Exodus meant liberation from slavery, 
and the covenant was intended to constantly remind the 
Israelites that they should never become oppressors 
themselves.

When the Exodus as a liberating model is

A Theology of Liberation, p. 155. He adds that
"with the Exodus a new age has struck for humanity:
redemption from misery" (p. 158). It should be noted 
that at one point (p. 157) GutiSrrez recognizes that the 
Exodus was an act indissolubly political and religious; 
but then, without further explanation, continues to 
underline the primacy of the political. See also Alves, 
Opresi6n-Liberaci6n, pp. 71-73.

2Segundo Galilea, "Liberation as an Encounter 
with Politics and Contemplation," Cone 6 (June 1974):31. 
He adds in a footnote: "on this point the consensus of
authors is remarkable" (ibid.).

3Guti£rrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 157.
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transposed to the Latin American situation, it speaks, 
first of all, of political liberation, the overthrow of 
oppressors and of all structures that keep men in bond­
age. But liberation is not necessarily limited to the 
political; "the liberation of Christ cannot be equated 
with political liberation, but it takes place in histor­
ical and political acts of liberation."1 Gutierrez
does not equate "the Kingdom of God and the building up 

2of the world," but comes very close to it. Most liber­
ation theologians would agree, I believe, with Erdozain 
when he says,

If the Kingdom of God is not to be identified purely 
and simply with the evolution of this world, one must 
still not place it beyond this world, and outside 
the realm of history. This Kingdom has an intimate 
relationship with the present world. It is not 
indifferent as to whether men have made a politically 
sound go of things. It is with material of this 
world that the Kingdom of God is built. 3

While it is true that traditional Christianity 
has consistently spiritualized the Old Testament promises,

1GutiSrrez, "Faith and Freedom," p. 49.
2A Theology of Liberation, p. 45.
^Luis Erdozain, "The Evolution of Catechetics.

A Study of Six International Study Week Catechetics," 
LumVit 25 (1970) :30. We should remember that Gaudium et 
Spes insisted in a clear differentiation of the two.
For instance, "earthly progress must be carefully dis­
tinguished from the growth of Christ's kingdom" (Art. 39). 
See the section, "Man’s Activity Throughout the World," 
Art. 33-39. For GutiSrrez1 discussion on "Temporal 
Progress and the Growth of the Kingdom," see A Theology 
of Liberation, pp. 168-178.
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GutiSrrez affirms that their clear political and mate­
rial context must be retained.1 Besides, the political 
nature of the liberation of the Israelites from Egypt 
should be retained as a temporal historical reality, a 
reality that has meaning for Latin America today in the 
political release of the working class who is oppressed 
by the capitalistic oppressor. The Exodus becomes "a 
kind of inspirational paradigm that informs and inspires 
our own struggle."3

God is on the Side of the Poor
There is a new awareness of poverty in the world 

today to which the Church needs to adjust itself while 
it fulfills its mission of preaching the Gospel.3 This 
awareness is based on the "discovery" that poverty in 
one part of the world is directly related to affluence 
in other parts. As Goulet expressed it, "buried deep in 
the consciousness of the Third World masses is the

^A Theology of Liberation, p. 166.
2Armerding, "Exodus: The Old Testament Founda­

tion of Liberation," p. 58.
3The Church's situation today is in open contrast 

to the primitive church. In the New Testament, the 
Gospel advanced from the poor, underdeveloped part of 
the world to the metropolis of the empire. Today it 
moves in the opposite direction: from the First World to 
the Third. See Samuel Escobar and John Driver, Chris­
tian Mission and Social Justice (Scottdale: Herald Press, 
13 7 8), pp. 36-56, and J. Verkuyl, Contemporary Missio- 
logy. An Introduction (Grand Rapids: William B . Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1578), pp. 341-372.
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conviction that poverty is the by-product of wealth, the
fruit of exploitation and injustice."^ Poverty is no

2longer seen as fatalism, but as a direct result of 
injustice and oppression. And since this is the case 
the poor must be "preferentially" addressed by the 
Gospel.^

At this point also, the Exodus, as a revelatory 
event, discloses that God is the God of the oppressed, 
involved in their history, liberating them from bondage.

Denis Goulet, "The World of Dnderdevelopment: A 
Crisis in Values," CC 91 (1974) :453. As previously 
noted, this awareness includes the conviction that there 
is no desire on the part of the wealthy nations to help 
the poor nations because this would endanger their own 
wealth and undermine their power.

2"Poverty is not caused by fate . . ." (A Theo­
logy of Liberation, p. 292); see also, p. 289. Gutie­
rrez adds, * Social classes, nations, and entire conti­
nents are becoming aware of their poverty, and when they 
see its root causes, they rebel against it" (p. 189).
See also his recent article, "Where Hunger Is," p. 5.

^In a radio address one month prior to the open­
ing of Vatican II, Pope John XXIII put this issue in a 
new perspective when he said: "In dealing with the under­
developed countries, the Church presents herself as she 
is and as she wants to be— a Church for all men and espe­
cially the Church of the poor," TPS 8 (1962) :396. Italics 
supplied. The final results of the council, in this res­
pect, did not correspond to the expectations of many 
leaders in the Third World. GutiSrrez remarks that it 
remained the responsibility of the Church "on a continent 
of misery and injustice to give the theme of poverty its 
proper importance" (A Theology of Liberation, p. 288) .
He makes specific reference to CELAM II. See "Poverty 
and the Church," Medellin, Conclusions, pp. 187-195. The 
Puebla document indicates a definite sharpening of this 
concept. See the section, "A Preferential Option for 
the Poor," Arts. 1134-1165 of the "Final Document."
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"He is the God who liberates slaves (Exodus), who causes 
empires to fall and raises up the oppressed."1 The 
Exodus story declares that God takes sides. The Israel­
ites were being oppressed by the Egyptians. Complaints

2brought added burdens rather than relief, but God heard
the groaning of the people , remembered the covenant made
with their parents,2 and took their side, intervening to

4liberate them from the degradation of slavery.
GutiSrrez devotes more than twenty pages of his 

book to a discussion of the meaning of poverty^ and finds

GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 116.
The influence of Moltmann's tnought is evident here. The 
German theologian had written, "He /God7 is the God of 
the poor, the oppressed and the humiliated" (Jurgen 
Moltmann, The Crucified God. The Cross of Christ as the 
Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology /London: 
SCM Press, 1974/, p. 329). See the entire chapter,
"Ways Toward the Political Liberation of Mankind," pp. 
317-338.

2Exod 1:8-14.
2Exod 2:23-25; 6:1-5. We noticed earlier that 

this element, God acting because of a covenant previously 
made with the patriarchs, is not taken at face value by 
liberation theologians. The importance of this concept 
will be discussed later.

4This is especially seen in the succession of 
plagues (Exod 7-11) and in the final destruction of Phar­
aoh and his army (Exod 14). According to liberation 
theologians— especially expounded by Croatto— in the 
development of the Exodus narrative, later redactions 
developed the idea that the strategy of the flight was 
Yahweh's . To the Hebrew mind, unfamiliar with the west­
ern concept of laws of nature, even natural phenomena 
that worked on their behalf were seen as the special 
intervention of God. See Topel, The Way to Peace, pp. 
158, 159.

5See especially A Theology of Liberation, pp. 158, 159.
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the term a very ambiguous one, in need of clarification. 
Often Christians have a tendency to give to "material 
poverty" a positive value; it is seen as austerity and 
indifference to the things of this world and as pre­
condition for a life in conformity with the Gospel. 
GutiSrrez refuses to accept this interpretation, for it 
would mean that "the demands of Christianity are at cross 
purposes to the great aspiration of people today, who 
want to free themselves from subjection to nature, to 
eliminate the exploitation of some people by others, and 
to create prosperity for everyone."3-

Material poverty, then, means a subhuman situation, 
to be poor means to die of hunger, to be illiterate, 
to be exploited by others, not to know that you are 
being exploited, not to know that you are a person. 2

The notion of spiritual poverty also needs clari­
fication. It is often seen simply as an interior attitude 
of unattachment to things of this world— not necessarily 
abundance or lack of things. GutiSrrez argues that this 
conception is partial and insufficient. "Spiritual pov­
erty is something more complete and profound. It is 
above all total availability to the Lord."3 Poverty,

^Ibid., p. 289. It would seem that GutiSrrez' 
assessment of "the great aspirations of people today" as 
a desire "to create prosperity for everyone" is more 
idealistic than real. Can it be said these things are 
the aspirations of people in general?

2Ibid.
3Ibid., p. 299. He lays aside the traditional
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then, is an act of love and liberation. Christian pov­
erty has meaning only as a commitment of solidarity with 
the poor, with those who suffer misery and injustice. 
"Christian poverty, an expression of love, is solidarity 
with the poor and is a protest against poverty. nl

Poverty must be repudiated, first of all, because 
it contradicts the very meaning of the Mosaic religion. 
"Moses led his people out of the slavery, exploitation,
and alienation of Egypt so that they might inhabit a

2land where they could live with human dignity." At 
this particular point, it is evident that GutiSrrez, and 
liberation theologians in general, have gone beyond the 
social encyclicals' classification of the world into 
developed and underdeveloped, rich and poor to the adop­
tion of Marxist categories of oppressors and oppressed.
He says very pointedly that there is one characteristic 
in particular that holds a central place in this new 
understanding of reality: "the division of humanity into 
oppressors and oppressed, into owners of the means of

meaning of material and opts for a third meaning of the 
term: "poverty as a ccnmitment of solidarity and protest" (p. 299).

1Ibid., pp. 300, 301. Poverty has redemptive 
value when it becomes an authentic imitation of Christ; 
it is a poverty which means taking on the sinful condi­
tion of mam to liberate him from sin and all its conse­
quences. See Gutifarez, "The Praxis of Liberation," p. 384.

2Ibid., p. 294. He also argues that poverty 
goes against the mandate of Genesis 1:26 and 2:15. Like­
wise, because mam is created in the image and likeness of 
God, and is, therefore, the sacrament of God, "we meet
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production and those dispossessed of the fruit of their 
work, into antagonistic social classes."3-

Class Struggle 
Another salient feature of the Exodus story is 

that God not only took sides with the oppressed but 
against the oppressors; he did not remain aloof from a 
situation of human misery and abuse. "The Bible, espe­
cially the Exodus and the prophets, is the revelation of
the transcendent God, the liberator of the oppressed who

2fights against the oppressors in their behalf." The 
course of action for the committed Christian is thus 
clearly indicated. According to GutiSrrez, "to be with 
the oppressed is to be against the oppressor."3 He fur­
ther states that "the class struggle is a fact, and neu-

4trality in this matter is impossible." He admits,

God in our encounter with men; what is done for others 
is done for the Lord" (ibid.).

^Ibid., p. 273. See also Eagleson, Christians 
and Socialism, pp. 164-169.

2Miranda, Marx and the Bible, p. vii. Karl 
Barth once said, "God in no wise takes up a neutral posi­
tion between the poor and the rich man. The rich mein may 
take care of his own future. God is on the side of the 
poor" (Quoted by William Wipfler, "How We Keep People 
Poor," The Witness /April 19777:8, 9.

3 A Theology of T'*heration, p. 301.
4Ibid., p. 273. Not to take sides is in fact a 

decision to side with those in power, which means siding 
with the oppressor against the oppressed. "When the 
Church rejects the class struggle, it is objectively
operating as a part of the prevailing system" (p. 275) .
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however, that "the class struggle poses problems to the
universality of love and the unity of the Church,"^- but
"to build a just society necessarily implies the active
participation in the class struggle that is occurring

2before our eyes." And since accepting class struggle 
— which is unavoidable— means to decide for some people 
against others, how does one resolve the difficulty that 
class struggle represents for the universality of Chris­
tian love and the unity of the Church?

GutiSrrez grants that one must love his enemies,
the oppressors. This means liberating them from their
inhuman condition as oppressors, from themselves, which
can only be achieved by resolutely opting for the
oppressed, that is, by combatting the oppressive class.
Giulio Girardi— whom GutiSrrez and other Latin American
theologians often quote— summarizes well this approach:

Undoubtedly the gospel commands us to love the enemy, 
but it does not say that we should not have enemies 
or that we must not combat them. It could not say 
it; we could not love them concretely without having 
them. By commanding us to abandon neutrality, the 
gospel forces us to create enemies and to combat 
them. . . . The Christian must love everybody, but 
not all in the same way: we love the oppressed, 
defending and liberating him; the oppressor, accusing 
and combating him. Love compels us to fight for the 
liberation of all those who live under a condition

See Mlguez Boninc, Doin£^^solo^j?, chap. 6, "Levs, Recon­
ciliation and Class Struggle," p p . 106-131.

1Ibid., p. 273.
2Ibid., p. 274.
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of objective sin. The liberation of the rich and 
the liberation of the poor are realized at the same 
time. In this way, paradoxically, class struggle 
not only does not contradict the universality of 
love but becomes demanded by it. 1

The Biblical injunction, "love your enemies," in 
the context of class struggle today, presupposes recog­
nizing and accepting the fact that one has class enemies 
and that it is necessary to combat them. "It is r.ot a
question of having no enemies, but rather of not exclud-

2ing them from our love." But to love all men "does not 
mean avoiding confrontations; it does not mean preserving 
a fictitious harmony."^ On the contrary, "love is not

Quoted by Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 122. 
For Girardi's exposition of this concept, see his^ Amour 
chrStien et violence r§volutionnaire (Paris: Les Editions 
du Cerf, 1970), especially chap. 4, "Amour et lutte des 
classes," and chap. 5, "Amour et violence rfivolution- 
naire." For GutiSrrez' reference to Girardi's thought, 
see A Theology of Liberation, pp. 276, 285.

2GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 276. He 
adds that there "must be a real and effective combat, 
not hate" (ibid.) . One would raise the question as to 
whether class struggle without hatred is actually pos­
sible. Ernesto "Che" Guevara, an idol of the Latin 
American revolutionaries, once wrote, "Hatred as a factor 
in struggle; instransigent hatred of the enemy, which 
drives a man beyond his natural limitations and begets 
effective violence, turning the man into a selective, 
cold machine killing. That is what our soldiers must be 
like; a people that does not hate cannot triumph over a 
brutal enemy" (Quoted by Kloppenburg, The People's 
Church, p. 179). Miguez Bonino, himself convinced that 
class struggle is a fact, and that violence is unavoid­
able, admits that they create "a number of very serious 
problems: the exacerbation of hate, resentment, and 
rivalries . . . "  (Doing Theology, p. 127).

^Ibid., p. 275. "The Word of the Lord, the mes­
sage of love, is a liberating force which attacks the 
roots of all injustice" (ibid., p. 106).
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authentic if it does not take the path of class solidar­
ity and social struggle."1 Christians must be committed, 
both personally and collectively, to the building of a 
new society by eliminating the causes of injustice and 
struggle, i.e., the present system. The purpose of the 
class struggle is "to build a socialist society, more
just, free, and human, and not a society of superficial

2and false reconciliation and equality." In the final 
analysis, even though Guti6rrez does not say it in so 
many words, all those who are not poor, or who do not 
consciously opt in favor of the poor and against the 
rich, are simply "oppressors," enemies who must be fought 
against. Radi Vidales clearly spelled out this conclu­
sion when he said, "We now clearly realize that to leave 
the Gospel above the class struggle is to reduce it to 
an ideology that in the last analysis legitimizes the 
established order."3 It becomes clear, therefore, that 
"only a break with the unjust order and frank commitment 
to a new society cam make the message of love which the

1Ibid., p. 276.
2Ibid., p. 274. It would seem that the reconcili­

ation Gutifirrez talks about is reconciliation among "rad­
icals ," and does not square with what Paul had in mind 
when he wrote to the Galatians, "There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is 
neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus" (Gal 3:28). There is room here for each one to 
affirm its own particularity without calling for the abo­
lition of any group.

3RaGl Vidales, "Evangelizacifin y liberaciCn popu­
lar," in Ruiz Maldonado, Liberacidn y cautiverio, p. 220.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



1 7 3

Christian community bears credible to Latin America."^
In an extended analysis of GutiSrrez' thought, Richard 

2Neuhaus concludes that "GutiSrrez' vision is not that
of the Church renewed but simply that of the Church
switching s i d e s a n d  that GutiSrrez "finally equates the

4Church's mission with the revolutionary struggle."
When the affirmation is made that the only alter­

native for the Christian is to opt for the oppressed, 
which means an active struggle against the oppressors, 
have all the factors involved been carefully considered? 
Can we be justified, for instance, in dividing the rich 
and the poor into opposing classes? Could there be

^■GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 138.
2Richard J. Neuhaus, "Liberation Theology and the 

Captivities of Jesus," Worldview 16 (June 1973):41-48.
^Ibid., p. 48.
4Ibid., p. 45. In a book entitled El evanqelio 

de Judas (Santiago: Pineda Libros, 1973), clearly directed 
against Christians for Socialism, the Chilean Guillermo 
Blanco argues that Christ's command, "Love one another," 
has turned into "Hate one another" by the new Gospel.
With visible sarcasm he ridicules their stance:

iAdelante!
Id y enseiiad a usar la metralleta.
Resistid al mal, abofetead al raca en ambas mejillas.
Si perdonSis a otros sus faltas, estarSis demorando
el proceso histfirico.
Orad por vuestros enemigos una ve*s que los haySis,
cabalmente, asesinado.
Toma tu fusil y slgueme.
Cristo fue un general sublime.
Cristo fue un gran guerrillero.
Cristo expulsd a los mercaderes.
Christo nos llama a combatir, hermanos . . . (p. 80).
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unity could emerge from the deepening of the division?
Could not violent struggle bring at the end more harm
than good?1 It would seem that more attention should
also be paid to the finality of the witness of Scripture,
including the New Testament, and, particularly, the life
of Christ and its normativeness. Doesn't the strategy
of the cross place the Christian at odds both with the
oppressors and the oppressed who adopt the oppressors1

2tactics to overcome them?

Violence
Closely related to the concept of class struggle

Bernard Ramm points out that those who have 
written on the subject of revolution with patience, 
reflection, and historical perspective are very cautious 
about indicating the possible losses as well as the 
anticipated gains of a revolution. "For example," he 
writes, "if the revolution fails, the oppression may be 
measurably increased. Or, if the revolutionary force is 
not strong enough, instead of revolution there will be a 
terrible slaughter and rivers of blood. If the revolution 
succeeds, the new regime may be more wicked or oppressive 
than the older regime. The revolution may solve one set 
of problems only to create another" ("Ethics in the The­
ologies of Hope," in David F. Wells and Clark H. Pinnock, 
eds., Towards a Theology of the Future /Carol Stream: 
Creation House, 1971/, p. 204). Even such a known advo­
cate of non-violence as Helder Camara would say "/armed 
revolution/ is legitimate but impossible because it would 
be squashed . . .  My position in this regard is not 
based on religious motives, but on tactical ones . . . "  
(Quoted in Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 126).

2See Stephen Knapp, "A Preliminary Dialogue with 
GutiSrrez' A Theology of Liberation," in Armerding, 
Evangelicals and Liberation, p. 39.
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is that of violence.1 Violence is very much a reality 
in the Exodus story. The liberation from Egypt is accom­
plished through violent means. We see it in Moses' kil­
ling of the Egyptian,2 in the slaughtering of the first­
born ,3 and in the destruction of Pharaoh's entire ansy 

4in the Red Sea. "How much violence there is in the 
whole story!" exclaims Dussel; "And we must give this 
violence consideration too, because all these questions 
must be examined in any Latin American theology."3

God's option in liberating his people is seen 
not only as political but as violent. The Exodus was a

For GutiSrrez' discussion of this issue, see 
A Theology of Liberation, pp. 89; 108-110; 265-276.
Mlguez Bonino argues that differing positions on violence 
or non-violence result from two different perspectives 
of man and the world. One of them— which favors non­
violence— is built on the principle of the rationality 
of the universe; the conviction that universal order 
penetrates the world. Consequently, whatever tends to 
disturb the universal order is seen as irrational and 
evil. The other conceives of man as a project of liber­
ation that constantly emerges in the fight against exist­
ing limitations in nature, history, society and religion. 
In this case, violence plays a creative role. See Josd 
Miguez Bonino, "Violence: A Theological Reflection," in 
Anderson, Mission Trends No. 3, pp. 118-126.

2Exod 2:12. Even if this incident is not part 
of the Exodus per se, its importance derives from the 
fact that Moses, God's chosen instrument, took the side 
of the oppressed and used violence against the oppressor. 
The story shows, however, that the taking of violent 
action into one's hand is not God's way.

3Exod 12:29, 20.
*Exod 14:28.
5Dussell, History and the Theology of Liberation,

p. 9.
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revolutionary, violent breakaway from slavery. "Moses
and Aaron were violent revolutionary leaders."1 The
affirmation of violence, however, is not universal among
liberation theologians, that is, the belief that violence
is desirable to bring about the needed changes conducive
to a better society. To say without qualification that
“the theology of liberation is equivalent to a theology

2of violence, i.e., a justification of it," would give a 
distorted impression of the facts. It is true that within 
the confines of liberation theology there are those who 
take an extreme position,^ but in the mainstream liber- 
ationist thought, violence is seen as a last resort when

^issa Balasuriya, The Eucharist and Human Liber­
ation (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1979), p. 11.

2Adolfo Ham, "Introduction to the Theology of 
Liberation," ComVia 16 (1973):119.

^For some, like Rubem Alves and theologians asso­
ciated with ISAL, violence is "the solution for social 
problems, the road that leads to a perfect society"
(C. Rend Padilla, "Revolution and Revelation," in Brian 
Griffiths, ed., Is Revolution Change? /Downers Grove: 
Inter Varsity Press, 1972/, p . 74). Alves is unambiguous 
when he writes: "Love for the oppressed is wrath against 
the oppressor. The process of liberation is thus the 
judgment on the master. In order to make the slave free, 
the objective powers and instruments of oppression must 
be destroyed" (A Theology of Human Hope, p. 124) . See 
also Orlando Fals-Borda, as quoted by Denis Goulet, A New 
Moral Order: Studies in Development Ethics and Liberation 
(Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1974), p. 58, where Fals- 
Borda defends acts like the kidnapping of foreign ambas­
sadors and national personalities by revolutionary groups. 
Doubtless, Camilo Torres and Che Guevara are seen as the 
"incandescent symbols of countless unknown rebels . . . "  
(Gutidrrez, "Two Theological Perspectives," p. 239).
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changes are not possible through non-violent means.^
It was at Medellin that a profound change in the

2perspective of violence was introduced. The Latin 
American bishops described the situation of the conti­
nent as a "situation of injustice that can be called 
institutionalized violence";3 in other words, a situation 
in which the use of violence was morally justified in 
order to bring about necessary change in the existing 
oppressive structures.*

According to GutiSrrez, Medellin's perspective

Most of them see, however, that in practice, 
the time is already past for accomplishing liberation by 
purely non-violent means. See GutiSrrez, A Theology of 
Liberation, p. 126, and Severino Croatto, Llberacion y 
libertad, p p . 60, 61.

2For a commentary on the Medellin text concern­
ing institutionalized violence, see Gonzalo Arroyo, "Vio- 
lencia institucionalizada en America Latina," Mensaje 
17 (1968):534-544, and Pierre Bigo, "Ensenanza de la 
iglesia sobre la violencia," Mensaje 17 (1968):574-578.

3Medellln, Conclusions, "Peace," Art. 16. By 
institutionalized violence is mainly meant the state's 
denial of elementary human rights and of basic human 
requirements. It also includes lack of proper partici­
pation in the decision-making process that affects one's 
own future. See Kirk, Theology Encounters Revolution, 
p. 142.

*The Latin American bishops were willing to dif­
fer, in this respect, from the pronouncements of Pope 
Paul VI, who a few days earlier had pledged his support 
to the Church's desire for social change, but on the con­
dition that it be by non-violent means. See TPS 13 
(1968-68):240. GutiSrrez points out that as the aware­
ness of existing legalized violence grows, the 
problem of counter-violence is no longer am abstract 
ethical concern. In fact it becomes "very important" at 
the level of political efficacy" (See A Theology of 
Liberation, p. 103,
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"allows for a study of the complex problems of counter-
violence."1 It is a double standard, it is claimed to
assume that violence is acceptable when the oppressor
uses it to maintain "order," but is not acceptable when
the oppressed use it to change this "order." GutiSrrez
goes even further when he states that we should avoid by
all means "equating the unjust violence of the oppressors
(who maintain this despicable system) with the Just
violence of the oppressed (who feel obliged to use it to

2achieve their liberation)." Violence is initiated by 
those who oppress; it has never been initiated by the 
oppressed because violence begins with a relationship of 
oppression.

How could they /the oppressed7 he the initiators, if 
they themselves are the result of violence? How 
could they be the sponsors of something whose objec­
tive inauguration called forth their existence as 
oppressed? There would be no oppressed had there 
been no prior situation of violence to establish 
their subjugation. 3

Because the oppressor has no intention of loosing 
his grip on the oppressed, violence becomes necessary to 
uproot the evil structures. "Revolutionary violence 
is necessary because there is no other way of overturning

1A Theology of Liberation, p. 108.
2Ibid., pp. 108, 109. See "Latin America: A Con­

tinent of Violence," in Between Honesty and Hope, pp. 81- 
84. GutiSrrez' is a quote from p. 84.

^Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New 
York: The Seabury Press, 19/0), p. 41.
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that system."^ When one recognizes that "the root of all 
violence is the misery that each year kills more people 
than the bloodiest wars and reduces to sub-human condi­
tion more than two-thirds of the population and of the 

2entire world," neutrality is impossible. The changing 
of the existing oppressive structures in Latin Americ* 
becomes a necessity; yes, a mandate of the Gospel, and 
any claim to noninvolvement is but a subterfuge to keep 
things as they are.^ Revolutionary violence becomes nec­
essary because there is no other way of overturning the 
existing order. But since violence is produced by the 
existing oppressive social order, the revolutionary vio­
lence— the second violence— is instrumental and aims at
introducing the conditions that will eliminate violence,

4i.e., a classless society.

^Mlguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 125.
2Camara, "CELAM: History is Implacable," p. 57.
2The question is not, argues GutiSrrez, whether the 

Church should get involved in the revolutionary process 
in Latin America, but whether its influence will be for 
or against the established order, for or against a new, 
freer society. See A Theology of Liberation, pp. 266, 
267. Miguez Bonino observes that in a continent like 
Latin America, where thousands die daily as victims of 
diverse forms of violence, non-violence is an illusion.
"My violence is direct or indirect, institutional or 
insurrectional, conscious or unconscious. But it is vio­
lence; it objectively produces victims, whether I intend 
it subjectively or not" (Doing Theology, p. 126).

4The influence of Marxism behind this stance is unde­
niable. In the Communist Manifesto we read: "They /the 
Communists7 openly declare that their ends can only be 
attained by the forcible overthrow of all existing social
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It is part of the liberationist perspective that 
the violence of the oppressed is always unjust, and that 
the revolutionary violence is always just, as we noted 
in GutiSrrez.1 No sense of wrongdoing is ever asso­
ciated with subversive violence. As Goulet observes, "a
supreme sense of tnnraT worth pervades the subversive enter-

2prise in Latin America." Alves writes that "man is 
absolved fran inhumanity and brutality in the present, in 
the time of transition, the time which does not count."3

What about Jesus' attitude towards politics and 
violence? This question can hardly be avoided as Chris­
tians get involved in a project of transforming society,

conditions" (p. 62). Still, Marx presumed, on the basis 
of empirical investigation, that the old order would col­
lapse without the need of external provocation and often 
used the symbol of "grave-digger" (p. 24) which speaks 
of the burial of the old. See Kirk, Theology Encounters 
Revolution, pp. 145-147, for a discussion of "Marxism 
and Violence."

^It is difficult to disagree with Neuhaus when 
he observes that "A Theology of Liberation comes close 
to providing carte blanche legitimization for joining 
almost any allegedly revolutionary struggle to replace 
almost any allegedly repressive regime" ("Liberation 
Theology and the Captivities of Jesus," p. 46). There 
is no attempt to provide a criteria by which to judge 
the justice of a revolutionary struggle, especially 
since no appeal is made to the "just war" concept as a 
guide for ethical reflection.

2Goulet, A New Moral Order, p. 63.
3Alves, Theology of Human Hope, p. 155. The 

present time does not count because, according to Alves, 
in order to destroy the repression imposed upon society, 
man finds it necessary to impose upon his present a 
similar structure of repression; thus the present loses 
itself.
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even by violent means, if necessary. GutiSrrez points
out that Jesus had close association with the Zealots
and exercised great attraction over people with strong
nationalistic tendencies, who fiercely opposed Roman
domination, and who ardently awaited the arrival of the

1Kingdom which was to end the present situation.* Still,
his awareness of the universality of his mission did not
conform with the narrow nationalism of the Zealots.
"For Jesus, the liberation of the Jewish people was only

2one aspect of a universal permanent revolution." Other
authors are more specific on this subject.3 What Nolan
says is representative of what others would say.

Jesus was not a pacifist in principle, he was a 
pacifist in practice, that is to say, in the concrete 
circumstances of his time. We do not know what he 
would have done in other possible circumstances.
But we cam surmise that if there had been no other 
way of defending the poor and the oppressed and if 
there had been no danger of an escalation of vio­
lence, his unlimited compassion might have over­
flowed temporarily into violent indignation . . . 
violence would be a temporary measure with no other

See A Theology of Liberation, pp. 225-235, 
where GutiSrrez discusses the issue of "Jesus and the 
Political World."

2Ibid., p. 231.
3‘See, for example, Segundo, The Liberation of 

Theology, pp. 156, 170. After quoting the Gospels, 
where they state that Jesus looked at them "with anger 
(Mark 3:5); "in this wicked and godless age . . . "
(Mark 3:38): " . . .  you hypocrites" (Mark 7:6), as 
evidences of violent attitudes in Jesus, Segundo con­
cludes: "We must accept the fact that the violence of 
these attitudes is a relative means and that Jesus is 
urging us to use the least amount of violence compatible 
with truly effective love" (p. 166).
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purpose than the prevention of some more serious 
violence. 1

Liberation Is Man's Work
Besides the universality of salvation, the

redemptive character of the poor, and the justification
of violence, the Exodus also teaches another lesson that
we must not forget, namely "the significance of the
self-generation of man in the historical, political strug- 

2gle." Following Von Rad, as we noticed, GutiSrrez 
sees in the Exodus the starting point of Israel1s his­
tory. He also ties it close together to the Biblical 
doctrine of creation: "Creation and salvation from Egypt 
are but one salvific act."^ And this fact— that the 
liberation from Egypt coincides with creation— "adds an

Albert Nolan, Jesus Before Christianity (Mary- 
knoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1978), p. 111. The author is 
a South African Dominican, and the book is written from 
a liberationist perspective. Nothing is said about the 
cosmic salvation achieved by Christ or the role of his 
suffering and death. Jesus is portrayed as a liberator 
in a very restricted sense. The question would need to 
be asked whether this evaluation corresponds with the 
data the New Testament provides. For a different per­
spective, see Martin Hengel, Was Jesus a Revolutionist? 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971); Victory over Vio­
lence, Jesus and the Revolutionists (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press:, 1973); John H. Yoder, The Politics of 
Jesus (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmims Publishing Co., 
1972), and Hans-Ruedi Weber, "Freedom Fighter or Prince 
of Peace?" SE 8:4 (1972):l-24.

^Guti6rrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 182.
The subtitle on page 155 reads: "Political liberation: 
Self-creation of man," a theme that is clearly expounded 
in the following pages.

3Ibid., p. 155.
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element of capital importance: the need and the place 
of man's active participation in the building of soci­
ety. GutiSrrez concludes that "man is the crown and
center of the work of creation and is called to continue

2it through his labor (cf. Gen 1 : 2 8 ) While the Exodus 
is for him the model of a human-centered political sal­
vation , it is the doctrine of creation that provides 
him with the anthropocentric base for man's role in his 
liberation.^

Genesis portrays man as created free to rule 
over creation and to continue its work. God endowed 
him with dominion over animals and the earth. He was

4also created in His image. Gutifirrez "puts together" 
the value of creation and redemption as they relate to 
man's responsibility by stating that faith in creation 
"desacralizes" creation, i.e., does away with its

^Ibid., pp. 158, 159.
2 Ibid., p. 158. Later he adds that man is "the 

Lord of creation and coparticipant in his own salvation" 
(p. 173).

^See Armerding, "Exodus," p. 49.
4In Egypt, and other neighbouring cultures, this 

privilege is reserved only for the king, who becomes son 
of God at the time of his coronation. In Genesis man is 
created, in the image of God. Croatto argues that only 
a very clear motivation could account for this innova­
tion in the "ideologla real" of all the Orient; only the 
historic experience of the Exodus provides the key at 
this point: it is impossible to understand what Genesis 
says about man without the self-understanding that 
Israel had of itself after the saving event of the 
Exodus. See Croatto, Liberaci6n y libertad, pp. 64-67.
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mythical and supernatural character, making it the area
proper for the work of mein. Likewise the Exodus from
Egypt, the home of a sacred monarchy reinforces the view
that the "desacralization" of social praxis will from
that time on be the work of man.^

The fact that liberation is accomplished by man's
efforts is seen as clearly underlined in the Exodus story.
God chose men from among the oppressed people to be the
agents of the people's liberation. "Sent by Yahweh,
Moses began the long, hard struggle for the liberation 

2of his people."
From the beginning of his work in liberating the 
Hebrews, Yahweh drew men from among the people to 
be their leaders: Moses, Aaron and Joshua. Thus 
liberation was always an interaction between Yahweh 
and the people themselves exercising their own ini­
tiative in pleading their case before the pharaoh, 
heading out into the desert, spying out the country, 
engaging the inhabitants in war, conquering the 
country. 3

The need of man's participation is constantly

See A Theology of Liberation, p. 159. See 
further on this topic, Cox, The Secular City, pp. 19-26, 
where he develops these two ideas cited by Gutidrrez.

2Ibid., p. 156. Croatto argues that Moses was 
called because he was a leader, even when the text, as 
we have it, inverts the relation. Even the notion that 
he was "called," that God took the initiative needs to 
be explained. "El profundo sentido religioso de la cos- 
movisidn bibiica enfatiza la iniciativa divina del pro- 
ceso, pero eso es propio del lenguage religioso; no 
significa que histdricamente haya sido asl . . . algunos 
tedlogos que interpretan literalmente el dato biblico 
gustan desaprobar la autenticidad de las iniciativas 
'humanas' de liberacidn" (Liberacidn y libertad, p. 42).

^Topel, The Way to Peace, p. 19.
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emphasized by GutiSrrez and underlines the fact that if 
liberation is to be authentic and complete, it has to be 
undertaken by the oppressed people themselves. The pro­
cess of liberation requires the active participation of 
the oppressed. "This certainly is one of the most impor- 
tant themes running through the writings of the Latin 
American Church."*'

It seems, indeed, that in the long run every­
thing depends on man. He appears as the true and only 
agent of his liberation. Dussel observes that "our
people in Latin America must liberate themselves, or

2else liberation will never come." GutiSrrez under­
lines the same argument by quoting Frantz Fanon:

To educate the masses politically . . . means . . . 
to try, relentlessly and passionately, to teach the 
masses that everything depends on them; that if we 
stagnate it is their responsibility, and that if we 
go forward it is due to them too, that there is no 
such thing as a demiurge, that there is no famous 
man who will take the responsibility for everything, 
but that the demiurge is the people themselves and 
the magic hands are finally only the hands of the 
people. 3

*A Theoloqy of Liberation, p. 113. See also, 
pp. 113, lS'S," i'73, i8T.

2History and the Theology of Liberation, p. 146.
2Quoted in A Theology of Liberation, p. 182.

Even an authentic theology of liberation will only be 
possible "when the oppressed themselves cam freely and 
creatively express themselves in society and among the 
people of God, until they are the artisams of their own 
liberation" (GutiSrrez, "The Hope of Liberation," p. 69).
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Conscientization
There is yet another fundamental lesson that can

be gleaned from the Exodus: "The participation of the
oppressed /in their own liberation/ presupposes an
awareness on their part of their unjust situation."1
The Israelites had been subjected for so long, and under
such inhuman conditions, that they became despondent and
had resigned themselves to their bitter lot, to the
point that when the "liberator" first appeared among
them, "they did not listen to Moses on account of their

2despondency and bondage." It was indispensable for 
Moses and Aaron to work diligently among the people, 
helping them to become aware of the reality of their 
situation, because "there is no liberation process with­
out a previous stage of conscientization of the oppressed, 
the sole architect of his liberation."^ Moses' task was 
to awaken in the people hatred for oppression and the 
realization that they could be in charge of their own 
destiny.

1GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 113.
See also pp. 91-92, 113— 117, 269-270 for further dis­
cussion on this topic.

2Exod 6:9. Croatto points out that this text "es 
la senalacidn, en letras de fuego, del colmo de la alie- 
nacidn del hombre, que ya ni espera siquiera en su prcpia 
liberacidn" (Liberacidn y libertad, p. 36). This text 
also would deny the idea that the Israelites knew about 
any ancient promise or of God1s presence in history.
See p. 37.

^Gutidrrez, A Theology of Liberacion, p. 84.
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The condition of the oppressed Hebrews represents 
the condition of all oppressed people; and due to its 
background of colonialism and neo-colonialism, it is 
especially so in Latin America. This is why liberation, 
according to GutiSrrez, "means more than overcoming eco­
nomic, social and political dependence."1 For this 
liberation to be possible, a liberation at a deeper 
level becomes indispensable, namely, "an interior liber­
ation . . . liberation not only on the social plane, but

2also on a psychological. "
The initial response of the Israelites to their 

own liberation— at first too alienated to listen to 
Moses— finds its echo in the unresponsiveness of the 
masses in Latin America. This is why, again, a thorough 
work of conscientization claims first priority. What 
does this mean, and how can it be accomplished? For the 
answer to this, Gutidrrez, and all liberation theologians,
are indebted to Paulo Freire,3 the Brazilian educator.

4He developed the concept of conscientization, which has

1A Theology of Liberation, p. 91.
2Ibid., p. 30.
3See ibid., p. 91. Paulo Freire worked out 

literacy programs on behalf of the impoverished peasants 
of Northeast Brazil in the early 1960s. After the mili­
tary coup in 1964 he was forced into exile, continuing 
his work in Chile. In recent years he has been working 
with The World Council of Churches Education Department 
in Geneva.

4
Conscientization, from the Portuguese
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lately become very popular. B o m  out of a literacy pro­
gram, the term obviously includes more than the tech­
nique for teaching how to read and how to write.1

While working on behalf of the poor and illiter­
ate, Freire discovered some basic things and developed

2a "philosophy of education." Central to the entire

aonac-Centizaqao, is not easy to translate and can be 
misleading in English. It has nothing to do with con­
science. In Portuguese and Spanish conscientizacidn cam 
have a meaming related to consciousness, and this is its 
intended meaning. It expresses the idea of "making 
aware," or "awaikening of consciousness." Myra Bergman 
Ramos, translator of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, in an 
explanatory note, observes tnat "the teinn conscientiza- 
gdo refers to leaiming to perceive social, political, 
and economic contradictions and to take action against 
the oppressive elements of reality" (p. 19).

^■Gutifirrez understands that through Freire' s 
concept of conscientization

"The oppressed person rejects the oppressive con­
sciousness which dwells in him, becomes aware of 
his situation, and finds his new language. He 
becomes, by himself, less dependent and freer, as he 
commits himself to the transformation and building 
up of society" (A Theology of Liberation, p. 91).

The noted sociologist, Peter Berger, defines it as "the 
cognitive preparation for revolutionary action" (Pyra­
mids of Sacrifice. Political Ethics and Social Change 
/New York: Basic Books, lHc77-T?T737T-pT-Tr3TT-an3 
according to John G. David, conscientization "is an 
awakening of the critical consciousness which produces 
an experience of social discontent" (Christians, Politics 
and Violent Revolution /Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books,r§'«7, p: l'ffir:------

2For a more concise presentation, see his "Education 
as Cultural Action," in Colonnese, Conscientization for 
Liberation, pp. 109-122; "Conscientization," CrossCur 
13 (1$74);23-31. A more complete exposition of his views 
can be found in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, originally 
published in Portuguese in 1968. For anexcellent analy­
sis of Feire's thought, see Bennie E. Goodwin, "Education 
as Liberation: An Analysis of Paulo Freire," JIntThC
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program is the realization that at the root of all 
oppression lies the fact that the oppressed have inter­
nalized , as part of their own consciousness, an image of 
themselves planted in them by the oppressor: poverty is 
related to ignorance and laziness. This causes them to 
submit fatalistically and passively to the oppression.1

It is one of Freire's basic convictions that 
if the oppressed are ever to be liberated they must 
undertake the task themselves for the oppressor will 
never do it. For this to be possible, a thorough edu­
cational program, i.e., conscientization, is indispens­
able. 2

2 (1975):88-99. See also Henrique C. de Lima Vaz, "The 
Church and Conscientizagao," America 118 (1968):578-581.

1See Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 48,
49. If the oppressed ever dare to look for causes, for 
reasons of their condition, they usually think on things 
higher and more powerful than man: God, or destiny. If 
God is responsible for an intolerable situation, man can 
do nothing. If God is not the cause, then it must be 
destiny, and what can mem do but yield fatalistically to 
his lot. At times another excuse is found: the helpless­
ness of the oppressed. The dominated mind looks inward 
and decides that it is totally unable to cope with its 
misery; it concludes that it is impotent. This too, is 
regarded by Freire as a myth spread by the dominating 
structure and must be overcome. Marx had already said 
something similar: "The ruling ideas of each age have 
ever been the ideas of its ruling class" (The Communist 
Manifesto, p. 37). The proletarian himself must change 
his way of thinking about himself, because his way of 
thinking, which seems natural, has been imposed on him 
by the ruling class (See Segundo, The Liberation of 
Theology, pp. 14, 15).

2See Freire, "Conscientization," pp. 28, 29. He 
is encouraged by the fact that in Latin America many 
Christians are vigorously reacting against the idea that 
since it is God's will, we must be patient and await for
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Freire strongly objects to the traditional method
of education, which he calls the "banking method."1 This
"banking method" must be rejected; it will never call
upon students to critically consider reality. It must
be replaced by what Freire calls the "problem-posing 

2method."

the promised heaven at the end. "The truth of the mat­
ter is that we have to earn our heaven here and now.

. . Salvation is something to achieve, not just to 
hope for" (29). Philosophically Freire is a humanist; 
see Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pp. 27-30. He nowhere 
affirms the existence of God or attributes to Him any 
active role in the world's creation or administration. 
For Freire, "man is the measure of all things." Denis 
Collins in his book, Paulo Freire; His Life, Work, and 
Thoughts (New York; Paulist Press, 19^7), identifies 
five philosophica1 strains that, combined with his own 
classical humanism, shape Freire's thought; personalism, 
existentialism, phenomenology, Marxism, and Christianity.

■̂See Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pp. 57- 
66. The aim of this method , he holds, is tostore in 
the student's mind the right kind of information, which 
will then be available for him to retrieve, as from an 
account, whenever he needs it. This education he regards 
as establishment-oriented and designed to maintain the 
status quo. The teacher is the subject in this process, 
and the student is transformed into a receiving object. 
The "banking method" stimulates the credulity of the 
student, with the ideological intent, not necessarily per­
ceived by the teacher, of indoctrinating him to adapt to 
the world of oppression. See ibid., p. 65. Knowledge 
is a gift bestowed by those who "know" upon those who 
they consider to know nothing (p. 59).

2This method is designed to raise the conscious­
ness of the oppressed by forcing them to think for them­
selves and find answers to their own problems. It seeks 
to stimulate their creative thinking so that they will 
be enabled, not merely to adapt to the world as it is, 
but to change it. Liberating education consists in acts 
of cognition, not in transferrals of information.
"Whereas banking education anesthetizes and inhibits 
creative power, problem-posing education involves a con­
stant unveiling of reality" (p. 68). In pp. 57-74,
Freire discusses and contrasts these two methods of education.
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GutiSrrez— who works on the same assumption as 

Freire— e.g., that there are two classes of people: 
oppressed and oppressor— finds the concept of conscien­
tization very useful and makes it almost equivalent with 
the mission of the Church.^ "The primary task of the
Church . . .  is to celebrate with joy the salvific

2action of the Lord in history," which, in the framework 
of Latin America, means the "prophetic denunciation of 
every dehumanizing situation which is contrary to broth­
erhood, justice, and liberty."^ People who hear the 
message and live in oppression, by the mere fact of 
hearing it should perceive themselves as oppressed and 
feel impelled to seek their own liberation.

The anunciation of the Gospel thus has a conscien- 
tizing function, or in other words, a politizing 
function. But this is made real and meaningful only 
by living and announcing the Gospel from within a 
commitment to liberation, only in concrete, effective 
solidarity with people and exploited social classes. 4

And these terms— "to politicize," "to conscienticize"—
carry with them a "deeply subversive meaning" in Latin
America.

^See A Theology of Liberation, pp. 265-272.
^Ibid. , p. 265.
^Ibia., p. 267.
4Ibid., p. 269. He calls attention to what 

Pius XII, then Cardinal Pacelli, said: that the Church 
civilizes by evangelizing. He goes on to say that in 
contemporary Latin American context it becomes neces­
sary to say that the Church should politicize by evan­
gelizing.
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The concept of conscientization, then, in Freire
as well as in GutiSrrez, is closely related to praxis.
"When a word is deprived of its dimension of action,
reflection automatically suffers as well, and the word
is changed into idle chatter . . . "^ "The truth of the

2Gospel . . .  is a truth which must be done."
Miguez Bonino has made the point well:

The mobilization for "a popular uprising" and the 
takeover of power requires a serious and extended 
work of politization of the masses, helping them 
to become aware of the contradictions of the system 
under which they suffer. 3

It would be difficult not to agree with Mlguez Bonino if
the goal is "the takeover of power," but one must raise
the question as to whether this concept cam be abstracted
from the Exodus. "This /a takeover/ is very strikingly

4
not what the Exodus did," rightly observes Yoder.

Besides, conscientization is a project, of the 
elite, directed to a lower-class population. And the 
crucial assumption— that low-class people do not under­
stand their own situation and must be enlightened by a 
selected group of individuals— must also be questioned.5

^Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 75. See 
the entire chap. 3, pp. 75-118.

2GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 268. 
^Doing Theology, p. 41.
4"Exodus and Exile," p. 300.
^For an excellent analysis of the limitations of 

this method, see Berger, Pyramids of Sacrifice, chap. 4,
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Goal: Creation of a New Man 
"With the Exodus a new age has struck for human­

ity: redemption from misery."1 For the Israelites the 
Exodus meant a breaking away from servitude, the build­
ing of a new society free from misery and alienation, 
taking control of their own destiny, i.e., a new way of 
being human. In today's Latin America "it is important 
to keep in mind that beyond— or rather, through— the
struggle against misery, injustice, and exploitation

2the goal is the evea.ti.on of a new man."
The liberation of our continent means more than 
overcoming economic, social and political dependence. 
It means, in a deeper sense, to see the becoming of 
mankind as the process of the emancipation of man in

pp. 111-132. "Whose consciousness is supposed to be 
raised, and who is supposed to do the raising? . . .  It 
is the consciousness of "the masses that must be raised, 
and it is the vanguard that will do the job" (p. 113) .

^■GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 158. 
Misery is caused by sin, but sin is not considered as a 
private, subjective condition of man; it is systemic, 
inherent in the structures of society, structures which 
perpetuate alienation and injustice. In the Roman Cath­
olic tradition, sin has been understood mainly as a 
personal affair between man and God. By contrast, Gutie­
rrez regards sin "as a social historical fact, the 
absence of brotherhood and love in relationships among 
men . . . "  (p. 175). And he adds that "sin is evident 
in the oppressive structures, in the exploitation of man 
by man, in the domination of slavery of peoples, races, 
and social classes" (p. 175). Consequently, redemption 
"implies a political liberation" (p. 176). For Miranda, 
sin is "interhuman injustice" (Marx and the Bible, p. 281)

2Ibid., p. 146. As noted already, at Vatican II 
a shift toward man was observed. In Gaudium et Spes it 
was stated that "we are witnessing the birth of a new 
humanism, one in which mam is defined first of all by 
his responsibility toward his brothers and toward 
history" (Art. 55).
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history. It is to see man in search of a qualita­
tively different society in which he will be free 
from all servitude, in which he will be the artisan 
of his own destiny. It is to seek the building up 
of a new man. 1

GutiSrrez' thesis is that the advent of the new 
mem will be possible only in a social order radically 
different from the present one, since the present struc­
ture of society is responsible for maintaining the major­
ity of human beings in sub-human conditions. It is only 
insofar as the present sinful structures of society are 
changed that the oppressed will be enabled to achieve 
true humanity and dignity. GutiSrrez's vision of a new 
society, so often mentioned in his writings, that which 
will develop the new man, is socialist. It is a "Latin 
American socialism that will promote the advent of the 
New Man."^

Some steps need to be followed in order to 
achieve this socialist society: First, a radical break 
from the status quo, i.e. , a profound transformation of

Ibid., p. 91. See chap. 2, pp. 21-42, where he 
contrasts the concepts of "Liberation and Development."
In p. 236 he quotes Che Guevara who "rightly" pointed 
out that the goal of Socialism is not only the production 
of things but at the same time the production of men.

2Ibid., p. 111. A new mam amd a new society can­
not be reached by capitalistic paths because the moving 
force of every type of capitalism is private profit and 
private ownership for profit. Consequently a new man 
and a new society will not be possible unless "the meams 
of production come under social ownership" (p. 127). See 
also Liberation and Change, pp. 76-77.
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the private property system; second, access to power of 
the exploited classes; and third, a social revolution 
that would break with dependence.1 Even though GutiS- 
rrez is clear about socialism as the only alternative 
for Latin America, he is not, however, specific in his 
descriptions. He quotes Sergio MSndez Arceo, archbishop 
of Cuernavaca, in what seems to indicate his own con­
viction, "I do not know what kind of socialism, but this

2is the direction Latin America should go." This new 
social order, as noted earlier, will be the result of 
man's own undertaking.^

Gutifirrez does not maintain that the creation of 
a new society, freer and more human, will automatically 
make man less selfish, but insists that in such a soci­
ety "it will be more possible to work realistically 
toward human solidarity than it is in a society torn

Ibid., pp. 26, 27. For GutiSrrez there are 
only two alternatives: capitalism or socialism. See 
also pp. 48, 110..

2Ibid., p. 111. Hans Kting has leveled some 
pointed criticism at liberation theology on this point. 
He notices the absence of any concrete models of a 
socialist society in Latin American theological writings. 
Socialism as well as capitalism are not immune to defects 
and misuse. He objects to the liberation theologians' 
insistence on any uncritical identification of churches 
with political parties. "We must therefore again insist 
. . . that a Christian caui be a socialist . . . but a 
Christian is_ not bound to be a socialist" (On Being a 
Christian /Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday and Company, 
19767, p s Tfi?).

3See Gutifirrez, "Two Theological Perspectives, "
p. 241.
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asunder by inequality."* The commitment to the creation 
of a just society, and ultimately, of a new man, presup­
poses confidence in the future. History is no longer,
as it was for the Greeks, a remembrance; "it is rather a

2thrust into the future." Man is becoming constantly 
more aware that he is entering a new era; that a world 
fashioned by his own hands is fast approaching. "We 
live on the verge of man's epiphany, his 'anthro- 
pophany.'"3

It is argued that gospel values do not transform 
social reality, but man, struggling to overcome alienation

4and oppression transforms himself and society. In the

GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 112.
In "The Praxis of Liberation, Gutifirrez argues against 
the concept that it is useless to change structures if 
man’s heart is not changed; "this is a half truth 
because it disregards the fact that mem's 'heart' is 
also tramsformed by chamging the social and cultural 
structures" (p. 382). See also Miguez Bonino, Doing 
Theology, p. 40

2Ibid., p. 213. See the entire chap. 11, 
"Eschatology amd Politics," pp. 213-250, where the 
influence of Moltmann is evident. The salvation GutiS- 
rrez has in mind does not embody am eschatology; history 
is oriented to the future, but the future described by 
Gutierrez is more in tune with Marxist dialectic than 
with Biblical perspective. See also pp. 160-168.

3Ibid.
3See Berrymam, "Latin Americam Liberation Theo­

logy," p. 374. Oliveros Maqueo, in his extended work on 
liberation theology, justifies this emphasis on mam as 
the agent who transforms society, which in turn becomes
f  ho vhoro  a now twan /7an aygiVS r Oil HSSUIHption

that salvation tadces place in history; the goal is "ins- 
taurar el Reinado de Dios aqui en la tierra como un 
nuevo ortien de justicia" (T.iberacign y teologia, p. 14) .
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projected classless society social differences will be 
completely eliminated and man himself will be trans­
formed.1 It is in their respective anthropologies that 
Marxism and biblical Christianity stand in tension with 
each other. Gilkey is right when he states that the 
"warped social structures are consequences not causes of 
human greed, pride, insecurity and self-concern which in
turn flow from the exercise of freedom, not its oppres-

„2 sion."
If we pay attention to history we will be cau­

tious in equating a Marxist-oriented society with 
liberation, because all empirical evidence points to the 
fact that Marxist societies bring no real advance in 
human freedom. In practice, "the new class opposes any 
type of freedoms, ostensibly for the purpose of preserv­
ing 'socialist' ownership," comments Djilas.1

In a popular manual on Marxism-Leninism, pub­
lished in the Soviet Union, what seems to be the 
assumption in much liberation theology is clearly stated 
"oybkuc self-government presupposes a different type of 
man and, in turn, creates him. The Communist mam is not 
an egotist and not an individualist" (Fundamental of 
Marxism-Leninism, rev. 2d ed. /Moscow: Foreign Language 
Publishing House, 196^7, P- 712).

2Langdon Gilkey, Reaping the Whirlwind, p. 236. 
Italics his. This is not to deny that evil social 
structures are also dehumanizing.

^Milovan Djilas, The New Class. An Analysis of 
the Communist System (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 
1957), p. 65. See pp. 37-69 for an analysis of the "new 
class." "A new exploiting and governing class is born 
from the exploited class" (p. 42). If we want to raise 
the poor to liberation, we should aim at a society that 
is fully free, one that will allow people liberty to
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There are, besides the specific lessons singled 
out above, many other inspirations that are derived from 
the Exodus. The fact that the midwives disobeyed the 
"lawful" authority and refused to kill the male children 
of the Hebrew women3, reflects the biblical desacraliza­
tion of political systems. Hence, civil disobedience 
is allowed. When the people move into the future they
are to bring expropriated provisions with them. The

2order was given to plunder the Egyptians. It was an 
instance of expropriation without compensation that 
applies with equal force in today's liberating strat­
egies. The sending of the manna3 was an egalitarian 
gift, to each according to his needs. The generation 
that perished in the wilderness, on the road to freedom,
teaches that the fulfillment of the dream of liberation

4can be only vaguely perceived in this generation.

oppose, to speak, to criticize the government. "There 
are powerful forces who are working in solidarity with 
the poor toward their liberation from oppression, but 
who believe in creating a society which is itself very 
represssive (C. Forman,_"The Truth Which Is at Both 
Extremes," IRM 66 /1977/:32).

^Exod 1:17. Moses1 mother refused to obey the 
order, and in an act of open disobedience refused to 
throw her boy into the river. Exod 2:2.

2Exod 3:22; 11:2, 3; 12:35, 36.
3Exod 16.
4Num 14:29. Gutierrez observes on this point 

that "what Karl Marx wrote more than a hundred years ago 
is still valid: ’The present generation is like the Jews 
whom Moses led through the desert. Not only does it have
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Conclusion
The meaning of "liberation is not clearly

defined in A Theology of Liberation, in spite of the
fact that it is equated with "salvation."3- Yet, from
the very outset GutiSrrez states that his expounding of
liberation would be limited to a rough outline, while
"various shades of meaning and deeper levels cf under- 

2standing" would emerge along the way. Hence, we should 
not expect everything clearly spelled out in this 
pioneering work. Perhaps Gutifirrez' clearest definition 
of liberation, the one that embodies his thought more

to conquer a new world, it also has to perish to give 
room to the men who are to live in the new world1"
(A Theology of Liberation, p. 146).

^"Liberation is another word for salvation" 
(^Terrorism, Liberation and Sexuality," The Witness 
/April 19777:10). See also A Theology of Liberation, 
pp. 150-152, 16 8. Solle has observed that "theology of 
liberation starts with a new translation of the old word 
soteria. . . . The tradition usually tramslated it as 
salvation. Now we chamge the translation (which is what 
theologians ought to do) and say: soter-Ca is liberation" 
(Dorothee Sfille, "Resistance: Toward a First World Theo­
logy," ChrChris 39 /19797:178).

2A Theology of Liberation, p. 1. Speaking of 
liberation in general, Jaimes Thomas O'Connor points out 
that shortly after Medellin the term "liberation" had 
been so misused that it became a "dangerous concept, 
laden with ambiguities, almost begging for misinterpre­
tations" (Quoted by Harold B. Kuhn, ^Liberation Theology: 
A Semantic Approach," WesleyThJ 15 /19807:35). A major 
source of difficulty resides in the fact that any type 
of struggle for emancipation in the Third World is seen 
as Christian liberation. If a person, as a result of 
oppression, decides to challenge the violence of the 
oppressor by taking up arms, could not we see such a person 
"as am agent of God responding to the divine call, 'I 
have seen the affliction of my people' /?7" (Canaan Banana, 
"The Biblical Bases for Liberation Struggles,ir"iPM 68 /l9797:4 22) .
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accurately, is: "Liberation means shaking off the yoke 
of economic, social, political, and cultural domination 
to which we have been submitted."1 For him, "the theo­
logy of liberation is a theology of salvation in the 
concrete historical and political circumstances of 
today."2

Liberation theologians deny that theology can 
be done apart from commitment to liberative political 
struggle. This liberative praxis aims at the construc­
tion of a new "historical project," which would not be 
equated with the Kingdom of God.3 Yet it is in the 
active commitment to this historical project that men 
participate in the creation of the Kingdom by bringing 
about the liberation of men in history. This historical 
project in which man moves from social and political 
liberation to liberation in history, i.e., psychological

"Contestation in Latin America," in Teodoro 
JimSnez Urresti, ed., Contestation in the Church (New 
York: Herder and Herder^ 1971), p. 43.

2"The Hope of Liberation," p. 68. See also 
A Theology of Liberation, pp. 150-152.

3"We cam say that the historical, political lib­
erating event is the growth of the Kingdom and is a 
salvific event; but this is not the coming of the King­
dom, not all of salvation" (GutiSrrez, A Theology of 
Liberation, p. 177). At this point one wishes that 
GutiSrrez had elaborated a bit and had been more specific 
about what else he meams by salvation; yet he never ven­
tures beyond the realms of history. All categories in 
which eschatology is made to transcend history are not 
contemplated. See pp. 160-168. Dussel writes, "We just 
fashion the Kingdom through concrete historical projects"
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liberation, self-creation, and responsibility is utopia, 
the creation of a new type of man.^

Thus liberation has to do with the political, 
social, economic, and cultural realms. It aims at over­
coming all alienation and oppression, and thus leads to 
the creation of a new mam in a qualitatively new society.

It is understandable that liberation theologians 
react to an excessive privatization in the understanding 
of salvation in much of traditional theology. What 
becomes disquieting, h^ veve^, is the clear absence of any 
notion that salvation, even when it has relevance for 
life in history, also points beyond the historical.

2They seem to have moved too far to the opposite extreme.

(History and the Theology of Liberation, p. 170). See 
also Boff, Jesus dhrist Liberator, pp. 56, 57.

^See Christine E. Gudorf, Catholic Social Teach­
ing on Liberation Themes (Lanham, MD: University Press 
of America, 1$80) , pp. 61, 62. Leonardo Boff states 
that "utopia,” according to modern science, "does not 
have the negative meaning of illusion or flight from the 
conflictive reality of the world. It possesses a highly 
positive depth and signifies that capacity to transcend, 
a creative fantasy, the dialectical reason of man. Man 
can rise above his own historical constructions and pro­
ject a not-yet-experienced but still possible reality.
. . . The utopia of the kingdom of God does not mean the 
consecration of a certain type of world and a certain 
type of future. Rather, it surpasses the totality 
of the concrete forms of this world in function of 
another, more human and more open to the coming of God. 
Jesus, with the announcement of the kingdom of God, did 
not postulate another world, but rather a new world; 
this old broken world would be totally transfigured" 
(Statement by Leonardo Boff, Theology in the Americas, 
ed. Sergio Torres and John Eagleson /Maryknoll, N. Y.: 
Orbis Books, 19767, P. 295.

2Even as sympathetic a critic as Orlando Costas
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In pages 36 and 37 of his book Gutierrez summarizes

three approaches to the process of liberation, as already
noted: liberation as external, internal, and spiritual.
In relation to this third level he states: "Christ the
Savior liberates man from sin, which is the ultimate root
of all disruption of friendship and of all injustice and
oppression."^" This is soundly biblical, but when he goes
on to define sin as only a social, historical fact, again
one is left with the impression that justice has not been

2done to the testimony of Scripture.

concludes that "building a just, peaceful and fraternal 
society is what salvation is all about" in liberation 
theology (The Church and Its Mission, p. 234). It has 
to be admitted that the way some Christian doctrines 
have been understood, especially the doctrine of life 
after death, have tended to promote an otherworldliness 
that undercut the commitment to the cause of justice in 
this world. This leads some people to conclude that "a 
religion which sees this life as the only life will take 
this life seriously and work toward bringing the kingdom 
of God on earth" (Carolyn M. Craft in a review of 
Dorothee Solle's book, Death by Bread Alone, CrossCur 
38 [1978-79]:480).

"̂A Theology of Liberation, p. 37.
^Neuhaus reacts a bit impatiently to the seeming 

ambiguity in Gutierrez; "there seem to be two Gutierrez," 
he says, "the one quotes Fanon and Che Guevara almost as 
scripture, proclaiming that we are on the eve of a 'revo­
lutionary anthropophany, in which historically inexorable 
forces are creating 'the new man in the new society.'
. . . The second Gutierrez comes out of the closet in 
the notes, carefully positioning his arguments in rela­
tion to the large theological and political discourse 
both of the past and of the international community.
He cautions his reader against understanding what he has 
just said as what he has just said" ("Liberation Theo­
logy and the Captivities of Jesus," p. 48).
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If the aim of liberation theology is to estab­
lish a new society on this earth, and the only instru­
ments with which to achieve it are human and worldly, 
then it is understandable why the Marxist strategy for 
change is seen as the best available option,1 and why 
the Exodus is generally selected as a preferential 
Biblical model.

Salvation, according to Scripture, is holistic; 
it has to do with man's eternal destiny, as well as with 
life in the here and now; it challenges the Christian 
to be concerned with personal holiness as well as with 
social justice. And the Exodus model, as will be seen 
in the next chapter, provides more than inspiration for 
a this-worldly liberation with an open future. The theo­
logy of the Exodus is a theology of liberation with a 
purpose: "Let My people go, that they may serve Me," is 
the constand demand.1

^■Knapp is correct when he observes that "/Gutie­
rrez '7 A Theology of Liberation . . . seems to find too 
little in the Bible and too much in a Marxist analysis, 
all the way down to the style and methods of participa­
tion in the liberation process" ("A Preliminary Dialogue 
with GutiSrrez," p. 24). See also Mlguez Bonino, Doing 
Theology, pp. 128, 129.

^Exod 4:22 (here, "let My son go . . 7:16;
8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3.
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THE EXODUS AND SALVATION HISTORY

Genesis; Necessary Background 
Liberation theologians, in their concern that 

theology be relevant to people who are victims of a 
situation that is seen as unjust, a situation that 
forces them to experience oppression and live at the 
margins of decency and freedom, have called attention to 
some emphases of the gospel that have been, for some 
reason or another, sadly neglected in most traditional 
theologies.1 These theologians have gleaned from Scrip­
ture, and especially from the Exodus and the prophets,

Early in its history the Christian Church fell 
under the influence of dualistic Greek philosophy where 
reality was divided into two spheres; the superior, the 
realm of reason, soul, the supernatural, salvation; and 
the inferior, the realm of matter, body, nature, the 
mundane. Since then the Church devoted its almost 
undivided attention to the supernatural side of reality, 
and showed very little interest in earthly human life as 
such. This gave rise to a one-sided, truncated soteri- 
ology, and to a distorted understanding of the mission 
of the Church. See J. D. Gort, "Gospel for the Poor?" 
Missio 7 (1979) ;326-220. In the words of GutiSrrez, 
"anxious to dialogue with the thought of its time, this 
theology used Platonic and Neoplatonic categories. In 
these philosophies it found a metaphysics which stressed 
the existence of a higher world and the transcendence of 
an Absolute from which everything came and to which 
everything returned. The present life, on the other 
hand, was regarded as essentially contingent and was not
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some valuable insights regarding the meaning of salva­
tion, insights that should be gratefully acknowledged by 
all Christians. However, even when we commend liberation 
theologians for taking seriously the situation of the 
poor and marginalized in Latin America, admire their 
commitment to work on behalf of a more just society, and 
acknowledge their contributions, we would like to contend 
that the Exodus story contains additional features that 
can easily be missed or distorted unless it is seen as 
an integral part of a larger story, and is approached 
with a hermeneutics that does justice to the unity and 
integrity of Scripture .1

If one wishes to understand a basic biblical 
concept, it becomes indispensable to enter the biblical 
world, that is, the world as described by the biblical 
writers, because "biblical theology if it ultimately 
forces exegetical reconstructions into forms alien to

valued sufficiently" (A Theology of Liberation, p. 4). 
See also Dussel, History and the Theology of Liberation, 
pp. 23, 24.

^John H. Stek correctly observes that a situ­
ational hermeneutics, when absolutized, means the 
silencing of Scriptures. "It reduces the Bible to a 
tool (or weapon) that we grasp in our hands to promote 
whatever cause seems to us to hold hope for the world—  
for the world as we see it" ("Salvation, Justice and 
Liberation in the Old Testament," CalThJ 13 /T9787:13 3) . 
It is proper, in fact, indispensable, for experience to 
motivate our theology, but the crucial question is where 
do the answers come from? Culture should help us formu­
late the questions, but the answers should be provided 
by Scripture, if we intend to do Christian theology.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



2 0 6

the text and its world, has become just as guilty of
proof-texting as was classical dogmatics."1

Christianity, as a religion of divine revelation,
accepts that God has revealed himself in Holy Scriptures.
Consequently, our primary point of orientation should
be Scripture, not culture or society. Our analysis of
society, however respected and illuminating, should

2never constitute a second source of revelation.

Priority of Creation 
In the last few centuries there have been per­

sistent attempts by theologians to redefine the biblical 
message in terms of frames of reference borrowed from 
newly emerging conceptions of reality.3 Until recently 
the opening words of Scripture, "In the beginning God

Armerding, "Exodus: the Old Testament Founda­
tion of Liberation," p. 57. As Dewey M. Beegle has 
remarked, "The Judeo-Christian faith is rooted in his­
tory, and anyone who ignores the biblical insights is 
doomed to the frustration of trial and error in attempt­
ing to rediscover the ultimates of life" (Moses, the 
Servant of Yahweh [Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub- 
lishing Co.], id72, p. 11).

2See Clark H. Pinnock, "An Evangelical Theology 
of Liberation," Sojourners (February 1976) :30.

3See Hans N. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Nar­
rative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century 
Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974) . 
Frei analyzes the "change of the tide" that took place 
during the eighteenth century in the way of under­
standing Scripture from that of the Reformers. While 
the Reformers accepted the literal meaning of the Word, 
during the eighteenth century, with new ideas derived 
from elsewhere, interpretation became a "matter of 
fitting the biblical story into another world with
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created the heavens and the earth,"1 were taken at their 
face value as the final answer to the question of cosmog­
ony in the Christian world. Today, however, it has 
become more fashionable to look to science than to the 
Bible for answers to the questions of the origin of the 
universe. But, it is not necessary to accept the "Docu­
mentary Hypothesis"1 and conclude that the account of

another story rather than incorporating that world into 
the biblical story" (p. 130).

1Gen 1:1.
2D. F. Payne, in Genesis One Reconsidered (Lon­

don: Tyndale Press, 1962), identifies a threefold attack 
on the first chapter of Genesis during the nineteenth 
century to be especially responsible for this shift: 
first, the challenge posed by the scientific community, 
especially spearheaded by Darwin's revolutionary hypothe­
sis of evolution to explain the origin of species; 
second, the challenge of comparative religion studies, 
which called attention to the similarity between Genesis 
and ancient mythological accounts of creation, found 
particularly among Israel's neighbors; and third, the 
challenge of literary criticism, which argues for two 
accounts of creation in the first two chapters of Gene­
sis , in contradiction to each other at various points.
See Bruce K. Waldtke, "The Creation Account in Genesis 
1:1-3. Part I: Introduction to Biblical Cosmogony"
BSac 132 (1975):25-36, especially pp. 25, 26, and 
H. J. Sorensen, "Creation Account," New Catholic Ency- 
clopedia (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1967),
4': 424.

^Modern critical scholars generally agree that 
the first five books of the Old Testament were not 
authored by Moses, but rather reflect four different 
strands of tradition. See Harold H. Rowley, The Growth 
of the Old Testament (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), 
pp. 25-37; Alexa Seltzer, "Modem Old Testament Criti­
cism," Raymond Brown, ed., The Jerome Bible Commentary,
2 vols. (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1968), 
2:590-604. For a conservative analysis and evaluation 
of the documentary theory of the Pentateuch and the 
developments within the current school of form criticism
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creation is placed as the result of circumstances at the 
beginning of the Bible. On the contrary, if one wishes 
to enter the biblical world in order to understand bib­
lical concepts, it is indispensable to accept the record 
as it stands, in harmony with both the Jewish and Chris­
tian traditions. As far as any starting point for 
understanding the Old Testament, the creation story 
should not be set aside, because it is from that point 
onwards that the story becomes cumulative.^"

At this point a basic methodological assumption 
of liberation theology, i.e., that the Bible begins with 
Exodus, needs to be questioned. According to the Gene­
sis story, creation faith in Israel antecedes and stands 
independent of liberation. It follows logically, then, 
that the creator God, the God who created everything—  

heavenly bodies, sea, animals, and all nature— could use 
these elements to accomplish his redemptive work. This 
is why when Israel told the story of the Exodus— the 
wilderness wandering, the conquest of Canaan— the deliv­
erance is depicted not only in historical human actors 
and political events, but in the interplay of the forces 
of nature as well: plagues, parting of waters, sending

see Roland K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testa­
ment (Grand Rapids: Wm. B"I Eerdmans Publishing C o . , 1969), 
pp. 495-541.

"̂See C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsh, Commentary on 
the Old Testament, Fifth printing (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1978), 1:17.
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of raanna, quails, water, making the sun and the moon
stand still. Landes accurately observes:

But out of her /Israel'a7 experience in liberating 
events, Israel Hid not at some distant later date 
infer that the liberation-God must be the Creator- 
God, but rather, because she already knew Yahweh as 
the Creator of heaven and earth, she understood how 
it was that wind and sea, birds and insects, sun and 
moon could be used as Instruments supporting the 
divine liberating activity. 1

Thus, for Israel, the God who had created the 
cosmos was also the God who extended his power into his­
tory to accomplish their liberation, and, like the 
original cosmic creation, Israel was also created out of 
nothing, to serve the creator-redeemer God. And, con­
trary to other ancient near-Eastern people, the creation 
of the world by God was not a liberating act in Israel's 
understanding.^

As we state this, we are conscious of the fact 
that many contemporary Old Testament scholars see in the 
"stories" of creation remnants of pagan creation epics 
which always involved liberating struggles. Boman, for

Landes, "Creation and Liberation," p . 80. This 
in no way denies the possibility that the liberative acts 
of the Exodus or its persistent anticipation might have 
influenced Moses in the selection and arrangement of the 
material included in Genesis. The preservation of 
Joseph's bones remained a silent and powerful testimony 
of his unshaken faith in the liberating promise of the 
God of his fathers (Gen 50:24-26).

2See ibid., pp. 80, 81, and Jacques B. Doukhan 
The Literary Structure of the Genesis Creation Story. 
Th.D. dissertation, Andrews University, 197S, pp. ?23-222, 
for a discussion of the priority of creation in the faith 
of Israel.
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instance, points out that the liberation of Israel at 
the Red Sea, the bringing back of the captives from 
Babylon, and the creation of the world are three examples 
of the same divine act. He then concludes that "the 
consequence of this recognition is that the creation of 
the world presupposes a terrible situation which God had 
to overcome."^

This is not, however, the idea that a careful 
reading of the account necessarily conveys. Rather, 
what impresses one is the absolute power of the tran­
scendent God calling all things into existence. As 
Eugene H. Maly has well expressed it: "Whereas the pagan 
epics depict creation as the result of a struggle 
between the gods and the forces of chaos, the Biblical

2account stresses the effortless activity of the one God."
Even admitting the presence of similarities in 

the Genesis account of creation and the myths of neigh­
boring peoples, it becomes apparent that Genesis 
systematically contradicts those mythical notions which

^Boman, "The Biblical Doctrine of Creation," 
p. 149. He even sees in God's rest after creation 
another indication of hindrances that have been overcome 
and hostile powers that have been conquered by creation. 
Westerman states that "behind this /Ehe division of the 
waters by the firmament/ one cam still clearly sense the 
Babylonian myth of creation in which Marduk splits 
Tiamat . . . and forms the world out of her halves" (The 
Genesis account of Creation, p. 15).

2"Genesis," The Jerome Bible Commentary, 1:10.
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do not harmonize with their faith in one God, creator of 
all thincs.1

What can be said, in this context, about Israel's
literary "borrowing" from its neighbors? How can the
apparent— and real— similarities with other creation stories,
mainly the Baby Ionian story of creation in the epic Enuma 

2Elish, be accounted for, when there are also same basic dif­
ferences?3 Westerman has significantly observed:

Gerhard Hasel has forcefully argued that the 
Genesis story of creation represents a polemic against 
pagan cosmologies- See "The Polemic Nature of the Gene­
sis Cosmology," EvQ 46 (1974):81-102. He points out, 
for example, that in Gen 1 tehom (deep) is clearly inan­
imate, a part of the cosmos, not the foe of God, but 
simply one section of the created world. "It does not 
offer any resistance to God's creative activity. . . .
To suggest that there is in Gen 1:2 the remnant of a 
latent conflict between a chaos monster and a creator 
God is to read into it from mytholocry" (pp. 83, 84) . The 
mention of tanninim, great sea monsters," is frequently 
seen as presenting elements of strife. Hasel notes that 
the word oara is used in referring to their creation—  
the first use of this word since verse 1— suggesting 
that the tcominim were also created out of nothing by an 
act of God's power. A polemic emphasis becomes trans­
parent: "The taarminvn are aquatic creatures which were 
'createdT by God; they are not pre-existent rivals of 
the Creator which needed to be conquered as in Canaanite 
mythology" (p. 87). The same polemic intent is seen in 
the purpose of man's creation. These mythological 
accounts that view "the creation of man as an after­
thought to provide the gods with food and to satisfy 
their physical needs, is contradicted in Gen 1" (p. 90).

2See Alexander Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis,
2d. ed. (Chicago: The university of Chicago Press, 1951) 
for a translation of cuneiform tables of various Babylo­
nian creation stories, with introductions by the author. 
For a discussion on the resemblances and differences bet­
ween the Biblical and Babylonian account of creation, see 
Merril F. Unger, Archeology and the Old Testament (Grand 
Rapids : Zondervan Publishing H o u s e 1954) , pp. 26-38 .

^As an example of discontinuity with its
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Scholars in many branches of research, historians of 
religion, ethnologists, theologians, and others, have 
made the surprising discovery that reflection on the 
primeval era of mankind is not characterized by lim­
itless variety, with the result that there are end­
less possibilities of presenting the origins of 
things; on the contrary, these are surprisingly 
meager. The types of creation accounts are not with­
out limit; rather there are a few basic forms with 
variations, which can be quite easily understood 
throughout the whole world. 1

What seems to be a "surprising discovery," that only a 
"few basic forms" of creation stories are found, not only 
in the Ancient Near East, but "throughout the whole 
world," is what one would expect, if the different 
accounts have somehow a common source. These were tradi­
tions common to all peoples of antiquity, and their com­
mon elements may very well point to a time when the
human race lived together and had a common faith, accord-

2ing to the biblical account.

neighbors, mention can be made of Israel's higher theo­
logy. How could it be explained in the light of some of 
its neighbors' more developed cultures. Bruce K. Wadtke 
has observed: "Neither the brilliant Greek philosophers 
of later ages, nor Israel's Babylonian and Egyptian con­
temporaries , so far ahead of them in the arts and sciences, 
attained to it. All the world was steeped in mythical 
thought except Israel" ("The_Creation Account in Genesis 
1:1-3. Part IV," BSac 132 /13757:330). Divine reve­
lation only would account for tKis fact; the Israelites 
were constantly charged with being stiffnecked (Deut 
31:27; Jer 7:26; 17:23) and inclined to conform to reli­
gions and customs that they came in contact with (Deut 31:16).

^Claus Westermann, Creation (Philadelphia: For­
tress Press, 1974), p. 120.

2Gen 11:1-10. A. R. Millard observes that "a 
material relationship between the two versions exists, of 
course, but one no longer assumes a direct dependence of 
the Biblical tradition on the Babylonian. Both versions 
are independent arrangements of still older traditions
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Genesis: A Prelude to Exodus
Redemptive history in the Old Testament unfolds

in the specific context of the primeval history, as
recorded in Gen 1-11.1 Severed from this "prelude," the
rest of the Bible would be less comprehensible, it would

2lack foundation amd perspective. In the words of Morris,

("A New Babylonian 'Genesis' Story," TyndB /19677:3)- 
Unger comments further on the nature of these oTder tra­
ditions : "Early races of men wherever they wandered took 
with them these earliest traditions of mankind, and in 
varying latitudes and climes have modified them according 
to cheir religions and mode of thought. Modifications as 
time proceeded resulted in the corruption of the original 
pure tradition. The Genesis account is not only the 
purest, but everywhere bears the unmistakable impress of 
divine inspiration when compared with the extravagainces 
and corruptions of other accounts" (Archaeology and the 
Old Testament, p. 37).

Hlany a famous scholar, since Wellhausen (1844- 
1918) , has contended that the book of Genesis, especially 
its first eleven chapters, are legendary in nature, 
rather than historical. Strong dogmatic presuppositions 
account for this stance: miracles are not considered pos­
sible; plenary inspiration is denied; Israel's history is 
not allowed to rise higher than the history of its neigh­
bors; evolutionary standards are employed in measuring 
historical progress. See H. C. Leupold, Exposition of 
Genesis, vol. I (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 19 53) , 
pp. 11, 12 where he discusses some basic facts that these 
presuppositions overlook. Chaps. 1-11 form a necessary 
introduction to the story of the patriarchs, which in 
turn introduces the pivotal point of all Old Testament 
history, i.e., the Exodus and the covenant. See Maly, 
"Genesis," p. 10. It should also be remembered that the 
New Testament writers, and Jesus himself, viewed the 
Genesis record as history. See Matt 19:4-6; 2 Pet 3:5; 
Heb 4:4.

2There is evidence that critical scholarship is 
willing to take more seriously the inner unity of the 
biblical texts, and exegesis to pay more attention to 
the specificity of the biblical perspective. See, as an 
example, Bernhard W. Anderson, "From Analysis to Synthe­
sis: The Interpretation of Genesis 1-11," JBL 97 (1978) : 
23-39. Anderson observes that "various scholarly
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The books of the Old Testament, narrating God's 
dealings with the people of Israel, would be provin­
cial and bigoted, were they not set in the context 
of God's developing purposes for all mankind, as 
laid down in the early chapters of Genesis. The 
New Testament, describing the execution and imple­
mentation of God's plan for man's redemption, is 
redundant and anachronistic, except in the light of 
man's desperate need for salvation, as established 
in the record of man's primeval history, recorded 
only in Genesis. 1

The book of Genesis provides vital information 
concerning the origins of all things, much of which 
would otherwise be inaccessible to man. And it is true 
that what a person believes regarding his origin will to 
a large extent determine his belief concerning his pur­
pose in life and his destiny. A naturalistic concept of 
beginnings will indicate a naturalistic program for the 
future. On the other hand, belief in a divine origin—  

at the hands of a holy, loving God— will disclose a
divine purpose in history and the assurance of the con-

2summation of that purpose.

impulses have moved us away from an excessive preoccupa­
tion with the genetic development of the text to exegesis 
that takes with greater seriousness the style and struc­
ture of the received texts and that considers how these 
texts function in their narrative contexts" (p. 28). See 
also D. J. A. Clines, "Themes in Genesis 1-11," CBQ 38 
(1976) :483-507. It is true that this concern, to take 
the 3iblical perspective seriously, should not be divorced 
from smother of the central themes of current ethical 
thinking, namely the concern to pay close attention to 
the data of the concrete situation.

^Henry M. Morris, The Genesis Record. A Scien­
tific and Devotional Commentary on the Book of Beginnings 
(San Diego: Creation-Life Publishers, 1976), p. 1/.

2See ibid., pp. 17, 18. Some liberation theolo­
gians work from the stated premise of a naturalistic,
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The Bible informs us that "in the beginning God
created the heavens and the e a r t h ; t h e n  he created mem

2in his own image, "male and female," and sent them forth 
into history with a signal blessing: "be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule 
over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the sky
and over every living thing that moves on the earth."3 
Liberation theologians see the Genesis account of crea­
tion as a source for interpreting man's vocation as 
essentially God's invitation to share in the divine crea­
tive power. Furthermore, a direct connection is seen 
between the creation of man and woman in the image and

evolutionistic origin of man. See for example, Dussel, 
History and the Theology of Liberation, pp. 37-40, 
a section entitled “The Origins of Man." He states: "It 
is certain that mankind arose from within the animal 
kingdom. From within the class known as mammals there 
arose the insectivores. The latter gave rise to the 
primates, and man developed out of that group" (p. 38).

*xGen 1:1. These words are foundational in Scrip­
ture. Their acceptance as historical in nature would 
give meaning and perspective to the rest of Scripture and 
would refute all philosophies that have arisen in an 
effort to explain the origin and meaning of the world 
when Gen 1:1 is not accepted as fact: "(1) It refutes 
atheism because the universe was created by God. (2) It 
refutes pantheism for God is transcendent to that which 
he created. (3) It refutes polytheism, for one God 
created all things. (4) It refutes materialism, for mat­
ter had a beginning. (5) It refutes dualism, because
God was alone when he created. (6) It refutes humanism, 
because God, not man, is the ultimate reality. (7) It 
refutes evolutionism because God created all things" 
(Morris, The Genesis Record, p. 39) .

2Gen 1:27.
3Gen 1:28.
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likeness of God, sharing in God's creative power, and
the need of the poor and the powerless to exert their
own creativity in building the future.*" It would seem,
however, that Genesis situates man as God's steward,
rather than as co-creator. It was in fact his attempt

2"to be like God," to abandon his role as steward in 
order to assert his own autonomy, to determine his own 
destiny, that made him a sinner."*

The first chapters of the book of Genesis not 
only describe the creation of a perfect world made for 
man and woman and placed under their dominion on condi­
tion of their loyalty; they also record the tragedy of 
man's fall from his created state of innocence and fel­
lowship with God into a state of sinfulness and aliena­
tion, which fundamentally altered his relationship with

4God, with his fellowmen and with nature. In his proud

*"See GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, pp. 
158, 159.

2Gen 3:5.
2See Rolf Rendtorff, "'Subdue the Earth': Man 

and Nature in the Old Testament,” TD 27 (1979):213-216.
4The concept of "original sin," the distortion 

of man's nature following the fall which produced a pro­
found imbalamce in him, plays no part in the thinking of 
liberation theologiatns (GutiSrrez devotes only one foot­
note reference to Gen 3, amd never deals with "original 
sin**; . d m  xa seen as a social, historical fact which 
perpetuates alienation, injustice, amd oppression. In 
liberation theology, as Sdlle puts it, "one finds an 
emphasis on the contingency of original sin; it once 
came into this world amd therefore can disappear also 
from a more human society thain the one we now have. Sin
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attempt to become like God, man became subject to another
power, which brought him shame, banishment, toil, and
death. Yet, God, in his mercy, mitigated the judgment:
a covering was given to alleviate his shame; childbearing
would be with pain, but the blessing of fertility was not
withdrawn, though it would have to be exercised with
sweat and toil in an earth also bearing the curse; and
the allegiance to the new power would be broken by God
himself, who curses the serpent,^- promises to put enmity
— a divinely instigated hostility— against the serpent,
and announces the final and total defeat of the instiga-

2tor of the rebellion.

originated under certain circumstances. If greed amd 
lust for power are no longer structurally rewarded in 
society, then change is possible" (Solle, "Resistance: 
Toward a First World Theology," p. 180). Miranda explains 
that "the Yahwist decided to write a prehistory of the 
Exodus in order to explain the origin of sin amd in order 
that a sinful world might feel the need for the inter­
vention of Yadiweh and for the election of a people which 
would have the mission of abolishing sin in the world" 
(Marx amd the Bible, p. 89). The prevalent belief that 
man's predicaunent is due to ignorance rather than cul­
pable evil, of which liberation theology participates, 
is one of the outstanding achievements of the Age of 
Reason. See Calvin D. Linton, "Man's Difficulty— Igno- 
rarnce or Evil?" CT 9 (1964-5):18-20. It is, however, the 
initial creation and the fall that determine what fol­
lows, i.e., man's aversion to God that will lead to the 
intervention of God in a new creation, that of His 
people.

^Even though the curse was pronounced against the 
serpent, its real thrust was against the evil spirit con­
cealed behind the serpent, the serpent of old who is called 
the devil amd Satam" (Rev 12:9) . See Rom 16-20, 2 Cor 
11:3, 14.

2Genesis 3:15 contains, in the bruising of the 
serpent's head, the first promise recorded in the Bible,
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Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of 
Eden, a place no longer appropriate for them in their 
fallen condition. God's justice required punishment, 
while his infinite love provided conditions calculated to 
make them realize their lost condition and seek salvation. 
Through God's action, man could again be restored to his 
original dignity and destiny. Thus, history remained 
open for salvation, "although the actualization of this 
possibility awaited God's redemptive initiatives."^"

2Outside the gates of paradise, Cain was b o m .
The succeeding history of that first born indicates a 
progressive alienation of man from his brother and from

adequately called Protoevangelium, literally, the first 
Gospel, promising the ultimate victory of the Redeemer. 
This prophecy clearly looks forward to the time when 
Satan, the old serpent, will be completely crushed 
beneath the feet of the woman's triumphat seed. See 
Herbert C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, pp. 163-170. 
Critical scholarship is in general doubtful that this 
passage can be regarded in any sense a Protoevanglium.
Von Rad, for example, states that the exegesis of the 
early Church which found a messianic prophecy in this 
text, a reference to a final victory of the_woman's seed, 
"does not agree with the sense of passage /sic/ . . . "  
(Genesis A Commentary, p. 90) . It would seem obvious 
that Gen 3:15 contains more than a passing reference to 
the emnity between man and snakes.

1Stek, "Salvation, Liberation and Justice," 
p. 138. I am indebted to this excellent article for 
some of the insights in this section.

^Eve exclaimed at the birth of Cain, "I have got­
ten a manchild with the help of the Lord" (Gen 4:11) .
The enigmatic phrase can be translated, "I have gotten a 
man, even the Lord." Did Eve expect that her son was the 
promised one, who would be victorious over the serpent?
At least the text records her language amd seems to 
indicate that she had some understanding of God's promise 
as recorded in Gen 3:15.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



219
God. After he slew his brother, the theme of judgment 
again appears: there was another banishment from the 
immediate presence of the Lord, and he became a wanderer 
in Nod.1 Alienated from God, unwilling to submit to the 
divine plan, he took his destiny into his own hands.
Thus the culture that Cain amd his descendants developed 
east of Eden was a godless culture, developed with the 
purpose of alleviating their alienation from God and

*■%

from other men; "a heroic effort at self-redemption."'6
The brief biblical record provides practically 

the only information we have concerning the first human 
civilization— the descendants of Cain— that filled the 
earth with corruption and were later completely destroyed 
by the flood. The story portrayed in the first chapter 
of the book of Genesis clearly testifies to the fact 
that, alienated from God, a person becomes corrupt and

Just as Adam and Eve had been expelled from the 
garden, so Cain, the murderer of his brother Abel, 
became a wanderer in the land of Wandering. Since Nod 
(Gen 4:16) means "wandering," it is possible that this 
was not an actual geographical location but merely a 
figure of speech for Cain's mode of life, caused by his 
constant fear that other people might seek to avenge 
Abel's blood.

2Stek, "Salvation, Justice and Liberation," 
p. 139, He built a city (Gen 3:17); one of his descend­
ants introduced poligamy (3:19), thus changing the crea­
tion order of human life. Their creative powers were 
used in devising means to accumulate wealth and in
inventions to increase their pleasure (3:20-22) . The 
biblical record indicates that civilization at that early
stage made greater progress among the alienated from God
them among those who were loyal to him. They did "all 
in their power to make an empty existence attractive by
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death is his lot, whatever his achievements may have been.

God, the record states, gave Adam and Eve "ano­
ther offspring in place of Abel," and they named him
Seth.1 His descendants "begem to call upon the name of 

2the Lord." From this line of descendemts were born 
Noah and the remnemt that was saved from the destruction 
of the flood. The divine blessing, "be fruitful and mul­
tiply, and fill the earth," was again repeated— this time 
to Noah, his family, and every living thing on earth.3 
Here God added a special covenant with nature: "while 
the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, amd cold and
heat, amd summer and winter, amd day amd night shall not 

4cease." The contents of these promises formed a cove­
nant between God amd every living creature, as signified

the cultivation of the natural resources of the world" 
(Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, p. 215).

1Gen 4:25. The name Seth means "appointed," 
"substitute, " which would indicate that Adaum and Eve had 
faith that it was through this son that God's promises 
would eventually be fulfilled. See Morris, The Genesis 
Record, p. 149.

2Gen 4:26. There is a notable change of emphaisis 
in the description of the descendants of Adam through Seth.
The boasting and hunan accomplishments of Cain's descend­
ants gave way to faith in God amd worship. The expression "to 
call upon the name of the Lord" usually means worship in 
the Old Testament. See Ps 116:17, Zeph 3:9. Although 
the descendants of Seth acknowledged God's authority, 
they also were members of a fallen race. Gen 5:1, 2 recaills 
mam's creation in God's image, amd verse 3 tells of Seth 
being in the image and likeness of his father. But 
between Adaim's creation and Seth's birth occurred the fall.

3Gen 8:17; 9:1, 7.
^Gen 8:22.
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by the rainbow in the sky.^ On this side of the flood,
with the saved remnant, there stands a new beginning which
goes back, not to Genesis 1, but to Genesis 3 with the
fall and its consequences. Man's nature remains corrupted:

2"the intent of man's heart is evil from his youth."
Man's sinfulness, his alienation from God, continues to 
make itself manifest; and at Babel, Noah's descendants 
again gave evidence of their disregard for God's ways 
and their intentions to take charge of their own destiny. 
Like the Cainite generation they attempted, by their own 
efforts, to develop a civilization in which they could 
find security. This godless enterprise was frustrated 
by God, and the builders of Babel were scattered over the 
face of the earth.^ Helmer Ringgren summarizes the two­
fold aspect of Yahweh's intervention at Babel:

Theologically, the building of the tower in Gen 11

Gen 9:8-17. See Kaiser, Toward an Old Testa­
ment Theology, p. 81. In his mercy, God assured Noah and 
his family of divine protection in a world now disturbed 
and half destroyed by a catastrophe.

2Gen 8:21.
^The account of the Tower of Babel, the confusion 

of tongues and dispersion of its builders is not consid­
ered historical by modern critical scholarship. Nahum 
M. Sarna asks: "Does this mean that the patriarchal nar­
ratives are merely symbolic and not to be regarded as 
factual? Are they in the same categories as the stories 
related in the fir£t eleven chapters of Genesis?" ("Under­
standing Genesis /New York: McGraw Hill Book Company, 
19667, p. 85). See Dale S. DeWitt, "The Historical Back­
ground of Genesis 11:1-9: Babel or Ur?" JETS 22 (1979) : 
15-26, and Allan P. Ross, "The Dispersion o£ the Nations 
in Genesis 11:1-9," BSac 138 (1981):119-138.
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is interpreted as am act of human arrogance and rebellion 
against God; accordingly, Yahweh intervenes against its 
builders and scatters them over the whole earth. This 
action of God is both punishment and a preventive mea­
sure ; it prevents men from going too far in their pride.^

It is in the aftermath of Babel that redemption 
history takes a new turn with the election of Abraham
which includes separation from his country and from his

2people, the descendants of the builders of Babel.
Go forth from your country,
And from your relatives 
And from your father's house,
To the land which I will show you;
And I will make you a great nation,
And I will bless you,
And make your name great;
And so you shall be a blessing;
And I will bless those who bless you.
And the one who curses you I will curse.
And I you all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed. 3
In the call of Abraham the divine blessing, origi­

nally bestowed upon Adam, and later on Noah, is reiter­
ated. This time, however, it is defined in more specific 
terms: through him all the families of the earth would be

^"babhel," Theological Dictionary of the Old 
Testament, 1:467.

2Abraham was separated not only from his com­
munity but also from the gods that were worshipped by his 
own family: "from ancient times your fathers lived beyond 
the River, namely, Terah, the father of Abraham and the 
father of Nahor, and they served other gods" (Josh 24:2).

3Gen 12:1-3.
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blessed.^" Until some time after Babel, God had been
dealing with mankind as a whole; but with the election
of Abraham, a new approach on God's part is observed:
the preparation of a nation through which God's redeem-

2ing purpose could be extended to other nations. The 
promises to Abraham are underlined by the establishing 
of a covenant, in which God commits himself to keep his 
promises, and Abraham is asked to "keep my covenant you

Abraham was not only to receive a blessing, but 
to be a blessing, to become a medium of blessing to 
others. In Gen 12 a new epoch begins; the earlier one 
had ended with the dispersion of the people, and the 
implied question was what could be done for the nations 
that were more and more alienated from God, whose bles­
sings had resulted in such proliferation. The answer is 
given in another blessing: God calls Abraham in whom all 
families of the earth would be blessed. See Toward an 
Old Testament Theology, pp. 56-59.

2Gen 12:1 points to the fact that a new stage in 
the history of revelation had been reached. God now 
speaks to one mam in the midst of the families of the 
earth. In the light of this, it is difficult to under­
stand liberation theology's hermeneutical elevation of 
the one amd undivided history of God's salvific acts.
The account on the universal scope of revelation is a 
new departure in m o d e m  theology, which has in general 
been dominated by historical critical methods. For a 
study of the "two versions" of Israel's history, i.e., 
the picture which Israel itself has drawn up of its 
history amd the version of Israel's history as recon­
structed by m o d e m  historiographers employing the histor­
ical critical method, see Carl Braaten, New Directions 
in Theology Today, vol. 2: History and Hermeneutics 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, l£<>7) , especially 
chap. 1, "The Idea of Revelation Through History," pp. 
11-32; John J. Collins, "The 'Historical Character' of 
the Old Testaunent in Recent Biblical Theology," CBQ 41
(1979):185-204; Roland de Vaux, The Bible amd the Ancient 
Near East (New York: Doubleday amd Company, 1971), par- 
ticulariy chap. 3, "Is It Possible to Write a 'Theology 
of the Old Testament'?" pp. 49-62; Gerhard F. Hasel, "The 
Problem of History in Old Testament Theology," AD5S 8 (1970):23-50.
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and your descendants after you throughout their genera­
tions. "*■

It is true that some scholars are still skeptical
concerning the Biblical claim that God made a covenant
with the patriarchs or even of the historicity of the

2patriarchs themselves. Bright concludes, however, that 
the evidence "gives us every right to affirm that the 
patriarchal narratives are firmly based on history. . . . 
We can assert with full confidence that Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob were actual historical beings."3

The call and covenant with Abraham remain foun­
dational in the unfolding of salvation history: the cove­
nant blessing was transmitted to Abraham's descendants. 
Isaac and Jacob, and then, mainly through Joseph, Israel 
was kept secure in Egypt at the same time that it 
became a medium of blessing for the "the people of all 
the earth."4 It was God who sent Joseph to Egypt "to 
preserve many people alive."3 Not only many people, 
including Israel, were kept from starvation in the time of 
of famine through God's special dealings with Joseph,

XGen 15:17; 17:2, 7.
2See Von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 1:165-175.
3 A History of Israel, p. 91. See also Smith 

"Covenant amd Law in Exodus," p. 34.
4Gen 41:57.
5Gen 50:20.
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but the sojourn in Egypt saved Israel itself from the
danger of being absorbed by other peoples before it
could be established as a people among the nations.1 In
Egypt they were secure in this respect, "because the
Egyptians could not eat bread with the Hebrews"2 since
"every shepherd is loathsome /an abomination, margin7 to
the Egyptians."2 Moreover, the land of Canaan was too
large for a single family to occupy, and the lengthy
sojourn in Egypt would allow time for them to develop
into a nation, numerous enough to take possession of 

4the land.

Why the Exodus
The historical character of the Exodus is almost 

universally accepted by Biblical scholars today, in the 
sense that Israel's forebearers descended to Egypt, 
sojourned there, and finally, under special circumstances,

^See the Shechem-Dinah episode in Gen 34.
2Gen 43:22
3Gen 46:34. See Stek, "Salvation, Justice and 

Liberation," pp. 145, 146.
4In Exod 12:27, 38 the number of the people 

leaving Egypt is given as "six hundred thousand men on 
foot, aside from children. And a mixed multitude also 
went up with them," suggesting a total population of 
several millions. For a discussion on the difficulties 
of these numbers, see Cole, Exodus, p. 112; A. Lucas, 
"The Number of the Israelites at the Exodus," PEQ (1944) 
164-16 8, and J. W. Wenham, "Large Numbers in the Old 
Testament," TyndB 18 (1967):19-53.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



2 2 6

left Egypt to establish themselves in Palestine.1
Although no known Egyptian record attests to the presence
of Israel there, the Biblical tradition a priori demands
belief, because "it is not the sort of tradition any
people would invent. Here is no heroic epic of migration,
but the recollection of shameful servitude from which

2only the power of God brought deliverance." Not all 
agree, however, regarding the date, location, participants, 
nature, and purpose of the event.3

The account of Israel's slavery in Egypt, with

"No one today seriously questions that there was 
a bondage and an Exodus. In its basic outlines as well 
as in a number of details the story of the enslavement of 
Israel's ancestors in Egypt accords with much that we 
know of conditions and features of life in the Nile delta 
region in the latter part of the second millennium B.C." 
(Ernest W. Nicholson, Exodus and Sinai in History and 
Tradition /Richmond: John Knox Press, 1912/, pp. 53, 54).

2Bright, A History of Israel, p. 119. For a con­
trary view, see William Johnstone, "The Exodus as Pro­
cess," ExpTim 91 (1980) :358-363. Johnstone's thesis is 
that the Exodus narrative as it now stands represents a 
theological interpretation of a historical process typ­
ical over an extended period of time for a large number 
of people. He argues that from the Egyptian point of 
view, the narrative represents a gross oversimplification. 
Egypt at that time was at the zenith of imperial might, 
yet the Biblical record does not even trouble to give 
the names of the three Pharaohs that were involved, or 
mention any of its brilliant achievements, but under­
lines only its cruelty and intransigence. The biased 
presentation of the facts, according to Johnstone, sug­
gests that the presentation of the Israelite side is 
doubtless no less stylized.

3Little attention is paid by liberation theolo­
gians regarding these aspects of the Exodus, since they 
are not relevant to their concerns. The oppressed could 
have been any group auid their oppressors could have been
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which Exodus begins, is prer^nted as a part of a con­
tinuing story which goes back to the patriarchs in 
Genesis- The Exodus story clearly comes in the context 
of the call, blessing, and covenant with Abraham, as a 
further development of salvation history, i.e., the 
working out in history of God's salvific purposes.^" For 
this reason, the historical context provided by the book 
of Genesis can hardly be ignored. The Exodus is a chap­
ter of a larger story that began in Eden, ran through 
many centuries which show how humanity separated from 
God, tried in vain "to save" itself, and how God, in his 
mercy, intervened time and time again to stem the tide 
of evil, until history is given a unique redemptive
thrust with the call of Abraham, and the covenant estab-

2lished with him and his posterity.

of any kind, and liberation could have taken place at any 
time or place. See Kirk, Liberation Theology, p. 96.

^"Salvation history," a translation of the German 
Seilsgeschichte, which was coined in the middle of the eigh­
teenth century to call attention to the fact that histor­
ical events narrated in the Bible were accompanied by a the­
ological purpose. More recently the idea of Beilsgesokickte 
has been used to overcome the dilenma into which historicism has 
brought the theologians. When the principles and methods 
of modern scientific research were applied to the Bible, it 
was reduced to a purely human work sharing the relativism 
of all the rest of history. See Braaten, History and Her­
meneutics , pp. 103-129. Some theologians, like Tillich, 
Brunner, Bultmann and his school, have shown little inter­
est in the historical contents of the Bible. Other schol­
ars in reaction to this trend have again turned to Seilsge- 
echichte. See Oscar Cullmann, Salvation in History (London:
SCM Press, 1967), and James Peter, "Salvation History as 
a Model for Theological Thought," SJT 23 (1970):1-12.

2It is when the Exodus is severed from its
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The book of Exodus portrays, in its opening
verses, a deliberate connection with the closing chapters
of Genesis.^" It begins with the words "now these are
the names. . . . "  The initial "now" or "and" found in
the Hebrew makes clear that the Exodus is intended as a
continuation of the Genesis story and as the fulfillment
cf the promises made to the patriarchs. Then it proceeds
to give the names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt
with Jacob as they are found in Genesis 46. It goes on
to record how this handful of people, the sons of Israel,
"were fruitful and increased greatly, and multiplied, and
became exceedingly mighty, so that the land was filled 

2with them." This seems to be a conscious reference to 
the promise given to the patriarchs.

historical context that it is seen as a paradigm for the 
liberation of one people from the oppression of another, 
in order to provide the oppressed the opportunity to work 
out their own destiny on earth. But when this is done, 
when the establishing of a society free from misery and 
alienation, "a human amd brotherly city" (Gutierrez, A 
Theology of Liberation, p. 157), is the only or main goal 
of liberation, the Exodus is placed in the central con­
text of Cain and the amtedeluvians, or Babel, rather than 
in the context of Abraihaim amd his descendaints, amd leaves 
mam free to erect another humam kingdom on earth. See 
Stek, "Salvation, Justice and Liberation," p. 147.

1The prelude to the entire book is chapter one, 
which records in a few verses the history of some hun­
dreds of years. See Benjamin Uffenheimer, "Salvation in 
Exodus" Risk 9 (1973):28. Interestingly, there is no 
reference to* Exodus 1:1-8 in GutiSrrez1 A Theology of 
Liberation. The same is true of Miramda in Marx and
the Bible.

2It was by God's special blessing and protection 
that the sons of Israel became so numerous in Egypt, as 
the rest of the chapter indicates. It was, besides, the
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Even a cursory reading of the first chapters of 

the Book of Exodus makes it clear that God was on the 
side of Israel and against E g y p t i t  also suggests two 
main reasons for this attitude: God's sensitivity to 
injustice, and Israel's peculiar character.

God's Sensitivity to Injustice
After many years of living peacefully in Goshen,

2"the best of the land of Egypt, in which the sons of 
Israel increased greatly,2 their fate suddenly changed 
when "a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know

fulfillment of the divine promise first recorded in Gen 
1:28 renewed after the flood (Gen 9:1) and again to 
Abraham (Gen 12:2). Just prior to leaving Canaan with 
his family to join Joseph in Egypt, the promise of a 
numerous posterity was repeated to Jacob: "I am God, the 
God of your father; do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, 
for I will make you a great nation there (Gen 46:3) .
Exod 1:7 repeats three verbs found in Gen 1:21, 22; the 
unusual increase in numbers under adverse circumstances 
was doubtless interpreted as God's promised blessing on 
his creation.

lnSay, therefore, to the sons of Israel, I am 
the Lord, and I will bring you out from under the burden 
of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their 
bondage" (6:6) . "So I will stretch out My hand and 
strike Egypt with all my miracles which I will do in the 
midst of it" (3:20).

2Gen 45:18.
2Exod 1:7. Brevard S. Childs rightly observes 

that this verse "functions as a transitional verse by 
pointing in both directions. It serves as a fulfill-
— a  « 1  ■( a  a  n  av*t
UieilW  V i. W41C y q  VA A a *  V440A WUW V f MM w

forms the background for the events that initiate the 
exodus" (The Book of Exodus. A Critical Theological 
Commentary /Philadelphia: The Westminster Eress, 197 47, 
pp. 2, 3).
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Joseph,"1 amd saw the Hebrews' rapid increase as a threat
to the security of his kingdom. Three attempts were made

2to curb their expansion: forced labor, a secret plan to 
murder the male children as they were born,^ amd finally

The expression "a new king" is generally under­
stood to imply that he did not succeed his predecessor 
in a natural way. And the fact that he "did not know 
Joseph" would strongly imply a new dynasty. The new 
king was unacquainted with the privileged history of 
Israel. He felt not bound to the Israelites by amy ties 
of gratitude for what Joseph had done for Egypt, unmind­
ful of the fact that in the person of Joseph Israel had 
been the salvation of Egypt. At any rate, there was a 
notable change in the principles of government. See 
Francis D. Nichol, ed., The Seventh-day Adventist Bible 
Commentary, 7 vols. (Washington, D. C.: Review amd 
Herald Publishing Association, 1953-1957), 1:496-497. 
Childs, however, argues that it is a mistake to try to 
bring this vague reference of the new king who did not 
know Joseph into "sharper focus by learned discussion of 
Egyptian history" (The Book of Exodus, p. 15). The ques­
tion itself, however, has no direct consequence in rela­
tion to the theology of the book of Exodus. For a fuller 
discussion, see Charles F. Pfeiffer, Egypt and the Exodus 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1964) , chap. T "A 
Pharaoh who Knew not Joseph," pp. 33-39.

2It is not altogether clear how the Egyptians 
expected enforced labor to slow down the expansion of the 
Hebrews. At any rate, it would seem clear that Pharaoh 
at least hoped to achieve his goal by breaking down the 
physical strength of the slaves, since a population 
grows more slowly under conditions of oppression than in 
the midst of prosperous circumstances. At the same time 
their spirits would be crushed, thus destroying their 
very desire for liberation. Topel points out that in 
Brazil and Cuba the technique of lengthening the hours 
of work was actually used to control the slave population 
(The Way to Peace, p. 158) .

3Ssverino Croatto sees the effort to keep in 
check the growth in the number of slaves through infan­
ticide as equivalent to "the euphemism of 'family plan­
ning1 orchestrated by the North Americans" (Exodus, 
p. 18). On the role the midwives played as they dis- 
obeyed the king, see Childs, The Book of Exodus, pp.
16, 17.
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open drowning in the Nile.3, When these cruel methods
failed in their intended objective, the rigor of the
oppression succeeded in making the lives of the Hebrews
bitter and almost unbearable; they were slaves, at the

2mercy of an unscrupulous king. In their desperate situ­
ation they cried and God heard their cry. He "saw" the
affliction of his people; he "heard" their cry because 
of their taskmasters, amd "was aware" of their sufferings, 
so he "came down" to deliver them from the power of the 
Egyptians.3

The Exodus story portrays Egypt as the oppressor
and God as responding to the cry of the oppressed. The
Exodus, therefore, was an act of justice, whereby the
oppressed were freed amd the oppressors punished. The
story begins with the cry of the Israelites, but ends
with the cry on the lips of the Egyptians " . . .  and
there was a great cry in Egypt, for there was n%j iimue

4where there was not someone dead."

^Exod 1:22.
2Exod 1:14. See GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liber- 

ation, p. 156. Croatto, in his unconcealed anti-North 
Americam feelings, again draws a parallel with modern 
times: "It was an alienating situation in extreme like,
in our time, to the shameful situation of the Puerto
Ricans exploited at all levels by their masters. All 
exploitation is characterized by am ignominious, arrogant 
arbitrariness, whether it is exercised by a pharaoh or by
the imperialist countries of our own day" (Exodus, p. 16).

3Exod 3:7, 8.
4Exod 12:30. See Goldingay, "The Mem of War,"

p. 85.
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In the Exodus God acted in deep solidarity with 
those who suffered to deliver them from a state of servi­
tude and to set them free. Liberation theologians are 
very perceptive in emphasizing the need for social jus­
tice and concern for the poor in their reading of the 
Exodus. Ronald Sider has clearly stated that

At the exodus, God acted to demonstrate that he is 
opposed to oppression. We distort the biblical 
interpretation of the momentous event of the exodus 
unless we see that at this pivotal point, the Lord 
of the universe was at work correcting oppression 
and liberating the poor. 1

In fact, God's concern for the weak and the 
oppressed permeates the pages of the Old Testament; "the 
protection of the innocent and the poor in society is

2the very warp and woof of the Israelite way of life."
The disenfranchised, the destitute, the disabled, the 
widow, the orphans and sojourners are singled out in the 
Old Testament as worthy of special consideration by God's 
people.3 The Israelites were to follow the example of

"An Evangelical Theology of Liberation," Kenneth 
Kantzer and Stanley Gundry, eds., Perspectives on Evan­
gelical Theology. Papers from the Thirtieth Annual Meet­
ing of the Evangelical Theological Society (GrancL Rapids: 
Baker Book House, 197$), p. 121.

2G. Johannes Botterweck, "ekhyon," Theological 
Dictionary of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm, B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1974), p. 31; see entire article 
pp. 27-42. See also Ronald J. Sider, ed., Cry Justice 
The Bible Speaks on Hunger and Poverty (Downers Grove: 
Inter varsity Press, issO) . mis tcok~ccntains a convenient 
compilation of Biblical texts dealing with hunger, jus­
tice, and the poor.

3"Cursed is he who distorts the justice due
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Yahweh, who cook their side when they were poor and help­
less. Justice in dealing with others, especially with 
the weak, was to be uppermost in their concerns; it was 
to be a sign of their knowledge of God,1 as Jeremiah 
expressed it:

Did not your father eat and drink
and do justice and righteousness?
Then it was well with him.
He plead the cause of the afflicted and needy;
Then it was well.
Is it not that what it means to know Me?
Declares the Lord. 2

to an alien, orphan, and widow" (Deut 27:19). For a ful­
ler discussion of this topic see Norman W. Proteous, "The 
Care of the Poor in the Old Testament," in Living the 
Mystery. Collected Essays (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1§67): pp. 143-155); H. Eberhard Von Waldow, "Social 
Responsibility and Social Structure in Early Israel,"
CBQ 32 (1970:182-204, and David H. Engelhard, "The Lord's 
Motivated Concern for the Underprivileged," CalThJ 15 
(1980):5-25.

1It should be pointed out that in these concerns 
the Israelites were not unique; they shared much in com­
mon with their neighbors. "The protection of the widow, 
the orphan and the poor was the common policy of the 
Ancient Near East" (Charles Fensham, "Widow, Orphan, and 
the Poor in Ancient_Near Eastern Legal and Wisdom Lit­
erature," JNES 21 /T9627:129). The main difference bet­
ween Israel and most o? her neighbors, according to 
Engelhard, was that while in Egypt and Mesopotamia the 
concern for the underprivileged was the ideal of the 
rulers, and only by implication the duty of the people, 
in Israel the law, the prophets, and the wisdom sayings 
were addressed to all people, corporately and individually 
("The Lord's Motivated Concern," p. 13),

2Jer 22:15, There is a tendency among liberation 
theologians to stress the concept of doing justice a3 the 
way of knowing God. Gutifirrez writes, "to oppress the 
poor is to offend God himself; to know God is to work 
justice among men" (A Theology of Liberation, p. 295). 
Miranda is more specific when he declares that God’s 
n3oZe concern was with justice for the oppressed" (Marx 
and the Bible, p. 84, emphasis added); and again "Yahweh*s
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God's Dependability in a Covenant Relationship
The liberation of the Israelites from Egypt was

an act of justice in which God freed the oppressed and
punished the oppressor. Unfortunately, most liberation
theologians see this as the only aspect of God's mighty
act. On this point Jos6 Porfirio Miranda is unambiguous:

The God who originally revealed himself to Israel was 
the God of the Exodus, and his self-revelation is 
simply an obligatory intervention on behalf of the 
oppressed against the oppressor. 1

On this account liberation theologians overlook the

intervention in history has only one purpose . . . .  'to 
serve the cause of justice'" (p. 78). Consequently, he 
concludes, "to know God is to achieve justice for the 
poor" (p. 44). No one would seriously argue, on Biblical 
grounds, that to know God should inevitably result in 
seeking to do justice. Donald G. Bloesch, however, 
argues, and rightly so, that "the knowing of God" and the 
"doing of justice" cannot be equated, for the simple rea­
son that many who have been illuminated by the knowledge 
of God are unable to participate visibly and meaning­
fully in the quest for social justice. "I am thinking 
here," he says, "of the Jewish people in exile in Babylon 
or of the Christian community in certain Iron Curtain 
countries whose witness is the silent one of intercession 
and daily suffering and humiliation. In such cases 
believers are barred from positions of responsibility in 
the state where they could participate in the political 
process that serves the cause of justice" (ThEd 16 /19797: 
16). Since these terms cannot be equated, much less 
reversed, as when Miguez Bonino, going a step further 
states, "to do justice is to know Yahweh" (Christians 
and Marxists, p. 53), especially when to "do justice 
implies to give room to another regime tham promises to 
be more interested in the common good.

^Being and the Messiah. The Message of St. John 
(Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1977), p. 5b. He adds, 
"the exegesis which tries to make his intervention 
depend completely on a promise or pact— as if God would 
not have intervened against injustice if he had not 
officially promised to do so beforehand— contradicts 
with this kind of positivism the deepest and most radical
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principal motive of God's action: the peculiar character 
of the relation that united Him to Israel; he acted to 
fulfill his promises to Abraham, to reveal his will and 
to call out a special people. The concept of the cove­
nant is present in GutiSrrez, but for him it is not the 
calling out of a particular people, but rather "a move­
ment which led to encounter with God."1

However, God not only heard the groaning of an
enslaved people, he also "remembered His covenant with

2Abraham, Isaac and Jacob." The God of the Exodus was 
one and the same as "the God of your fathers."^ Walter 
Eichrodt rightly points out that there can be no real

conviction of the Old Testament authors" (Marx and 
the Bible, p. 89).

^ T h e o l o g y  of Liberation, p. 157. He denies 
the role of a particular people,preferring instead a 
"purely relational and general encounter theology," 
which does not do justice to the role of the covenant in 
Israel (Armerding, "Exodus," p. 531).

2Exod 2:24; 6:4, 5. The doctrine of election is 
fundamental to the thought of the Old Testament; it is 
in fact the characteristic doctrine in Genesis: God 
choosing Shem from the three sons of Noah (Gen 9); then 
Abraham to be the father of the chosen nation (Gen 12) ; 
God passing by Ishmael and choosing Isaac (Gen 21); then 
passing by Esau and choosing Jacob (Gen 25; later 
appointing Joseph from among his twelve brothers (Gen 3 7); 
and finally the passing by of the elder of Joseph's sons 
and bestowal of the firstborn's portion on Ephraim 
(Gen 48).

3Exod 3:13, 15, 16; 4:5; 13:11. The names of the 
patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, are mentioned seven 
times in the first four chapter of Exodus. See on this 
topic Frank Moore Cross, "Yahweh and the God of the 
Patriarchs," HThR 55 (1962):225-259.
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understanding of the meaning of the Old Testament, unless 
close attention is paid to the doctrine of election, 
regardless of what one might think about its truth: "For 
biblical religion this means that one cannot pass over 
the central concept that God bears a special relationship 
to His people, a relationship appropriately designated by 
the words 'covenant' and 'election.1

It is by virtue of the special relationship that 
God had with these slaves, the descendants of Abraham, 
with whom he made a covenant, that Yahweh found the rea­
son to assist them in their affliction. There were, no 
doubt, other peoples in the ancient world, even within 
the confines of Egypt itself, who groaned under their 
bondage and cried to heaven like the Israelites did. But 
they were not the object of the same favor; because of 
his covenant with their fathers, Yahweh responded only 
to the cry of the Israelites,2 Israel found favor with

^Quoted by H, H. Rowley, The Biblical Doctrine of 
Election (London: Lutterworth Press, 193b), p. l5.

2Exod 11:5 indicates that during the last plague, 
even "the first-born of the slave-girl who is behind the 
millstones" would die. To sit "behind the two mill 
stones," as the Hebrew literally reads, is to do the 
work of the lowest woman slave in the household. Accord­
ing to Umberto Cassuto, the expression means "the goorest 
of the poor" (A Commentary on the Book of Exodus /Jeru­
salem: The Magnes Press, The Hebrew University, 15677, 
p. 133), The sighs of these slaves, "the poorest of the 
poor," were apparently not heard by Yahweh; rather they 
participated in the judgment of the oppressor. This 
does not mean that God had no ears for their cry, only 
that Be had decided to bless them through His covenant 
people, because the same covenant with the fathers does
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God not only because she cried in her affliction, but
because she was "His" people: "I have surely seen the
affliction of My people who are in E g y p t . T h e  special
relationship between God and His people, the children of
Israel, is highlighted by the words "Israel is My son, My 

2first-born." While Israel carefully avoided the idea of 
divine sonship,3 it is God who uses this expression as an 
integral part of His call to deliver Israel from Egypt. 
This text does not mean, as it is often implied, that 
Yahweh called Israel from Egypt to be his son. Israel 
was already Yahweh's son in Egypt. Yahweh was now seen 
as a "Father" for what He did. He brought Israel into 
being as a nation; He fostered it and led it. These 
words express a very close, familial relationship, where 
the highest degree of loyalty may be expected of the

link Israel to the rest of the world. He had promised to 
bless Abraham in a special way, but one of the objects of 
his blessing was that "in you all families of the earth 
shall be blessed" (Gen 12:3).

^Exod 3:7.
3Exod 4:22, 23. This is the only passage in the 

Old Testament in which Israel is referred to as the first­
born. Jeremiah uses the word referring to Ephraim (31:9) . 
See Phillip Hyatt, Commentary on Exodus, New Century 
Bible (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott Ltd., 1971),
p. 86.

3It was common in the Ancient Near East for mon- 
archs to claim that they were sons of the gods, especially 
so In Egypt where the Pharaoh was thought to be the 
result of sexual union between the god and the queen. 
Perhaps this is the reason why Israel carefully avoided 
the idea of divine sonship. See Dennis McCarthy, "Israel, 
My First-born Son," The Way 5 (1965):183—191.
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protector. The idea is present that "the Israelites 
are thought less as slaves to be rescued by a relation 
than as property withheld from its original owner and to 
be regained by him."1

The liberative action of God in favor of His 
"Son" is expressed as redemption: "I will also redeem

2you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments." 
To redeem, ga'al, is a juridical term which basically 
means to recover a lost property^ and is very similar in

David Daube, The Exodus Pattern in the Bible 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1963}, p . 42. In his final 
speech to tne Israelites, forty years after their liber­
ation, Moses reminded them, "Is not He your Father who 
has bought you? He has made you and established you"
(Deut 32:6) . The attribute "firstborn" is also a basis 
for the threat to the firstborn of Pharaoh. If Pharaoh 
would refuse to let God's firstborn go, then his first­
born must die Instead. This connection is patterned on 
the lex talionis, a fundamental principle of the Hebrew 
law (Exod 21:23— 25). See Cole, Exodus, p. 78.

2Exod 6:6. Apart from this passage the stem "to 
redeem" occurs only once in the Exodus story (Exod 15:2). 
Thus, from the strict linguistic point of view the con­
cept of redemption would appear to be only marginal in 
the book of Exodus. Yet it contains "the enthusiastic 
narrative of a nation's redemption from the bonds of 
slavery by the intervention of God followed by the free 
decision of a whole people to accept this kingship as 
the formative principle of its national existence, per­
vading and shaping all spheres of life" jBenjamin Uffen- 
heimer, "Salvation in Exodus" Risk 9:3 /1973/:27) . The 
idea of redemption is, of course, present earlier than the 
Exodus in the stories of Noah (Gen 8) and Lot (Gen 19) .

^The term ga'al is used in two different realms 
in the Old Testament. One the one hand, it is used in 
connection with legal and social life, and on the other 
hand, with regard to God's redeeming acts. In the secu­
lar use the verb describes the action of someone who has 
the right to reclaim a person or a thing by virtue of the 
special bond that unites him to that person or thing.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



2 3 9

meaning to such verbs as "release," "rescue," "liberate." 
In this context, the application of this term to the 
liberation of Israel is closely related to restoration of 
an earlier relationship between Yahweh and Israel, espe­
cially so since the author mentions in the previous verses 
the patriarchs with whom he had already made a covenant.1 
Yahweh1s special interest in his firstborn became evident

"If a fellow-countryman of yours becomes so poor he has 
to sell part of his property, then his nearest kinsman 
is to come and buy back what his relative has sold" (Lev 
25:25); if "a countryman of yours becomes so poor . . . 
as to sell himself to a stranger who is sojourning with 
you . . . then he shall have redemption right after he 
has been sold. One of his brothers may redeem him" (Lev 
25:47, 48). Widows without children could also be 
redeemed by one of the husband's nearest relatives (Ruth 
3, 4) . Nuances from the legal and social realm play a 
role in the religious, as evidenced in Ps 74:2: "Remember 
Thy congregation, which Thou has purchased of old, which 
Thou hast redeemed to be the tribe of Thine inheritance." 
For more details, see Helmer Ringgren, "ga'al” Theolog­
ical Dictionary of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm.
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1975), 2:350-355.

1It would seem, therefore, that the term "redemp­
tion" should be preferred over "liberation" to express 
what actually happened at the Exodus, because "el con- 
cepto biblico es esencialmente positivo e indica mSs el 
pertenecer a Dios que r l dejar de pertenecer al faradn. 
Sdlo que el pertenecer a Dios implica dejar de pertenecer 
al faradn; Dios no es Senor de un pueblo de esclavos" 
(Correa, "Leyendo el Exodo y a Gutidrrez," p. 91). 
Therefore, when the term "liberation is used today to 
refer to the "archetypical event" of the Exodus, the 
basic meaning expressed by ga'al should not be emptied. 
Jorge Mejia concludes that the term "liberation" is not 
central in the Bible to designate the work of God on 
behalf of man, and when used in the Bible it does not 
mean what it generally means in today's usage. See "La 
liberacidn. Aspectos biblicos: Evaluacidn cricica," in 
Liberacidn: DicLloqosen el CELAM (Bogotd: Secretariado 
General del CELAM, 1974), pp. 304, 305. So does James 
Barr: "it must be clear that the Exodus theme is not 
obviously a 'liberation,' in the common sense, as has
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in the events that followed. When Pharaoh persistently 
refused to yield to Yahweh's demands, His judgments fell 
with increasing severity on Pharaoh, his people, and his 
possessions; while the land of Goshen enjoyed His pro­
tections, according to His promise: "I will put a division 
between My people and your people."1

It is evident that the oppressed that are being 
redeemed in the Exodus event are God's chosen people, 
the people with whom Yahweh has a covenant, Israel.
Yahweh acted in regard to His people in a unique way not 
equaled with respect to any other nation. "He declares
His words to Jacob, His statutes and His ordinances to

2Israel. He has not dealt thus with any nation," declares 
the psalmist.

In view of the specific teaching of Scripture 
concerning the particularity of God's people evidenced in 
the Exodus narrative and elsewhere in the sacred record, 
one is led to conclude that it is a particular hermeneu­
tical pre-understanding that does not allow liberation 
theologians to perceive it.1 One cannot pass over the

commonly been supposed, on the basis of Old Testament 
evidence" ("The Bible as a Political Document," BJKL 62 
/19807:287) .

1Exod 8:23.
2Ps 147:19, 20. Yoder forcefully argues that 

Goshen is prior to Exodus; "peoplehood is the presupposi­
tion, not the product of Exodus" ("Exodus and Exile," 
p. 301) .

3Marten H. Woudstra, "A Critique of Liberation 
Theology by a Cross-Culturalized Calvinist," JETS 23
(1980):11.
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central Biblical affirmation that God bears a special 
relationship to His people— a relationship appropriately 
designated by the words "covenant," "election,"— and 
still hope to grasp the meaning and message of God's 
word for us today.

Purpose of the Exodus

To Reveal God's Initiative
The necessity of man's participation in his own 

salvation, exemplified by Moses' role in the liberation 
of the Israelites from Egypt, is seen as one of the pri­
mary features of the Exodus story by many liberation theo­
logians.1 Moses is often conceived as a revolutionary 
leader who led the Hebrew slaves in a successful revolt 
against Egypt, and then fled with them to Palestine.

The fact that in the present state of the story 
the participation of Moses and the people do not figure 
prominently, is because the Jews, once liberated, engaged 
in a prolongued interpretation of their own history, in 
the process of which the importance of the human role 
was largely reversed, to the extent that Yahweh, rather 
than Moses and the people,- occupies the center stage. It 
would seem strange, as Bright rightly points out, that

1See GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 156; 
Miranda, Marx and the Bible, pp. 97, 98; Croatto, Llbe- 
raciSn y llbertad, pp~[ 4i, 43.

2See Croatto, "Dios en el acontecimiento," p. 54.
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any people would Invent such a tradition of a shameful 
servitude from which only the power of God brought deliv­
erance, had they been successful in gaining their free­
dom.1 It would seem, however, that an essential element 
of the story is that the Exodus was an act of God rather 
than man. The involvement of Moses in the liberative 
enterprise underlines, from the very beginning, the fact 
that the Exodus is of God's doing.

It is significant in the story that Moses, who
belonged to the oppressed but had providentially been
brought up among the oppressors, one day went out to see
his brethren in their hard labors. Upon noticing that
an Egyptian, perhaps one of the taskmasters, was beating
a Hebrew, acting with utmost care "he struck down the

2Egyptian and hid him in the sand." It is evident that
Moses possessed the qualities of a revolutionary leader.
Cassuto points out that

By this act Moses showed the qualities of his spirit, 
the spirit of a mam who pursues justice and is quick 
to save the oppressed from the hand of the oppressor,

bright, A History of Israel, p. 119. 
oExod 2:13. Miranda rightly points out that the 

phrase "to see" in the previous verse means more than the 
ordinary act of seeing; it intends action, as when God 
"saw" the affliction of his people and "came down" to 
deliver them. Marx and the Bible, pp. 97, 98. The Egyp­
tian was "beating1* the Hebrew^ and Moses "struck down" 
the Egyptian are forms of the same verb. Moses' act was 
an act of justice; the Egyptian smote; therefore, he too 
should be smitten. However, the verb is repeated with a 
somewhat different nuance: when first used it means "to 
beat"; the second time it signifies "to kill." See 
Cassuto, Commentary on Exodus, p. 22.
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the spirit of love of freedom and courage to rise up 
against tyrants. 1

Whatever the interpretation concerning the nature
of Moses' act or his qualities as a revolutionary leader 

2might be — the Bible does not pronounce any judgment on 
the morality of his action— one thing is certain: he 
failed in his self-appointed mission; failed in keeping 
his crime secret, as well as in winning the allegiance 
of those on whose behalf he acted. As soon as he knew
that Pharaoh was after his life, he was seized by fear,

3 4fled the country, and settled in Midian.

^Commentary on Exodus, p. 22.
2The history of the interpretation of this pas­

sage reveals that some commentators saw his action with 
approval, while others saw it as a crime that should not 
be excused. According to John Calvin, Moses "was inspired 
by the Holy Spirit with special courage for the perfor­
mance of this act" (Commentary on the Four Last Books of 
Moses Arranged in the Form of a Harmony /Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. , 1950/, 1:47) . For Augus­
tine, however, the Egyptian, though criminal and really 
the offender, ought not to have been put to death by one 
who had no legal authority to do so" (Quoted by Keil, 
Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:431). For more 
details on the history of exegesis of this passage, see 
Childs, The Book of Exodus, pp. 40, 41.

3Exod 1:13-14. There is no doubt that the gue­
rilla tactics Moses proposed to employ were not part of 
the Divine strategy. It was not by insurrection on their 
part nor by a system of assassination that the Hebrews 
were to be delivered from their bondage. The incident 
reveals that the leader was not yet prepared, nor were 
the Hebrews themselves ready to leave Egypt.

4Not many details are given of Moses' stay in 
Midian. Opon reaching there, however, opportunity pre­
sented itself for Moses to again manifest his active con­
cern for justice on behalf of the weak (2:16, 17), as 
well as his prowess as a warrior: he singlehandedly
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In killing the offender and defending the abused 

Hebrew, Moses had acted out of concern for justice, out 
of compassion, out of concern for the oppression of his 
people, but he acted without authority; "his zeal for the 
welfare of his brethren urged him forward to present him­
self as the umpire and judge of his brethren before God 
called him to this."3. By acting on behalf of justice, 
but without authority, Moses had to act secretly rather
than openly, whereas the Exodus is concerned that justice

2be publicly done.
The opening chapters of the book of Exodus pre­

sent Israel in such a desperate situation that it pro­
vokes the violent intervention of Moses: but his action 
is fruitless, and serves only to bring to prominence the 
indispensability of God's involvement if the slaves are 
to be freed. This in no way detracts from the fact that 
Moses is a towering figure in the book of Exodus. His 
greatness, however, is not that of a general, or a

stood up and helped the girls against the shepherds.
This act earned him acceptance in a new community and a 
wife, and the name given to his firstborn, Gershom, 
indicates that Moses still remembered that he was a 
sojourner in a foreign land. On the background of Moses' 
sojourn in Midian, See George W. Coats, "Moses in Midian," 
JBL 92 (1973):3-10.

^Kiel, Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:431.
2See Goldingay, "The Man of War and the Suffering 

Servant," p. 90. Childs is perceptive when he observes 
that it is doubtful whether an act of justice cam really 
be done under the circumstamces Moses acted. The Book of 
Exodus, p. 45.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



2 4 5

guerilla strategist, but of an ambassador who returns to 
Egypt in the name of Yahweh, with a new mission and a 
different authority. For this task he was to be called.

One day, as Moses was pasturing the flocks of
Jethro, his father-in-law, the priest of Midian came to
Horeb, the mountain of God, where he was confronted by
the God of his fathers in the magnificent symbols of the
burning bush,1 the holy ground and the divine name:

2
"'Ehyeh ashev ’ehyeh. " Buber has interestingly observed
that this verse (Exod 3:14) answers a question posed by 
Moses in the previous verse: "Then Moses said to God, 
Behold, I am going to the sons of Israel, and I shall 
say to them the God of your fathers has sent me to you. 
Now they may say to me, what is his name,"^ and argues 
that "what" as distinguished from "who" seeks out the 
qualities, character, power and abilities resident in 
that name. What is God really like? is what the question 
implies.4 Accordingly, God's answer 'Ehyeh ashev 'ehyeh,

1See on this event David Noel Freedman, "Hie Burn­
ing Bush," Bib 50 (1969):245-246: Edward J. Young, "The 
Call of Moses," WTJ 29 (1967):117-135 and 30 (1968):l-23, 
and Martin Buber, Moses, the Revelation and the Covenant 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1&58), chap. "The 
Burning Bush," pp. 39-55.

2Exod 3:14. The majority of liberation theolo­
gians who deal with this passage understand it in a 
future sense, "I will be who I will be." See GutiSrrez,
A Theology of Liberation, p. 165; Miranda, Being and the 
Messiah, pp. 42,43.

^Exod 3:13.
4Moses, the Revelation and the Covenant, pp. 51, 52.
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was not so much an ontological designation as it was a 
promise of a dynamic, active presence. The name of God 
must, according to the context, justify God's mission to 
deliver Israel as well as guarantee its success. He had 
already assured Moses "I will be with you.”3. The reve­
lation of His name was intended to remove any doubt from 
peoples' minds that this God, who was active in the his­
tory of their fathers, would be capable of achieving 
their own liberation. Furthermore, this would seem to 
fit the Biblical pattern, for in Israel's subsequent
history, God would be known as the God who brought Israel

2"out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery."
God's manifestation was in a supernatural, mirac­

ulous event, the first in a series of supernatural events 
that characterize the Exodus story, underlining the fact 
that the Exodus was interpreted to be the work of God.3 
When the divine call came from the burning bush, "come 
now, I will send you to Pharaoh, so that you may bring

^Exod 3:12,
2Exod 20:2. See on this topic David Noel Freed­

man, "The Name of the God of Moses," JBL 79 (1960):151- 
156; Bright, A History of Israel, pp. 151, 152, and 
Childs, The Book of Exodus, pp. 60-77.

3Among others, the rod made serpent and turned 
back again (4:2-4); Moses' hand diseased and then healed 
(9:6, 7); the plagues (7-12); the slaughter of the Egyp­
tian first-born (2:29); the crossing of the Red Sea (14); 
the destruction of the Egyptian army (14); the pillar of 
fire and cloud (14:19); sweetening of the waters of Marah 
(15:22-25); manna and quail provided for food (16); 
water flowing from the rock (17:1-6).
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My people, the sons of Israel, out of Egypt,"1 Moses
could not believe that God wanted to involve him in the
liberative enterprise. A marked contrast is observed in
Moses now, unwilling to accept the divine commission,
with the potential revolutionary that some years before
"supposed that his brethren understood that God was

2granting them deliverance through him. " He was assured 
that the success of his mission was not dependent on his 
own abilities or power, but rather in being a messenger 
of the God of his fathers, "certainly I will be with you, 
and this shall be a sign to you that it is I who have 
sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, 
you shall worship God upon this mountain."2 As Moses in 
disbelief argues that the Hebrews will not listen to him, 
he is empowered to perform three miraculous acts to sub­
stantiate his claim to be Yahweh's messenger, and to 
convince them that the God of their fathers was about to 
fulfill His promises.

According to Gutifirrez, the task of Moses and

1Exod 3:10.
2Acts 7:25. Moses had been trained at the court 

of Pharaoh; he "was educated in all the learning of the 
Egyptians . . . "  (Acts 7:22), and more than any other 
Hebrew, he was highly qualified to be God's agent of 
deliverance. But his present sense of inadequacy, also 
seen in other prophets (Isa 6:5? Jer 1:6), contrasts 
sharply with his previous experience. The sense of 
inadequacy and weakness is no ordinary part of the equip­
ment of the potential political leader.

2Exod 3:12.
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Aaron in Egypt was one of conscientization of the 
oppressed, because liberation is not possible before the 
oppressed reject the oppressive consciousness which they 
have internalized, and decide to take charge of their 
own destiny. It would seem however, that by performing 
wonders that altogether transcended the skill and wisdom 
of man, the Israelites were expected to trust in the 
supernatural power of the God of their fathers, rather 
than to be moved to organize themselves in an attempt to 
gain their freedom. The purpose of the signs was to con­
vince them of the perfect ease with which God could do 
anything that the accomplishment of their liberation 
would demand. At any rate, Israel needed a more radical 
conscientization than the one suggested by GutiSrrez; 
it needed not only to become aware of its condition as 
unreasonable and that it could be changed. It needed a 
renewed awareness of itself as God1s people and of 
Yahweh as its God.

Moses finally returned to Egypt to interpret what 
had happened to him on the holy mountain to those who 
were in Egypt, Hebrews as well as Egyptians. And it was 
exclusively Yahweh who multiplied signs and wonders 
against the obstinate Pharaoh,1 guided Israel by the

^■Exod 7-12. The narrative uses the terminology 
of the miraculous throughout. The principal words 
employed cure pala, "miracle" (3:20); oth, "sign" (4:8,17); 
mopheth, "wonder" (4:21); shep hot, "judgment" (6:6). The 
divine power at work is expressed by such terms as "by a
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pillar of fire and cloud,1 and won the final and decisive
2victory at the Red Sea, while Moses' chief responsibility

strong hand" 3:19, margin); "My hand" (3:20); "the hand 
of the Lord" (9:3); "by a powerful hand" (13:3); "out­
stretched hand" (6:6); "finger of God" (8:19); "My 
power" (9:16).

^ x o d  12:21, 22. Was the pillar of cloud a 
purely supernatural manifestation, or was it a natural 
object used by God as a symbol of his presence and leader­
ship? Cassuto argues, for instance, that just as caravan 
guides in the wilderness were accustomed to carry in 
front of them certain signals to guide their caravans in 
the right direction— smoke signals by day and fire sig­
nals by night— so it is narrated in the Exodus account 
how the Lord guided Israel. Commentary on Exodus, p. 158. 
There is no indication however, that Israel everhad 
such practice. According to Martin Noth the narrative 
element of the pillars of cloud and fire in all proba­
bility derives from the Sinai tradition, being imagina­
tive extensions of the column of smoke and fire raising 
from an erupting volcano. Exodus. A Commentary (Phila­
delphia: The Westminster Press, 1962), p. 109. For a 
more complete study of different attempted explanations, 
see Thomas W. Mann, "The Pillar of Cloud in the Red Sea 
Narrative," JBL (1971):15-30.

2Exod 14. Is the narrative to be taken as an 
accurate account of a historical miraculous deliverance, 
or as a fanciful legend? The trend in contemporary criti­
cism tends to take a middle position between these two 
"extremes," to consider the account basically accurate 
but the natural phenomena involved entirely explicable 
according to the laws of science. See Thomas Soltis, 
"Scientific Theology and the Miracle at the Red Sea," 
Spfdr 38 (1974):55-59; Lewis S. Hay, "What Really Hap­
pened at the Sea of Reeds?" JBL 83 (1964) :397-403. In 
this effort, some little convincing explanations are put 
forth, as the one offered by Topel: "This miracle /the 
crossing of the Sea7 could be explained by natural phe­
nomena. The Hebrews, lightly dressed, could wade through 
the shallow Reed Sea, The Egyptian chariots would have 
sunk in the water and their heavy armor would have caused 
the men to drown" (The Way to Peace, p 158) . Hans 
Goldicke, an Egyptologist at John Hopkins University, in 
a book to be published later this year, has advanced the 
theory that it was a tidal wave, triggered by an erup­
ting volcano that parted the waves of the Red Sea at the 
Exodus and swallowed the pursuing Egyptians. According 
to Goldicke, the Exodus rescue was linked with the same
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seems to have been to maneuver the Israelites into a
position between the Egyptians and the sea from which
only Yahweh's aid could extricate them."1

Moses said to the people, Do not fear: Stand by and 
see the salvation of the Lord which he will accom­
plish for you today. For the Egyptians whom you 
have seen today you will never see them again for­
ever. The Lord will fight for you while you keep 
silent. 2

The crossing of the Red Sea does not glorify 
Moses' strategy, but the sufficiency of Yahweh. He 
alone is capable to deliver His people. The narrative 
"is unanimous in stressing that the rescue was accom­
plished through the intervention of God and God alone.
He had provided a way of escape when there was no hope."^ 
A belief so ancient and so entrenched in the history of 
Israel clearly points to the reality of Israel's escape 
from Egypt under events that were impressed forever in 
its memory. And as Bright says, "If Israel saw in this 
the hand of God, the historian certainly has no evidence

volcanic eruption on the island of Thera that wiped out 
the Minoan civilization just before 1475 B.C. See 
Evangelical Newsletter (May 19, 1981).

1Robert F. Johnson, "Moses," Interpreter's Dic- 
tionary of the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962), 
3:445.

2Exod 14:13, 14.
^Childs, The Book of Exodus, p. 237. Even Noth, 

in discussing the E and J sources of the account, 
admits that "in both cases, however, the sole initiative 
in the events which now begin clearly remains with 
Yahweh himself" (Exodus, p. 41).
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to contradict it."1 Yet in the Exodus story, the wilder­
ness wandering, and the giving of the land, Yahweh's 
delivering action includes not only the supernatural, but 
the use of natural forces and elements as well. Childs
so well points out that

The deliverance at the sea was effected by a combina­
tion of the wonderful and the ordinary. The waters 
were split by the rod of Moses, but a strong wind 
blew all night and laid bare the sea bed. The waters 
stood up as a mighty wall to the left and to the 
right, and yet the Egyptians were drowned when the 
sea returned to its normal channels. Yahweh produced 
panic with his fiery glance, but it was the mud of 
the bottom which clogged the wheels of the heavy 
chariots. The elements of the wonderful and the 
ordinary are constitutive of the greatest Old Testa­
ment events. There never was a time when the event 
was only understood as ordinary, nor was there a time 
when the supernatural absorbed the natural. But
Israel saw the mighty hand of God at work in both the
ordinary and the wonderful, and never sought to frag­
ment the one great act of redemption into parts. 2

According to Exodus 15, where the Israelites 
broke forth in praise to God for His mighty salvation, 
Yahweh alone effected the miracle at the sea; they did 
not even play a minor role. The "warrior" in Exodus is 
not Moses, but Yahweh,3 The battle is not between Moses

A History of Israel, p. 120. Israel remembered 
the Exodus event throughout her history as the event that 
brought her into existence as a people. See Deut 6:20- 
25; 26:5-9; Joah 242:13.

2The Book of Exodus, p. 238.
3Exod 15:3. Notably, the figure of Moses is com­

pletely ommitted in the song. The liberation had been 
accomplished by God alone. "Sing to the Lord, for He is 
highly exalted; the horse and his rider he has hurled 
into the sea" (15:21). Since Yahweh is the primary 
actor in the event, it is to Him and not to His human 
agent that attention is paid. See Childs, The Book of 
Exodus, pp. 240-253.
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and Pharaoh. As John L. McKenzie, the noted Roman Cath­
olic scholar, puts it,

The paradigmatic character of the exodus cam be thus 
summarized: the need is desperate, and the candidate 
for salvation is helpless. The power of Yahweh is 
interposed in such a way that the persons saved need 
do nothing. 1

The Exodus experience, as Yoder clearly points out,
is of one piece with the ancient Hebrew vision of Holy
War. These wars were not military operations rationally
planned and executed; they were miracles. "The combatant
was not a liberation front or a terrorist commando but 

2YHWH himself." The crossing of the Red Sea remained for

^A Theology of the Old Testament (Garden City:
Doubleday and Company, 19?4) , p. 145.

2"Exodus and Exile," pp. 299-300. For a signifi­
cant contribution on this theme, see Millard C. Lind, 
Yahweh Is a Warrior. The Theology of Warfare in Ancient 
Israel, Foreword by David Noll Freedman, Introduction by 
John H. Yoder (Scottdale, Penn.: Herald Press, 1980).
Lind disagrees with Von Rad and other modern writers who 
see the emphasis on God's miracle of holy war and down­
grade human activity as product of late theological 
reflection, and argues that Exod 15, due to the fact it 
is roughly contemporary with the event itself, expresses 
Israel's original understanding of this formative event 
in her history.

The claim of God's participation in its battles is 
not exclusive to Israel, however. Its pagan neighbors 
also looked upon war as having a sacred character. 
Assurbanipal, in a nearly Biblical tone, acknowledged 
that he owed his victories to his gods: "Not by my own 
power, not by the strength of my bow— but by the power of 
my gods, by the strength of my goddesses I subjected the 
landa . . .  to the yoke of Assur" (Lind, Yahweh is a War­
rior, p. 30). See also James B. Pritchard, ed., The 
iyacient Near East. An Anthology of Texts and Pictures 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958), pp. 180- 
182. But outside of Israel this meant that because the 
gods fought, the warriors were to fight all the harder. 
Within Israel, however, the claim was that divine help
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the Israelites the sign that their salvation did not 
depend on their own efforts. In the paradigmatic char­
acter of the Exodus, "Yahweh the divine warrior overcame 
Egypt, not by means of human warfare, but by means of a 
prophetic personality who heralded a message brought to 
pass by miracle. There was, indeed, human activity, but 
it was the action of a prophet, not of a warrior."^-

The idea of man's "self-generation," so central in 
Gutierrez, appears to derive rather from his expositions
of modern ideas about man, especially as he expounds

2Hegel, Marx and Freud, than from a careful exposition of 
Scripture. Camara admits as much when he says that one 
of the contributions of Marxism is leading Christians to 
"rediscover" the concept of man as "co-creator."3

To Demonstrate God's Superiority 
One major concern of the Exodus, in a fashion

made it unnecessary for the warriors to fight. See Patrick 
D. Miller, Jr., The Divine Warrior in Early Israel (Cam­
bridge , Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1973); Waldemar 
Janzen, "War in the Old Testament," MQR 46 (1972): 155-166, 
and Gwilym H. Jones, "Holy War" or "Yahweh War?" VT_ 25 
(1975):642-658.

^T.ind, Yahweh is a Warrior, p. 24. On the basis 
of what the record actually says, to claim that the Exo­
dus story contains a clear indication that liberating 
violence by the oppressed is justified, would seem unwar­
ranted .

2A Theology of Liberation, pp. 27-33. The discus­
sion is carried under the heading: "Man, the Master of 
his Own Destiny." See also Germdn Correa, "Leyendo el 
Exodo y a Gustavo Gutidrrez," Tierra Nueva 7 (1973) :92, 93.

•*"What Would St. Thomas Do," p. 112.
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God and His glory. A stated aim was that oppressors and
oppressed alike would acknowledge the superiority of
Yahweh ahove all other gods and give glory to His name.1
God's confrontation with Pharaoh brought this issue into
sharp focus. At the request of Moses and Aaron, that the
God of Israel was calling His people to celebrate a feast
to Him in the wilderness, the Pharaoh bluntly replied:
"Who is the Lord, that I should obey His voice to let
Israel go? I do not know the Lord, and besides, I will

2not let Israel go."
God's activity during the Exodus becomes clearer

"And the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord, 
when I stretch My hand on Egypt and bring out the sons of
Israel from their midst" (7:5); "By this you shall know
that I am the Lord" (7:17); "that you may know that there 
is no one like the Lord our God" (8:10); "so that you may 
know that there is no one like Me in all the earth" (9:14); 
"and that you might tell in the hearing of your son . . .;
that you may know that I am the Lord" (10:2).

2Exod 5:2. Moses and Aaron had already been 
warned not to expect an easy compliance from the Egyptian 
monarch, that because of his stubborn refusal, compulsion 
would become necessary (3:19). Compulsion became neces­
sary due to Pharaoh's "hardness of heart." There are 
many difficulties connected with this subject. On ethical 
grounds, it has long been argued that if it is God who 
hardens the heart of Pharaoh, the latter should not be 
blamed for it and, consequently, it is unethical for him 
to suffer retribution. We must remember that the Exodus 
is not dealing with philosophical issues such as the free 
will of man and God's foreknowledge. Besides, in the 
Hebrew way of expressing things, it was customary to 
attribute every phenomenon to the direct action of God.
Of a barren woman, for example, it was said "the Lord had 
closed her womb" (1 Sam 1:5). See Cassuto, A Commentary 
on Exodus, pp. 54-57, and Childs, The Book of Exodus, 
pp. 170-175.
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if we perceive it against the background of Egyptian
religion.1 Even when this is a much debated subject,
there is no question that the Egyptians were "the most

2polytheistic people known from the ancient world." The
gods permeated the entire life of the Egyptians, to the
extent that "every phenomenon and every process in man's
life could be attributed to the agency of gods."3 The

4Egyptian religion was also am idolatrous religion, and, 
as such, it was morally and spiritually degrading. In 
this sytem "the king of Egypt was a god, the divine prin­
ciple of rule upon earth."5 This is why the Exodus was

For a brief summary of Egyptian religion see J.
A. Wilson, "Egypt," The Interpreter's Dictionary of the 
Bible, 4 vols. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1^62), 2:56-65; 
John J. Davis, Moses and the Gods of Egypt. Studies in 
the Book of Exodus (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1971); 
Jaroslav Cemy, Ancient Egyptian Religion (London: Hutch­
inson's University Library, 1952); Henri Frankfort,
Before Philosophy. The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient 
Mem (Harmondsworth, D. C . , Heath and Co., 1951); and 
Ancient Egyptian Religion. An Interpretation (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1948).

2Davis, Moses and the Gods of Egypt, p. 86. Esti­
mates indicate that they might have had inthe neighbor­
hood of eighty gods (ibid.)

3Wilson, "Egypt," p. 56.
4The Egyptians considered sacred the lion, the 

ox, the ram, the wolf, the dog, the cat, the ibis, the 
vulture, the falcon, the hippopotamus, the crocodile, the 
cobra, the dolphin, different fish, trees, small animals 
including the frog, scarab, locust, etc. They had the 
inclination for putting the head of birds, animals or 
other creatures on top of a human torso. (Davis, Moses 
and the Gods of Egypt, p. 87) .

5Wilson, "Egypt," p. 59. The king as god was 
the sole ruler over the people: their wellbeing was
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an act of judgment on the false gods; the real contest 
was between the God of Israel and the gods of Egypt, 
Pharaoh being chief among them. The record makes this 
clear:

I will go through the land of Egypt on that night, 
and will strike down the first born in the land of 
Egypt, both man and beast; and against all the gods 
of Egypt I will execute judgment— I am the Lord. 1

The judgments of Yahweh, as embodied in the 
2plagues, surely must have pointed out the impotency of

directly associated with that of the king. See Henri 
Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods. A Study of Ancient 
Near EasteriT~Religion as the Integration of Society and 
Nature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948) , pp. 
295-312 on the "Deification of Kings."

^ x o d  12:12. See Bernard Ramm, "The Theology of 
the Book of Exodus. A Reflection on Exodus 12:12," SWJT 
20 (1977):59-68. Even when Exod 12:12 does not mention 
Pharaoh, it cannot be said that "Pharaoh plays no sig­
nificant role" (Childs, The Book of Exodus, p. 193). He 
was not only the ruler ot Egypt, but also one of its gods.

2Liberal critical scholars generally see the 
plagues as natural phenomena, perhaps more intense than 
normal, as Flinders Petrie writes: "June: The Nile 
becomes stagnant and red, with microscopic organisms. 
July: Frogs abound after the inundation of the Nile. Hot 
summer and damp autumn months: lice, flies, murrain and 
bolls. January: hail and rain. (This aate iixed by the 
effect of the crops mentioned.) February: Appearance of 
locusts in early spring, over the green crops. March: 
Darkness from the great sandstorms. April: Death of the 
firstborn, dated by the Passover celebration" (Quoted by 
David, Moses and the Gods of Egypt, p. 85). Joseph P. 
Free finds five unique aspects which sets these plagues 
apart as miraculous events: Intensification: frogs, 
insects, hail, darkness were all common in Egypt, but 
they were intensified far beyond ordinary occurrence. 
Prediction: the time was set for the coming and removal 
of the plagues. Discrimination: Goshen was spared from 
the plagues. Orderliness: the severity of the plagues 
increased until they ended with the death of Pharaoh's 
firstborn. Moral purpose: the moral purpose was double, 
first, to discredit the gods of Egypt, and secondly to
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Pharaoh, both as a ruler and as a god, as well as of all 
the gods of Egypt, to turn the tide of calamity. Pharaoh 
was subject to the same frustrations and anxieties as the 
rest of the Egyptians. It was because of the king's 
persistent refusal to yield to God's demands that His 
judgments were finally unleashed upon Pharaoh, his peo­
ple and their lands and gods.

The objective of the plagues was not mere punishment, 
however. They contained a salvific purpose for both Israel 
and Egypt. They were to convince Pharaoh that the God of 
the Hebrews was more powerful than the Egyptian gods, and, 
as such, should be feared and obeyed. The fact that the 
king himself, during moments when the plagues were intense 
and devastating, called Moses and Aarcn, the ambassadors of 
Yahweh, to intercede far him, indicates that he had recog­
nized the 1 imitations of his wise men and his gods and ackncwl-
eged the undisputed superiority of Yahweh.^- Also, some

2of Pharaoh's servants "feared the word of the Lord" and 
acted accordingly. No doubt these became part of the "mixed 
multitude"3 who joined the Israelites as they left Egypt.

make known that Yahweh is God, and to acknowledge Him 
(Archaeology and Bible History /Wieatcn: Van Kanpen Press,
1950/, p. §5. For a thorough discussion on this topic see 
Childs, The Book of Exodus, pp. 121-170 See also Dennis 
J. McCarthy, "Moses' Dealings with Pharaoh: Ex 8, 8-10, 
27," CBQ 27 (1965):336-347, and Greta Hort, "The Plagues 
of Egypt," SAW 69 (1957):84-103; 70 (1958):48-59.

^Exod 8:25-28; 10:16, 17.
^Exod 9:20.
3Exod 12:38.
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The Israelites, on their part, were also to renew
their confidence in the God of their fathers.^ And the
record states that the plagues had an overwhelming effect
upon Israel. As they witnessed the unfolding of God's
judgments upon Egypt, they "feared the Lord and they

2believed in the Lord and in his servant Moses."

Israel: Saved to Serve
Gathered on the opposite shore, overwhelmed by

"the great power which the Lord had used against the
Egyptians, the people feared the Lord"3 and jubilantly
celebrated their liberation with a song of praise to
Yahweh. The God of their fathers had heard their groan-
ings. They were free, at last. Yet, liberation from
Egypt is only half of the story. They were rescued from
slavery in fulfillment of Yahweh's covenant with their
fathers and in anticipation to its renewal at Sinai.
Yoder has well expressed it:

Exodus was the leap of faith but Sinai was its 
landing. Historically Exodus was the prerequisite of 
Sinai; but morally it is the other way 'round. 
Liberation is from bondage and for covenant, and 
what for matters more than what from. 4

The text insists that the plagues also contained 
an evangelistic appeal, namely, "that you /Egyptians/ may 
know that I, the Lord, am in the midst of Israel" (8:22), 
and "that you /Israelites/. . . may know that I am the 
Lord" (10:2).

2Exod 14:31.
3Exod 14:31.
4"Exodus and Exile," p. 304.
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Escape from Egypt is not enough— not even liberty
in Palestine to live their own lives free from threat and
oppression.1 They were freed from the servitude to
Pharaoh that they might engage in the service of God. The

2words "let my people go that they may serve Me" became 
the keynote of the challenge to Pharaoh. It is not 
enough to pay attention to the first part of the clause 
and overlook the second, especially when the Exodus'
declared purpose was the service of God, and getting out
of Egypt was mainly a means to that end.

There is a very close link between Exodus and 
Sinai. This link was already implied in the call to
Moses: "When you have brought the people out of Egypt,
you shall worship God at this mountain.""* Liberation was 
with a purpose. Even before the arrival at Sinai, the 
fiery cloud was a symbol of Sinai leading them to a spe­
cial encounter with their God, where they would become,

This limitation is observed in Croatto's book 
Liberacidn y libertad. He states that the Exodus was an 
act of liberation, but not the possession of freedom.
The going out of Egypt was only the first step that led 
to the "entrance" into the promised land (p. 14). This 
is clearly so; but in his exposition there is no detour 
to Sinai; the goal of Exodus was the possession of the 
land. This is also evident in GutiSrrez, where he sees 
the goal of liberation as freedom from every tutelage, so 
that man can live his life in freedom (A Theology of 
Liberation, p . 68). It is true that one aspect of the prom- 
ise to the fathers included "the land of the Canaanite, 
as He swore to you and your fathers" (Exod 13:11). Still, 
this did not exhaust the promise.

2Exod 4:16; 7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3.
3Exod 3:12.
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in a special way, Yahweh’s chosen people. The relation­
ship between Yahweh and Israel to be established at Sinai 
was not totally new. God himself made reference to His 
covenant with the fathers.1 However, as a result of what 
had just happened— the marvelous act of redemption from 
slavery— they would become, in a new sense, His people,
and He their God, "then I will take you for My people,

2and I will be your God . . . "
Exodus 19-24, containing the theme of the cove­

nant and law, has generally been seen by Old Testament 
scholars as one of the most important sections, not only 
of the book of Exodus, but of the entire Old Testament 
as well. Roy Honeycutt remarks, for example, that

All of Exodus 1-18 is preparatory to the events des­
cribed in 19-24, and the Sinai narrative (19:1-24; 
32:1-34:35) is the climactic point of the entire 
book. All before Sinai is prelude; all that follows 
is postlude. 3

The section begins by stating that in the third
month after the Exodus, "on that very day" the Israelites
came into the wilderness of Sinai and "camped in front of

4the mountain." The goal of the journey from Egypt had

^■Exod 6:4, 5.
^Exod 6:7.
"*Roy Lee Honeycutt, "Exodus," The Broadman Bible 

Commentary, 12 vols. (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1:405. 
See also Cassuto, for whom this is "the most sublime sec­
tion in the whole book" (Commentary of Exodus, p. 223).

4Exod 19:1, 2.
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been reached, and Immediately God announced to Moses his
purpose in bringing the children of Israel to Sinai:

And Moses went up to God, and the Lord called to him 
from the mountain, saying, "Thus you shall say to the 
house of Jacob and tell the sons of Israel: You your­
selves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how 
I bore you on eagles' wings, and brought you to 
Myself. Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice 
and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own pos­
session among all the peoples, for all the earth is 
mine: and you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation. These are the words that you 
shall speak to the sons of Israel. 1

The proposal that Israel should enter into cove­
nant with God was predicated on the great divine acts of 
the past in favor of His people, especially the deliver­
ance from Egypt, and His continual care for them, who
"like a great bird watched over his fledglings until he

2brought them safely to his dwelling," to the appointed 
place previously announced to Moses. Israel had been 
redeemed— and liberated— from Egyptian bondage as an act 
of grace? all that Israel had needed initially for its 
liberation was acceptance of God's deliverance.^ However,

^Exod 19:4-6.
2Childs, The Book of Exodus, p. 367.
^God's acts of grace did not cease when the 

Israelites safely reached the other shore of the Red Sea 
and the pursuing Egyptians were destroyed. Despite the 
peoples1 complaints and ingratitude, God continued to 
bless them. He sweetened the waters at Marah (15:22-26) ; 
when they ran out of food and cried for a return to the 
"pots of meat," God provided quail and manna (16:12-21); 
when they arrived at Rephidim, where there was no water, 
and the people quarreled with Moses, God provided 
water from the rock (17:1-7); when opposed by Amalek, 
they were empowered to overwhelm Amalek and his people
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now that they found themselves free, they had to decide 
the nature and direction of their future. Would they 
decide to work out their own destiny, like the builders 
of Babel did, or would they give their allegiance to 
Yahweh, their redeemer? God had demonstrated by His 
mighty acts that He was their God, and the people, by 
accepting His deliverance from bondage and His gracious 
provisions during the journey, had demonstrated their 
willingness to be called His people. However, it was one 
thing to be freed from bondage and another to remain free. 
As Jacob Myers has observed: "to free her (Israel) from 
political and economic slavery at the time required an 
act of God. But to remain freedmen not subject to sel­
fishness, greed, and passion demanded covenant with the 
God of their salvation."^- To the words of Yahweh, "Now, 
then, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep My cove­
nant," the Israelites enthusiastically responded "all

2that the Lord has spoken we will do." The covenant was 
originated as a gracious act of God's initiative and 
freely accepted by the people. As Bravard Childs 
rightly observes,

Israel did not achieve the covenant status, nor was

(17:8-13). They were miraculously led and protected 
every step of the way until they reached Mount Sinai.

^Jacob Martin Myers, Grace and Torah (Philadel­
phia: Fortress Press, 1975), p"! T5"I

2Exod 19:8.
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it granted in a form that was conditioned to her ful­
filling certain stipulations. Nevertheless, once
Israel became the covenant people, the imperative for 
obedience followed, and the covenant blessings were 
conditional upon a faithful response. 1

Israel's uniqueness as God's chosen people is 
described in a threefold way in the passage quoted above: 
as a special possession, as a kingdom of priests, and as 
a holy nation. The entire world belonged to Yahweh; yet 
in the midst of the nations Israel was called to occupy
a very special place, set apart from the rest of the
nations. George Knight offers the following explanation 
for the word segullah (possession, treasure) used in 
verse 5:

In olden days a king was the ultimate owner of every­
thing in the land he ruled. He owned every building, 
every farm, every coin. But that kind of 'owning' 
could give him little personal satisfaction. Conse­
quently in his palace he kept a treasure chest of his 
'very own,' in which he delighted to store the pre­
cious stones and objects a 'art which he loved to 
handle. This treasure-box was his segullah. In the 
same way, God, who had made the whole earth, and to 
whom all nations belonged, looked now upon Israel as 
his own peculiar treasure. 2

Thus Israel would become God's special treasure, 
His chosen people among all other peoples, as the recent 
events had clearly demonstrated. All nations of the earth 
would now look upon Israel as Yahweh's peculiar possession,

‘̂Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: The 
Westminster Press, 1970), 214.

2George A, F. Knight, Law and Grace (London: SCM 
Press, 1962), p. 25. For further discussion of this word 
see Moshe Greenberg, "Hebrew segullahi Akkadian sikiltu," 
JAOS 71 (1951):172-174.
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as a privileged people. However, Israel was not chosen 
just to enjoy a preferential status among other nations. 
Without ignoring the fact that election carries with it 
privilege, election is not mainly for privilege, but for 
service. God did not choose Israel because of its inher­
ent greatness, but because it was best suited for His 
purpose. Aiid its suitability rested on the fact that it 
was not "more in numbers than any other peoples, for you 
were the fewest of all peoples, but because the Lord 
loved you and kept the oath which He swore to your rore- 
fathers . . It was in Israel's utter helplessness
that God's redeeming purposes— for itself and for the

2world— could best be worked out. It was chosen to 
become a "kingdom of priests,"^ and as a priest is 
ordained to serve others, so Israel was chosen to be a 
servant of God and a blessing to the nations. With the 
special privilege of priests— free access to God's pres­
ence— Israel was to act as His representative on behalf 
of other nations, out of which God had chosen it as His

^Deut 7:7, 8.
2On the topic of Israel's election, see H. H. 

Rowley's very helpful study, The Biblical Doctrine of 
Election (London: Lutterworth Press, 1950), especially 
chap. 1, "The Election of Israel," pp. 15-44. The key­
note of this chapter is that election is for service, and 
it is not based on racial preference.

-aExod 19:6, See on this topic William L. Moran, 
"A Kingdom of Priests," in John L. McKenzie, ed., The 
Bible in Current Catholic Thought (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1962), pp. 7-20.
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costly segullah. As a kingdom of priests, the Israelites 
would be "a people comprised wholly of priests, a people 
that will occupy among humanity the place filled by the 
priests within each nation";^ they were to be mediators 
of God's redemptive grace to the nations of the earth, 
thus fulfilling the initial intent of the Abrahamic cove­
nant, "in you all the families of the earth shall be 

2blessed." The covenant with the fathers did link Israel 
to the rest of the world, in that through God's chosen 
people, all nations were to have access to God's saving 
purposes for them.

Finally, Israel was to become "a holy nation," 
set apart, a nation dedicated entirely to the service of 
Yahweh. it was to be different from the nations that
did not know God. This holiness was not an outward sign
only, in being set apart from among the nations, but 
inward, also to be manifested in a godly life. The ideal
for the newly constituted Israel was for it to be an
example in believing, in behavior, in worship; it was 
to reflect God’s presence. Israel was to be holy, for 
Yahweh, its God, was holy.3 Clearly, the Exodus includes,

^Cassuto, Commentary on Exodus, p. 227.
2Gen. 12:3.
3See Lev 19:2. Holiness was not a mystical qual­

ity to be sought after, but rather the way of obedience 
in the service of Yahweh for the benefit of their fellow- 
men and for a blessing to all nations. Holiness, accord­
ing to this chapter, should be manifested in respect for
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as one of its perspectives, the redeeming action of God, 
redemption that man stood in need of after the fall.

It was not God's purpose in calling Israel to 
facilitate the erecting of another kingdom on earth, but 
to make it a holy nation, a nation of redeemed people, 
a commonwealth of brothers whose life together would be 
characterized by love and concern for others, as they 
had experienced the love and concern of the covenant- 
keeping God.

It is in this context, and in the midst of fire, 
smoke, and the sound of trumpet, that the words of the 
covenant^ were given to Israel as a guideline to show the

parents and in keeping of the Sabbath (19:3) , in reject­
ing idols (19:4), in leaving the gleanings of the field 
and vineyard for the poor and alien (19:9, 10), in being 
impartial in judgment (9:15), in loving and protecting 
the alien (9:33, 34), in using honest scales and weights 
(9:36) (See Engelhard, "The Lord's Motivated Concern," 
p. 22.

^Recent discoveries of Ancient Near Eastern texts 
have helped us understand the literary composition of 
covenants and treaties. Near Eastern treaties were gen­
erally of two types, the Parity treaty and the Suzerainty 
treaty. In the first, two kings of more or less equal 
importance bound each other in identical obligations.
The Suzerainty treaty, on the other hand, was imposed by 
a strong king on his vassal. George E. Mendenhall has 
found that the treaties made between kings and their vas­
sals in the Ancient Near East, particularly involving 
the Hittites, offer some parallels to the form of the 
covenant found in the Old Testament, especially in Exod 
20 and in the book of Deuteronomy. According to Menden­
hall, a typical Hittite Suzerainty treaty has six parts 
which are parallel to the Mosaic law: a preamble, a his­
torical prologue, stipulations, provisions for depositing 
the treaty in the sanctuary and for its public reading, 
a list of witnesses, curses and blessings for breakers 
and/or keepers of the treaties (Law and Covenant in 
Israel and the Ancient Near East /Pittsburg: The Biblical
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people that He had just redeemed how to live according 
to God's will; "the law becomes the instrument of a 
mutual relationship in which faith responds to love."1 
The law became a guideline for those who had entered into 
covenant with God. They were not left on their own, to 
create their own future. As clearly as there were pre­
requisites for the liberating Exodus, there were also 
postrequisites. The covenant stipulations were not only 
based on an act of the past, but they implied a continu­
ing relationship between the parties involved.

Israel's motivation for moral action was deeply 
rooted in its covenant relationship with God; the peoples'

Colloquium, 19557)- Mendenhall's conclusions have been 
both challenged and defended. Dennis J. McCarthy, Old 
Testament Covenant: A Survey of Current Opinion (Rich­
mond: John Knox Press, 1972), provides an excellent sur­
vey of recent discussion on the question of the covenant 
in the Old Testament. See also James Muilenburg, "The 
Form and Structure of the Covenantal Formulations, VT 9 
(1959):347-365, and J. A. Thompson, "The Near Eastern 
Suzerainty Vassal Concept in the Religion of Israel,"
JHR 3 (1964):1—19.

1Myers, Grace and Torah, p. 16. In addition to 
the Ten Commandments, Israel was given a series of laws 
to make clear the application of the Decalogue to the 
daily life of the Israelites (Exod 20:22-23:19). These 
instructions include information concerning the proper 
place of sacrifice, the treatment of slaves, and other 
applications of the law to circumstances of daily life. 
See Charles F. Pfeiffer, Old Testament History (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1973), p. 169. This is not to 
imply that just laws originated with the Exodus. Certain 
laws of the Pentateuch show, not only in form but also in 
substance, many parallels with the laws of Hammurabi and 
other legal codes of the Ancient Near East. This does 
not deny, however, the impact the Exodus had in under­
lining social justice in Israel. -See Breneman, "El 
Exodo como tema de interpretaci6n teolfigica." p. 44.
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response was based on Yahweh's own work on their behalf; 
the words "I am the Lord your God who brought you out of 
the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery"1' prefaces 
the stipulations of the covenant. Walter Eicnrodt under­
lines the lasting significance of the Exodus when he 
states that "the redemption from Egypt received its defi­
nite interpretation in the covenant-making on Sinai, and 
thus became the foundation and the orientation of all 
mutual relations of Yahweh and his prople."2

Beyond the Exodus

Old Testament
Scripture presents the Exodus as a segment of 

Seilsgesahichte, as a part of a larger story, the patriar­
chal narrative providing an indispensable prelude. There 
is a postlude too. The Exodus was not God's last act or 
word? it was the beginning of a project to be brought to 
fulfillment. Thus, while the Exodus gives perspective 
and illuminates the later events of Israel's history, the 
subsequent salvation history brings out and refines the

^Exod 20:2. In the rest of the covenant code the 
same motivation is often emphasized: "And you shall not 
wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers 
in the land of Egypt" (22:21) , "You shall not afflict any 
widow or orphan. If you afflict him at all, and if he 
does cry to Me, I will surely hear his cry" (22:22, 23). 
See T. B. Matson, "Biblical Basis for Social Concern,"
SWJT 7 (1975):5— 16.

2Theology of the Old Testament, 2 vols. (Phila­
delphia :~TEe-WestoinSter'TPressT^EFSrrr, 1:292.
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meaning of the Exodus: a version of the hermeneutic 
circle.*

The Exodus was an act of justice in which God 
responded to the cries of the oppressed and punished the 
oppressor, setting free the oppressed, His people, to 
engage in His service and to show mercy to others as they 
had been the objects of mercy. Later on, other nations 
were dispossessed so that His people could take posses-

2sion of the land that had been promised to their fathers.
The subsequent history of Israel shows that they

xSee Goldingay, "The Man of War," p. 94. For a 
significant recent study of the history of Israel, espe­
cially during the time of the conquest and settlement in 
Canaan, Norman K. Gottwald's massive work, The Tribes 
of Yahweh. A Sociology of Religion of Liberated Israel, 
1250-1050 B.C.E. (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1979), 
should not be ignored. Gottwald's approach calls for an 
"enormous methodological shift . . .  a shift from think­
ing of cultural and social realities deriving from beliefs 
about God to thinking of cultural and social realities 
as the matrices for spawning correlative beliefs about 
God" (p. 912). Even though his approach represents 
assumptions and leads to conclusions we do not share, e.g., 
that the patriarchal period is "simply a pseudohistorical 
retrojection of tradition (p. 38); that we should speak 
of a "Moses group" rather than of a "single figure of 
Moses" (p. 38); or that the idea of God itself is no more 
than a projection of Israel based on her concept of a 
"strataless society" (p. 648) , it contains much that is 
of value for the Biblical student.

2Moses reminded the people: "It is not for your 
righteousness or for the uprightness of your heart that 
you are going to possess their land, but it is because of 
the wickedness of these nations that the Lord your God is 
driving them before you, in order to confirm the oath 
which the Lord swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob" (Deut 9:5). See further on this topic, 
Pfeiffer, Old Testament History, pp. 197-212; Bright, A 
History of Israel, pp~ 105-139.
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failed to live up to God's expectations, both in being a 
blessing to the nations and in living as brothers among 
themselves. The prophetic literature amply testifies to 
Israel's failures. From the eighth-century prophet Amos 
to the fifth century Malachi, Israel stands under judg­
ment for her apostasy from God, her oppression of the 
poor, and her sinful neglect of the widow and the father­
less. "Hear this," cried Amos, "you who trample the 
needy, to do away with the humble of the land";1 "Your 
rulers are rebels, and companions of thieves; everyone 
loves a bribe, and chases after rewards. They do not 
defend the orphan, nor does the widow's plea come before 
them. " ̂

When Israel violated the covenant, and like Egypt, 
became an oppressor of the poor, with no compassion for 
the needy, Yahweh turned against it as he had turned against 
Egypt.3 And Israel was back in exile again; God's chosen 
nation "liberated from bondage, covenanted to Yahweh, and 
enjoying freedom in the land of promise, reaches its

1Amos 8:4; see also 2:6, 7; 4:1; 5:11; 8:4-8.
2Isa 1:23. Amos, Isaiah, and the other prophets 

were not the inventors of a new moral code. They were 
dependent on the covenant and were calling for renewal 
and obedience. For further discussion on this concept, 
see Vawter, The Conscience of Israel, pp. 13-18'

3Lind observes that when Yahweh's warfare was 
directed against Israel, it was never by means of mira­
cles, but by the armies of Israel's enemies. See Yahweh 
Is a Warrior, pp. 23, 24. This concept becomes key in
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lowest ebb: the covenant is destroyed, the land is lost, 
the bondage re-entered."*- Paradoxically, the exile came 
in a time when Israel was enjoying unprecedented prosper­
ity. Being at the zenith of power, and apparently
safe from foreign enemies, Israel felt secure and sensed 
no danger. However, there was nothing it could do when 
Yahweh turned against it.

The exile clearly points to the fact that God's 
people failed, that man's basic problem is himself, and 
that God1s ultimate purpose is not going to be achieved 
through political history. Although God continued to be 
involved in that history, His deepest work was done 
"through the affliction of his servant,"2 What Israel 
needed above all else was am inner transformation, to be 
saved from itself. That God would effect such trans­
formation as the one and only hope for Israel was eagerly 
proclaimed by the prophets. Jeremiah in Jerusalem and 
Ezekiel in Babylon both spoke of it:

And I will give them a heart to know Me, for I sun the 
Lord; and they will be My people, and I will be their 
God, for they will return to Me with their whole 
heart. 3
Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will

the interpretation of the events of 722 and 586, the 
collapse of Samaria and Jerusalem.

*Goldingay, "The Man of War," p, 94.
2Ibid.
3Jer 24:7.
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be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness 
and from all your idols. Moreover, I will give you a 
new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will 
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give 
you a heart of flesh. And I will put My Spirit within 
you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you 
will be careful to observe My ordinances. And you will 
live in the land that I gave to your forefathers; so 
you will be My people, and I will be your God. 1

The prophets were looking forward to the time
when this "new covenant" would be established, when God
would implant His law in their own hearts. Then the goal
of the covenant would have been fully realized: "I will

2be their God, and they shall be My people," Only then 
will they be equipped to be God's agents of blessing to 
the nations.

New Testament 
Finally, and from a Christian perspective, a 

Biblical theology will have to take into account the New 
Testament and the interpretation it gives to events 
recorded in the Old Testament, in this case, the Exodus.^

LEzek 36:25-28.
2Jer 31:31-34. See Stek, "Salvation, Justice 

and Liberation," p. 161.
3Little attention is given in liberation theo­

logy writings to the New Testament interpretation of the 
Exodus event. In A Theology of Liberation, pp. 168-178, 
GutiSrrez talks about "Christ and Complete Liberation," 
and relates once the work of Christ to the Exodus in a 
quotation from the Medellin documents, "It is the same 
God who, in the fullness of time, sends his son In the 
flesh, so that he might come to liberate man from all 
slavery to which sin has subjected them: hunger, misery, 
oppression and ignorance, in a word, that injustice and 
hatred which have their origin in human selfishness"
(p. 176. The quote is from "Justice," Art. 31).
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As Christians we cannot read, interpret, and apply the
Old Testament as if Christ had not yet come. The New
Testament might give us insights and perspectives that
could not be easily discerned without its help. As
Eichrodt has observed,

In expounding the realm of OT thought and belief we 
must never lose sight of the fact that the OT reli­
gion, ineffaceable individual though it may be, can 
yet be grasped in its essential uniqueness only when 
it is seen as completed in Christ. 1

The anticipation of a new Exodus as a pattern of
2deliverance became common in the Old Testament, and was

even more pronounced in intertestamental Judaism, in its
preoccupation with the coming of Messianic salvation. As
Sahlin has observed:

The Messiah was expected to repeat what Moses had 
done. Among other things, he was to send new plagues

Theology of the Old Testament, 1:27. John 
Bright states that having discovered the message of an 
Old Testament passage "the preacher must— because he is 
a Christian and has received the Old Testament from the 
hands of Christ, who is its fulfillment— bring his text 
to the New Testament, as it were^ for verdict" (The 
Authority of the Old Testament /Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, l567/, p . 211). The New Testament, while illumin­
ating the old, should not invalidate its natural meaning. 
However, any contemporary use of the Exodus theme, as 
well as other themes, ought to take seriously the New 
Testament to see what it has done with this particular 
aspect of the Old Testament faith in the light of Christ, 
to see whether it has modified it or given it a new signi­
ficance. On the relationship ̂ between the Old and the New 
Testament, see Breneman, "El Exodo como tema de interpre- 
tacidn teolfigica," pp. 32-38? and Thomas Linton Leishman, 
The Interrelation of the Old and New Testaments (New
York: Vantage Press, 1968).

2Isaiah for example, described Yahweh's advent 
in language drawn from the Exodus (43:19, 20; 48:21;
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upon the oppressors of Israel. He was again to 
bring forth water out of the rock and perform a 
miracle of manna. Like the deliverance from Egypt, 
the final deliverance would take place at the 
Passover. 1

Later, the New Testament writers saw this new Exodus as
having occurred in Jesus Christ, in whose person and work

2many phases of the Exodus were recapitulated.
When the New Testament tells of the saving work 

of God in Christ, the major portion of the vocabulary it 
uses is drawn from the Exodus event. Such New Testament 
words as "redeem," "redemption," "deliver," "ransom,"

52:11, 12). See Daube, The Exodus Pattern in the Bible, 
p. 11, and Fred L. Fisher, "A New and Greater Exodus: The 
Exodus Pattern in the New Testament," SWJT 20 (1977):70.

lnThe New Exodus," p. 82.
2What Yahweh said to Pharaoh about Israel,

"Israel is My son, ray first-born" (Exod 4:22), is said 
again from heaven about Jesus: "This is My beloved son" 
(Mark 4:22) . As Israel went down to Egypt and was brought 
up again, so Matthew records the descent of Jesus' family 
to Egypt and its return, and applies to Jesus "that what 
was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, 'Out of Egypt 
did I call My son'" (Matt 2:15). Jesus' forty days of 
testing in the Judean desert form a parallel to Israel's 
forty years of testing in the wilderness— and both periods 
of testing came as a sequel to a baptismal experience.
Luke describes Jesus' passion as "His departure /Greek: 
exodos7 which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem" 
(9:317*. In Jesus God performs a new and greater revela­
tion, brings about a new and greater deliverance, because 
Jesus is a new and greater Moses: "Moses was able to seal 
the covenant only with the blood of calves and goats; 
Christ is the mediator of a new covenant sealed in his 
own blood" (Johnson, "Moses," p. 449). For further dis­
cussion on this topic, see Frederick F. Bruce, New Testa­
ment Development of Old Testament Themes (Grand Rapids i 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1968), pp. 32-39, and 
Fisher, "The New and Greater Exodus," pp. 67-79.
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"purchase," "bondage," "slavery," and "freedom" have an
Exodus ring to them.1 The liberation that Jesus brings,

2however, in the light of the Gospels, is not political. 
Jesus rejected the way of the sword; liberation would 
come through Eis own death, as the lamb of God, to bring 
ransom and redemption to man.^ He aimed at the restora­
tion of man to his original condition. Sin, for Jesus, 
goes deeper them the structures of society. His mission 
was not to transform directly the sociological conditions 
of man; even when He alleviated the sufferings of many,
He aimed at creating the conditions necessary to that
afterwards, in the primitive Christian community, there

4would be found "no needy person among them." The "good

1Bright, God Who Acts, p. 63.
2This does not mean that Jesus was not interested 

in politics. With His words and actions He questioned 
all powers— political, social, economic— of this world. 
Yet His earthly mission was a confrontation with the 
powers of this world. Parallel to the shift to the left 
in most Christian churches in the last few years, there is 
an attempt to assign to Jesus a liberating role in soci­
ety in harmony with current political trends. This is 
the major focus of the two best-known books on Christ by 
liberation theologians: Leonardo Boff, Jesus Christ 
Liberator, and Jon Sobrino, Christology at the Cross­
roads . Pope John Paul II warned the Latin American 
bishops at Puebla that making Jesus a "revolutionary from 
Nazareth" was a distortion of the gospel. A vehement 
protest against the Church's involvement in politics has 
recently been made by Edward Norman of Cambridge Univer­
sity in the B.B.C.Reith Lectures of 1978 (The lectures 
have been published in book form, Christianity and the 
World Order ^Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979/).

3Matt 26:51-53. See Yoder, The Politics of 
Jesus, pp. 135-162.

4Acts 4:34. Yoder rightly points out that the
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news" that He preached was not primarily a message of
economic-political liberation, but the fact that the
kingdom of God has erupted into history.1 In the person
and work of Christ, the great divine liberation of this
world has actually begun. With the coming of Christ, the
"not yet" had broken into the present, announcing that
salvation is a present as well as a future reality, thus
creating a tension between the "already" and the "not 

2yet." The announcement of the good news was not

Christian community is "the primary social structure 
through which the gospel works to change other structures" 
(The Politics of Jesus, p. 157) . This does not detract 
from Jesus' emphasis “on the need for an individual inte­
rior change of attitudes, i.e., conversion, in the indi­
vidual members of such community. See John 3:1-8; Matt 
4:17; Mark 1:15; Luke 13:3. See also Sider, "Evangelism, 
Salvation and Social Justice," IBM 64 (1975):264.

1The gospels over and over define the content of 
the Good News as the kingdom which was present in the 
person and work of Christ (Matt 4:23; 24:14; Mark 1:14,
15; Luke 4:43) . As George E. Ladd expresses it, "Our 
central thesis is that the Kingdom of God is the redemp­
tive reign of God dynamically active to establish his 
rule among men, and that this kingdom, which will appear 
as am apocalyptic act at the end of the age. has already 
come into human history in the person and mission of 
Jesus to overcome evil, to deliver men from its power, 
and to bring them into the bles£ings of God's reign" (A 
Theology of the New Testament /Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., 1974/), p. 91.

2This tension can be weaikened or annulled in two 
ways. One the one hand, by am undue stress on realized 
eschatology, thus underestimating the otherworldly aspect 
of God's salvation and overestimating the power of man. 
This is one of the obvious weaknesses of liberation theo­
logy. On the other hand, this tension cam also be 
annulled by an overemphasis of the "not yet," thus under­
estimating the impact of Christ's death and resurrection 
and the active presence of the Holy Spirit in history.
An overstress on the "not yet" which has been one of the 
weaknesses of much traditional theology, tends to inspire
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political but messianic in nature. This is the way the 
early Church understood it. The book of Acts begins with 
the rejection of any political messianism. To the 
question of the disciples, "Lord, is it at this time you 
are restoring the kingdom of Israel?"^— which has clear 
political connotations— the Lord answered, dispelling 
any doubt regarding the nature of their mission: "It is
not for you to know the times or epochs which the Father 
has fixed by His own authority; but you shall receive 
power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you 
shall be my witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in Judea, 
and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth. 
The mission of the disciples depexided on the Holy Spirit 
and consisted in being witnesses to the Lord "to the 
remotest part of the earth." It had nothing to do, 
directly at least, with the contemporary politics of 
Palestine, even though its inhabitants were under the 
yoke of a foreign, oppressive power. When the conflict 
with the "oppressors" became finally intense, the Chris­
tians did not take part in the uprising, but withdrew to 
Transjordan.

an attitude of resignation towards history, passively 
waiting for God's final renewal of all things. See The 
Church and its Social Calling (Grand Rapids: Reforme3 
Ecumenical Synod, 1979), pp. 82, 83, and Anthony A. 
Hoekema, "Already, not Yet: Christian Living in Tension," 
Ref J 29 (Jan 1979)-.15-18.

^Acts 1:6.
2Acts 1:7, 8. See Mejia, "La liberaci6n," p. 295.
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This does not mean, however, that the New Testa­
ment eschatological hope is just a future "opium of the 
people," a mere promise with an exclusive otherworldly 
intent, having nothing to do with the present life. 
Salvation is not a forensic transaction that fits the 
soul for the beyond, unrelated to human affairs. Eternal 
life is salvation that brings liberation in the present; 
"he who believes in the Son has eternal life."^

The eschatological salvation that the Christian 
already possesses affects very concretely his life here 
and now, in all the realms of existence, "to erase the
effects of sin and to carry the redemption wrought by

2Christ to its ultimate consequences." Jesus himself 
identified with the poor, the outcasts, the needy; "he 
went about doing good, and healing all who were oppressed 
by the devil."3 No responsible New Testament exegesis 
can ignore these facts, which are very much present in 
the gospels. The Christian's attitude vis-a-vis the

1John 3:36.
3Mejia, "La liberacidn," p. 306.
3Acts 10:38. According to the gospels, Jesus 

devoted vast amounts of His time healing the sick and 
feeding the hungry, besides preaching and teaching. 
Evidently, He considered it part of His mission, and 
expected His followers to do likewise. Liberation theo­
logians' concern for the sick and the needy is Biblical 
and welcome, especially when the Church has not always 
been faithful in following the Master's example. It 
should not be overlooked, however, that nowhere the gos­
pels portray Jesus as being directly involved in the 
political restructuring of society for the sake of 
greater social justice.
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world, however, like Christ's, will ever remain a com­
plex one: he is in the world, but he is not of the 
world?* he must be concerned for the world, and at the 
same time keep a distance from it.

The Christian, because he follows his Lord, can­
not ascetically isolate himself from history, because 
the redemption he has received from Christ— like the
redemption portrayed in the Exodus story—  "is liber-

2ating in its very nature and its true thrust." Yet the 
Christian will always remember that his destiny is not 
fulfilled within history.

Conclusion
It is undeniable that the Exodus from Egypt, an

event that involved the whole nation of Israel, became
the redemptive event par excellence in its faith. "In
the deliverance from Egypt Israel saw the guarantee for
all the future, the absolute surety for Yahweh's will to
save, something like a warrant to which faith could
appeal in times of trial."3 However, as Von Rad further
points out, the Exodus is neither the theological center

4nor the foundation of all the Old Testament. It is an

1John 1:10, 11; 17:11, 14, 16.
2Harold B. Kuhn, "Liberation Theology: a Semantic 

Approach," WesleyThJ 15 (1980):35.
3Von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 1:176.
4Ibid. J. Coert Rylaarsdam points out that the 

title of the book— "Exodus"— "does not do full justice
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integral part of a larger story, a segment of redemptive 
history. Therefore, the perspective given by vihat precedes 
and what follows that momentous event should not be ignored.

The Exodus is preceded by the account of crea­
tion, the tragedy of man's first disobedience, his 
alienation from God, the distortion of political power, 
and the arrogant aspiration of unity on a humanistic 
basis, which led to the judgment of the fall, the flood, 
the confusion of tongues, and the dispersion of mankind.1 
Yet, alongside God's acts of judgments against sin, His 
saving will was also made manifest: God remained close 
to those whom He had punished. At one point, however,
this gracious protection is absent; "The story of Babel

2ends without grace." The further relationship of God 
to the nations is unveiled in the call of Abraham: God 
now begins to work out His purposes through a succession 
of individuals who serve as His appointed means to extend 
His word of blessing to all nations.

to the subject matter. Nor does ft disclose the central 
motif. Less than half the book deals with Israel's 
departure from Egypt. . . . The controlling motif is the 
revelation of God's power in His victory over the Pharaoh 
which for the writers is a disclosure of His universal 
lordship" (The Interpreter's Bible, 1:833).

kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theology, p. 83.
2Von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 1:163. Ring- 

gren further observes: "The unusual positive element of 
the punishment of prehistoric man is missing here; 
instead of this, the story of the chosen people of God 
begins with Gen 12 with the call of Abraham" ("babhel," 
p. 467) .
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The descendants of Abraham became a numerous 

nation in Egypt; thus, when they were liberated from 
slavery, they were not only slaves, but were regarded by 
Yahweh as "My people." The Exodus from Egypt was, as 
GutiSrrez points out, a socio-political event,1 since it 
affected the temporal condition of both Israel and Egypt; 
yet, it was, above all, a religious event. The inter­
pretation that the Bible gives to this event looks not 
so much to the new political situation of freedom that 
Israel enjoyed, or to its relation with Egypt, but to
its renewed relationship with Yahweh and its new respon-

2sibilities vis-ct-vis the world.
The subsequent history of Israel sadly reveals 

its repeated failures to respond to God's saving grace; 
thus, instead of becoming a blessing to the nations, it 
was punished through those it failed to bless. Due to 
Israel's failures, prophet after prophet began to look 
forward with eager anticipation to the time when a new 
Exodus would take place.

When the New Testament writers sought a model 
with which to express the salvation accomplished by

Theology of Liberation, p. 155.
2This new relationship and responsibilities were 

outlined at Sinai; as Eichrodt correctly states, "the 
redemption from Egypt receives its definitive interpre­
tation at the covenant— made on Sinai— and thus became 
the foundation and orientation of all natural relations 
of Yahweh and his people" (Theology of the Old Testament, 
1:292) .
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Jesus Christ, they found in the Exodus a very convenient
pattern already embedded in the life and thought of
Israel. Not that the Exodus became the only model
employed, but it became an important one, as it is
reflected in the number of quotations taken from the
book of Exodus and in the use of Exodus language.^ The
pattern is clearly discerned in the stories of the

2infancy, ministry, and death of Christ.
Since the first Exodus had not really achieved 

its goal, a second one must occur.^ The New Testament

The chief events of the Old Testament which 
furnish the pattern for the happenings in the New are 
the redemption from Egyptian bondage, the consecration 
of the people by the covenant, and the gift of inheri­
tance (William J. Phythian-Adams, The Way of At-one-ment. 
Studies in Biblical Theology /London: SCM Press, 19 4£/, 
chap. Tz "The Pattern of Sacred History," pp. 9-26K The 
author^oints out that when Paul writes that "He /the 
Father/ delivered us from the domain of darkness, and 
transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in 
whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins" (Col 
1:13, 14), "he summarizes the sacred era in a single 
sentence. First redemption from bondage, followed by 
'translation (the journey to the promised land), then 
consecration by the remission of sins, and finally the 
kingdom of 'David' (the "Beloved'); the pattern is then 
complete. This 'kingdom'in Christ is 'the inheritance 
of the saints in light'" (p. 23).

2See Harold Sahlin, "The New Exodus of Salvation 
According to St. Paul," in Anton Fredrichsen, ed., The 
Root of the Vine. Essays in Biblical Theology (West- 
minster: Dacre Press, 1953), pp. 81-95. "Thus we con­
clude," writes Sahlin," that the New Exodus of salvation 
determines the thought of St. Paul as well as of the 
entire primitive Church. The New Testament can, as a 
whole, be regarded as a detailed fulfillment of the types 
of the Old Testament Exodus, God's great act of salvation 
for the people of His election" (p. 94).

^In the New Testament the motifs of Exodus,
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writers saw *his new Exodus as having occurred in the
person and ministry of Jesus Christ. He is the new
Exodus, the new Passover.1 In His life, death, and
resurrection He accomplished not only what the Exodus
from Egypt failed to accomplish, but also that to which
it pointed, namely, the final redemption of mankind from

2sin's tyrannical power.

redemption and liberation become predominantly spiritual, 
since "redemption from sin is the central idea, because 
man's weakness and willfulness is his deepest problem, 
without which his political, social and economic prob­
lems cannot be solved (Goldingay, "The Man of War," 
p. 105). However, the New Testament also shows that 
God's saving concerns are broader than spiritual; Christ 
was concerned with the "whole man," his temporal needs 
included, as His tireless ministry on behalf of the sick 
and the hungry amply testifies.

11 Cor 5:7. See Wright, God Who Acts, p. 63.
2See Bruce, New Testament Development of Old 

Testament Themes, pp~ 32-39.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Liberation theology, one of the leading schools 
of theology in our day, represents a long evolution in 
the definition by Roman Catholics of their role in Latin 
America. During the colonial period, under royal patron­
age, the Catholic Church enjoyed an influential moral and 
cultural position. It was in the nineteenth century that 
the defenders of the traditional position of the church 
clashed with those who held anticlerical tendencies in­
spired by the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.

There have been, during the twentieth century, 
several factors that have had a bearing on the redefini­
tion of the function of the church. Mention can be made 
of the acceptance of the autonomy of the secular state, 
the promotion of the lay apostolate through Catholic 
Action groups, and the growth of Christian Democratic 
parties. After 1920 a different outlook which assumed 
that the church1s guidance was integral to a healthy 
society through indirect Catholic organizations became 
apparent. This trend became known as the "New Christen­
dom. "

The New Christendom broke down during the 1960s 
as a result of new theological views stimulated by

284
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Vatican II and dialogue with other points of view, es­
pecially Marxism. The desire of Christians, especially 
the youth, to participate in movements of social change 
was accompanied by efforts to work out a theological 
justification for their action.^-

The Latin American Bishop's gathering at Medellin 
in 1968 is usually regarded as the single event that more
than anything else gave impetus and legitimacy to lib-

2eration theology.
Liberation theology is eminently an ethical 

theology that grew out of social awareness and desire to

See Thomas G. Sanders, "The Theology of Liber­
ation: Christian Utopianism," ChrCris 33 (1973):167.
Liberation movements preceded the theology of liberation. 
"Liberation" gained popular currency in connection with 
social and political movements, usually identified with 
the left. They orginated in Africa as movements of 
national liberation against colonial powers, and were 
entirely political in nature. Some years later Christian 
theologians became interested in these national liberation 
movements and began to develop a theology that is today 
widely known as theology of liberation, and whose con­
cerns by and large coincide with liberation movements.
See Harold 0. J. Brown, "True and False Liberation in the 
Light of Scripture," in Kenneth S. Kantzer and Stanley N. 
Gundry, eds. Perspectives in Evangelical Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), pp. 135-190, for an in­
formative discussion of different factors in recent his­
tory that contributed to the development of liberation 
views.

2Much of liberation theology that originated m  
Latin America was written in the glow of Medellin. Sub­
sequent political changes in the continent, however, 
have led to a noticeable shift in emphasis from the Exodus 
to captivity as a Biblical motif. The earlier tone of 
triumphalism in liberationist writings has been toned 
down somewhat.
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act in combating oppression and misery.1 This "new way 
of doing theology," as well as other theological currents, 
is strongly influenced by the secularization of our age. 
Christianity today "has increasingly borrowed its polit­
ical outlook and vocabulary, the issues it regards as 
most urgently requiring attention, and even its tests of
moral virtue, from the progressive thinking of the sur-

2rounding secular culture." Secularism promotes a self- 
consciousness which makes any dependent relationship 
with God unnecessary.

There are two fundamental intuitions in liber­
ation theology as it is articulated by Gutierrez: the
perspective of the poor and the hermeneutics of liber­
ation praxis.3 These ideas have made liberation theology 
timely and appealing in a world where the evils of oppres­
sion, exploitation, injustice, colonialism, and imperial­
ism are very much in evidence. One may disagree with 
some of the basic assumptions of liberation theology, but 
one cannot deny that there is an intimate connection be­
tween theology and God's call in a concrete situation.

■^Liberation theology has been taken by some as a 
brand of applied theology. Schubert M. Ogden, in Faith 
and Freedom: Toward a Theology of Liberation (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1979) argues that liberation theology is "not so 
much theology as witness" (pp. 33-35) because it lacks 
the basis of an adequate metaphysics. See Fierro, The 
Militant Gospel, pp. 315-18, for similar conclusions.

2Norman, Christianity and the World Order, p. 15.
3Gutifirrez, "Anunciar el evangelio a los pobres, 

desde los pobres,* p. 9.
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"We may be able to show that the diagnosis of the evils 
of society and the cure offered by the theology of liber­
ation are colored by Marxist dialectics, but the economic 
dependence of the underdeveloped countries is by no means 
a myth created by that theology.

Liberation theology has clearly demonstrated that 
traditional European and North American theologies have 
tended to overlook some fundamental Biblical themes, e.g., 
that the Gospel cannot be divorced from life, that there 
can be no separation between orthodoxy and orthopraxis, 
and that preoccupation for social justice is a central 
concern of Scriptures. Liberation theology, however, 
while expressing deep concern for justice and the poor, 
has also shown some inherent limitations, which if not 
remedied, will continue to have limited appeal to Evan­
gelical Christians.

In their efforts to avoid distractions from the 
historical task at hand, and in reaction against too ex­
clusive an emphasis of the otherworldly in much of tra­
ditional theology, liberation theologians tend to stress 
the historical and play down the transcendent to the ex-

2tent that they come up with an impoverished soteriology.

^Padilla, "The Theology of Liberation," p. 201.
2Neuhaus rightly observes that the ignoring of the 

transcendent by liberation theology is in the long run a 
tactical mistake, "for the religious impulse and intuition 
is incurable, and rightly, hooked on the transcendent. To 
deny this impulse and intention is to set oneself against 
the motor force that gathers and sustains religious
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An excessive verticalism, which limited liberation from 
sin and evil to private and eternal dimensions, is being 
replaced by a no less excessive horizontalism which re­
duces salvation to social and political dimensions. If 
liberation theology could be true both to the aspirations 
of the oppressed and to the reality of the beyond, it 
would have a better chance of becoming the theology of the 
near future. Without any intent to detract from its 
merits, however, and as a way of illustration, we wish 
to suggest some areas that, if no corrections are forth­
coming, will limit the usefulness of liberation theology 
and make the charge of veduation-ism difficult to avoid.

The Poor
One major concern has to do with the ideological 

bias of the social analysis. Liberation theology is right 
in focusing its attention on the poor, on the wretched of 
the earth, and the struggle for their liberation. How­
ever, it would have a better perspective if it had as its 
rationale for siding with the poor the central Biblical 
affirmation that God is on the side of the poor,^ rather 
than a secondary basis "arbitrarily selected on a herme­
neutical key because of the ideological basis of the

community" ("Liberation as Program and Promise: On Refus­
ing to Settle for Less," CurM 2 [1975]:90).

^Luke 1:46-53. See Ronald Sider, "An Evangelical 
Theology of Liberation," CC 97 (1980):318.
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oppressed."^ This hermeneutical key, due to its ideo­
logical categories, tends to divide society sharply into 
"good guys and bad guys," the oppressed and the oppressor,
the poor and the rich, and then identifies poverty only

2with material deficiencies. In a legitimate protest 
against a total spiritualization of the theme of poverty 
in Scripture, liberation theology reduces it to socio­
economic dimensions, again substituting a one-dimensional 
perspective for another.^

If the poor that are to be liberated are the 
materially poor exclusively, then the liberation needed 
is primarily in terms of earthly and material well-being 
and can hardly be distinguished from the liberation offered

^Ronald J. Sider, "A Symposium of Responses," ThEd 
16 (1979):59.

2"There is one characteristic m  particular which 
holds a central place: the division of humanity into
oppressors and oppressed, into owners of means of produc­
tion and those dispossessed of the fruit of their work, 
into antagonist social classes" (Gutidrrez, A Theology of 
Liberation, pp. 272, 273).

^The perspective given in Scripture indicates that 
man is affected not only by material deprivation, but by 
spiritual and psychological deprivation as well. As 
Herman Ridderbos has pointed out, the "poor," and "poor 
in spirit" in the Old Testament, "represent the socially 
oppressed, those who suffer from the power of injustice 
and are harrassed by those who only consider their own 
advantage and influence. They are, however, at the same 
time those who remain faithful to God and expect their 
salvation from his kingdom alone" (The Coming of the King­
dom [Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing
Co., 1962], p. 188).
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by the politician or the economist. As Carl E. Braaten
observes, "The kind of salvation liberation theology
lifts up is something Athens could in principle discover
without the help of Jerusalem, something Marx in fact
called for without reference to Jesus, something which
will come about through human praxis without any
necessary dependence on God's act in Christ."*-

The fact that God is on the side of the poor
does not necessarily imply that He does not love the
rich, even when it is true that "the love of money is a

2root of all sorts of evil," including oppression and
callous disregard for the needs of others. According to
the Old Testament perspective "the rich and the poor
have a common bond, the Lord is the maker of them all."^
The liberated slaves were instructed not to be "partial to

4a poor man in his dispute." Even the feelings of com­
passion and sympathy must be silent in the presence of 
justice. The possibility of creative repentance might 
be present in those who are often blind to what they are

^"The Christian Doctrine of Salvation," Int 35 
(1981):127,128. See J. D. Gort's very useful essay, 
"Gospel for the Poor?" Missio 7 (1979):325-54. Gort 
questions whether the emphasis placed on the poor by many, 
such as the liberation theologians, has been excessive, 
distorting the message of the Gospel.

^1 Tim 6:10.
3Prov 22:2; Job 34:19. The birth of Christ was 

celebrated by humble shepherds and by wise men with 
their costly gifts.

*Exod 23:3; Lev 19:15.
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doing to others, as the case of David and Nathan sug­
gests-1- There is, besides, frequent counsel in Scrip­
ture that there cam be redemptive significamce in resig­
nation to adversity and injustice, which is not counte­
nanced in liberation theology. In the providence of
God adversity could have a therapeutic purpose, as the

2forty years of wilderness wandering imply.
It is true to say that God is on the side of the 

poor. He is not often on the side of the most powerful 
armies. Nor is He even necessarily with those who have 
great plains amd strategies to build the future. He is 
on the side of the poor, the little ones, those who are 
so poor amd weak that they make no revolution and can 
contribute nothing for the betterment of humanity. They 
"hope against hope"3 in the God of Israel, in the God who 
intervenes on behalf of those who cannot liberate them­
selves .

Praixis
Liberation theology has its origin mainly in social 

circumstances rather than in the teachings of Scriptures;

^2 Sam 12. Due to the fact that sin permeates 
both social amd private existence, acts of injustice 
should not all be viewed as the work of malicious indi­
viduals but, to a degree, as also the product of twisted 
social structures. Not always are these individuals clearly 
aware of the role they play and that repentance is possible. 
People must be seen not only as agents of sin but also as 
its victims even in their acting (Clark H. Pinnock, "Evan­
gelical Theology of Human Liberation," Part 2, Sojourners 
5 [March 1976]:26).

2Jas 1:2,3; Heb 2:18. 3Rom 4:8.
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consequently, it tends to subordinate the Gospel to his­
torical options. In this particular hermeneutical approach, 
Scripture plays a secondary role, mainly as a source of 
models from which certain principles are derived. Some­
times by "loose analogy,"^- as secondary frame of refer­
ence. In its commitment on behalf of social justice, 
liberation theology, like Moses when he killed the 
Egyptian, engages itself in liberative acts on behalf 
of the poor before listening to what God's word might 
have to say about the nature of the liberation to be 
achieved or of the means to be employed to bring it about.

The emphasis is on discerning through praxis what 
God is doing in the world and then join Him, rather than 
discerning what is God's saving word for the world and, 
on that basis, join in His saving activity. The stress 
on the historical situation as the locus theologicus, in 
fact, replaces the revelation in Scripture by the reve­
lation of contemporary events— ignoring the fact that 
there are two mysteries operating in history at the same 
time: the mystery of salvation and the mystery of evil.
The devil, even though vanquished, still continues active 
in the world. Consequently, Christians stand in need of 
a criterion to distinguish between the divine amd the 
demonic in the events of history, to discern God's 
presence amd aJosence in history.

^Armerding, "Exodus," p. 48; see Costas, The 
Church and Its Mission, pp. 151-155.
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It is not uncommon today to use the Exodus to 

justify almost any type of revolutionary, liberating up­
risings. Julio de Santa Ana starts from the Exodus to 
justify a Marxist type of revolution. He states that 
"this affirmation [the need of freedom] , is underscored 
by the practice and experience of Biblical characters 
(Moses, Jesus) and extrabiblical (Lenin, Emiliano 
Zapata . . .  Ho Chi Minh, Ernesto Guevara, and others)."1 
Many are bound to ask, however, how can one be certain 
that in following Franz Fanon, Camilo Torres, Ernesto 
Guevara, he is indeed following the God of the Exodus? 
What assurance can one have that to follow some of these 
m od e m  heroes would not rather correspond to following
Aaron, when he made the golden calf, not to mention

2Hitler in m o d e m  times? Biblical Christianity does not 
depend for its source of truth on any kind of praxis but 
rather on the timeless message contained in Scripture,

lrtNotas para una etica de la liberacion a partir 
de la Biblia," Cristianismo y sociedad 24, 25 (1970):58.

2 . . .Looking back from our vantage perspective, it is
hard to understand how the so-called "German Christians" 
saw the special leading of God in Hitler's rise to power 
in 1933. But a number of Christians saw in it a providen­
tial sign. A group of theologians actually signed the 
following statement; "We sire full of thanks to God that 
He, as Lord of history, has given us Adolf Hitler, our 
leader amd savior from our difficult lot. We acknowledge 
that we, with body amd soul, are bound and dedicated to 
the German state amd to its Fuhrer. This bondage amd 
duty contains for us, as evamgelical Christiams, its 
deepest and most holy significamce in its obedience to 
the command of God" (Quoted in G. C. Berkouwer, The 
Providence of God [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952] , pp.
162,163).
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which demands that truth be acted upon and that exhorts 
the believer to walk in truth. As J. Andrew Kirk has so 
well said: "A full practice of truth depends on a full
revelation of truth. And the truth of revelation, be­
cause it depends upon God who reveals, is objectively 
true independently of whether it is believed and acted 
upon by man or not."^ Nevertheless, the genuineness of 
the Christian's commitment to this revelation, just be­
cause it demands a consistent practice, will be judged
by that practice and not simply on the basis of profession:

2"You shall know them by their fruits."
It is proper, indeed indispensable, for exper­

ience to motivate our theology, as it is so clearly 
illustrated in the experience of Luther. No theology can 
be done in isolation from history. The balance that should 
be present between text and context is well expressed by 
William Hordern:

Theology, by its very nature, stands poised between 
the Scriptural message on one hand and a particular 
historical situation on the other. Because theology 
is rooted in Scripture, there is, in all true 
theology, an unchanging element. It points to Christ, 
the same yesterday, today and forever. But if 
theology were only biblical, there would be no need 
for it. We could simply read the Bible. If theology's 
one foot is planted firmly in the Bible, the other 
foot must be planted in the world. Theology is the 
attempt to relate the eternal Gospel message to the 
age in which it lives.3

^■"The Meaning of Man in the Debate between Chris­
tianity and Marxism. Part 2," Themelios 1 (1976) :91.

2Matt 7:20.
2"The Theology of Hope in America," LQ 21 (1969) :
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We must go to the Bible with our own questions, 
but we should be careful not to let them determine to 
what extent we should listen to the Bible. Some parts 
of Scripture may not speak as directly as we might wish 
to our existential concerns. From this we should not 
assume that the Bible is irrelevant. It might very well 
be that we have not yet asked the right questions. Con­
sequently, we should be willing to listen to Scripture 
even where it has not yet occurred to us to enquire. The 
danger of finding in Scripture only the echo of one's own 
voice, of finding "one's own face at the bottom of the 
exegetical well," even when it is the besetting tempta­
tion of all exegetes, is particularly present in a 
theology that commits itself to certain praxis before 
going to Scriptures.

Praxis theology, due to its a pr-Lovi. commitments, 
also runs the risk of being too selective in its use of 
Scripture, often insisting almost exclusively on themes 
such as the Exodus and poverty.^- It is hoped that

342. See further on this topic Helmut Thielicke, How 
Modern Should Theology Be? (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1969), pp. 1-19; Clark H. Pinnock, "An Evangelical Theology: 
Conservative and Contemporary," CT 23 (1979):407-13; and 
Charles R. Taber, "The Limits of Indigenization in Theol­
ogy," Missio 6 (1978):53-79. Taber offers seven suggested 
criteria which he sees as universally normative for 
Christian theology.

\juan Luis Sequndo wrote in 1974: " . . .  los
cristianos de la naciente teologla de la liberacion ex- 
perimentaron cierta prisa. . . . Como se tenia que 
responder 'hoy mismo' a las preguntas que planteaba cada 
gituacion de lucha, se simplificaban las reflexiones e
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liberation theology will correct this weakness and give
more centrality to Scripture, for only a strong emphasis
on the normativeness of God's word can keep us from
bondage to pragmatism and bring divine insight to bear
on the confusing social situation of our times. Scripture
contains "the faith which was once for all delivered to
the saints,"^ and in the neglect of this norm the
Christian faith runs the risk of losing its identity in
the concrete situation. Conversely, however, neglect of
the concrete situation may lead the Christian faith to
lose itself in cultural irrelevancy. The ever-present
tension between irrelevancy and reductionism in Christian
theology has been well described by Jurgen Moltmann:

The Christian life of the theologians, Churches and 
human beings is faced more than ever with a double 
crisis: The crisis of irrelevance and the crisis of
identity. These two crises are complementary. The 
more theology and the Church attempt to become relevant

inclusive se tendia a extraer de la Biblia episodios 
frases que sirvieran como slogans aplicables al esplritu 
de liberaciSn inmediata que animaba a los cristianos. Se 
centraba la atencifin en ciertos pasajes de la Escritura, 
como el fixodo, y se desechaban otros que no parecian 
encuadrar en los intereses explicitas de la teologla de 
la liberacion" (Quoted by Vekemans, "PanorSmica Actual," 
p. 14). No Bible student is free from this ever present 
danger; however, when liberation theologians insist that 
the socio-historical context of the oppressed provides 
a hermeneutical key for discovering a "canon within the 
canon," their criticism of European and North American 
theologians for doing the same in order to defend, whether 
consciously or not, their own oppressive societies, is 
greatly weakened (Sider, "A Symposium of Responses," 
pp. 58,59).

^■Jude 3.
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to the problems of the present day, the more deeply 
they are drawn into the crisis of their own Christian 
identity. The more they attempt to assert their 
identity in traditional dogmas, rights and moral 
notions, the more irrelevant and unbelievable they 
become.1

Each generation standing in its particular moment of
history must search the Scriptures in order tc discern
the will of God, and strive to receive guidance toward
the obedient life that must be pursued within concrete

2issues of the world.

Man
The rooting of praxis in economic or social struggle 

has its deeper roots in the Renaissance view of man in 
which mem was seen, not as a sinner, but as essentially 
a good creature who was destined to become better. By the 
eighteenth century a major shift had already occurred in 
the symbolism of salvation, from a theocentric to an 
anthropological focus. This was "a downward shift frbm 
the city of God to the city of Man, from an eschatological 
view of salvation in which God is the sole source of 
salvation to a this-worldly humanistic focus on human 
happiness and social welfare."3 Man is seen as capable

^The Crucified God. The Cross of Christ as the 
Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology (London:
SCM Press, 1974), p. 7.

2See Brevard S. Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press^ 1970), p. 131.

3Braaten, "The Christian Doctrine of Salvation,"
p. 121.
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of regenerating himself by his own power; salvation be­
comes increasingly a human project, subject to human 
planning and praxis, projected on utopian possibilities 
inherent in the world. Liberation theology has basically 
attempted to define salvation within the framework of 
this world view. This may be the reason why little 
attention, if any, is given to a salvation that is viewed 
above and beyond history.

Man is assumed to be basically good. While the 
basic character of sin as rebellion against God is not 
denied, liberation theologians tend to look at the root 
of sin through its branches in the oppressive structures 
of society. Sin is not considered as am individual, pri­
vate, interior reality; it is "regarded as social, his­
torical fact."^ Consequently, since sin is basically 
social and horizontal, salvation is also located in the 
historical, social realm. The good news of liberation
is aimed primarily at the structural problems of in-

2justice, poverty, inequality.

^Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 175.
2The World Council of Churches, which has adopted 

to a large extent the perspectives of liberation theology, 
has also abruptly shifted its emphasis from vertical to 
horizontal issues, from theological questions to involve­
ment in the world. At Bangkok, for instance, while the 
personal and eternal dimensions of salvation are mentioned 
(see Bangkok Assembly 1973, pp. 87,90), the emphasis 
definitively falls on horizontal issues. Reflecting on 
the W.C.C. in Bangkok, whose theme was "Salvation Today," 
Donald McGavran observed that "the World Council is making 
a massive effort to reinterpret the classic meaning of 
that aim [to further the proclamation of the Gospel to all
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While the broadening of the concept of sin to in­
clude the social dimension is a welcome corrective to an 
excessive privatizing tendency, liberation theology's 
overall view of sin remains, nevertheless, superficial.
The analysis of the roots of injustice and the causes of 
alienation implicit in much liberation theology is so 
uniformly Marxist that no justice is done to the depth 
of the Biblical perspective of the human condition.
While acknowledging that man is created in the image of 
God and that this image is reflected even in man's fallen 
state, it is also true that sin distorts and impairs 
man's reasoning powers and perverts his will. The human 
heart is not good or morally neutral, but "more deceitful
than all else and is desperately sick."1 According to

2the Bible, sin is prideful revolt against God; it pro-
3 4vokes the wrath of God; it is slavery to Satan; it is a

disease of the whole person;^ it brings death.^ Because

men that they may believe and be saved] so that 'being 
saved' will come to mean having more food, more justice, 
more clothes, more freedom, more production, less disease, 
more brotherhood, more peace, in short, more this-worldly 
improvements" ("Salvation Today," Ralph Winter, ed. , The 
Evangelical Response to Bangkok [Pasadena: William Carey
Library, 1973], p. 17). "Liberation Is In, the Unreached 
Out in Melbourne View of the Kingdom," is the title of an 
article written by Arthur F. Glasser (CT 24 [1980]:474-76) 
assessing the WCC Commission on World Mission amd Evangel­
ism that met in Melbourne, Australia, in May 1980.

1 2 Jer 17:9; Rom 7:18. Gen 3: Rom 5:14.
3 4 5Rom 1:18. Rom 6:16. Isa 1:6.
6Rom 6:13. The Second Vatican Council raised a 

repeated warning regarding the nature of sin. It spoke
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man is "curved in on himself" there is nothing he can do
to deliver himself from his sinful state. Sin is a state
of corruption so profound that the elimination of poverty,
oppression, racism, sexism, capitalism, were it possible,
would not alter man's basic condition in any significant
way. The separation of man from God, expressed in
Genesis 3, will not be bridged in an utopian classless
society while man remains unchanged. As Pope Paul VI
so insightfully observed:

. . . The best social structures and the most ideal­
istic systems can quickly become inhuman if the 
human inclinations of man are not healed, if there 
is no conversion of the heart and mind on the part 
of those who live in those structures or who direct 
them. 1

Mein's Works
Liberation theology derives its anthropology from 

Gen 1, where man is presented as working in harmony with 
his Creator. However, this high view of man should not 
be isolated from the more somber picture found in Gen 3 
and make its anthropology solely normative in the under­
standing of human activity. After man's nature was dis­
torted by sin, his participation in liberating activities 
does not necessarily indicate a coincidence of the human

of a "basic imbalance in the heart of man" (Gaudium et Spes 
art. 10); "his intelligence . . .  is partially obscured 
and weakened" (art. 15) ; "man's freedom has been damaged 
by sin" (art. 17); "sin has diminished man, blocking his 
path to fulfillment" (art. 13) .

^Evangelii Nuntiandi, art. 36. A copy of this 
encyclical cam be found in TPS 21 (1976):4-51.
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with the divine intent. Once, we must remember, man's
works led to Babel1 and later to the erection of the 

2golden calf. This does not mean that human liberating 
work should be renounced, but rather that if, in carrying 
it forward, stress is placed on man's struggle for self- 
emancipation, it— in the words of Norman J. Young— "expects 
too much and too little— too much of man who consistently 
turns his creative capacities to destructive ends; too 
little of God who comes from beyond man's own sphere of 
management to offer new directions and possibilities."2

Phrases like "God acts in history" or He acts 
"in tne real world3 are often found in liberation litera­
ture. When the strategies for liberation are considered, 
however, liberation theology often speaks of acting as
though God were absent from history: everything depends

4on man. Praxis means a new kind of action to change the 
world. Salvation is a hope for which man is to fight 
with all his might, otherwise it will never come; or, 
if it does, it will come, at best, through a synergism o 
divine grace and good works. The Biblical affirmations of 
30la gratia and sola fide for fear that they might lead 
to a salvation by cheap grace and thus take the pressure 
off Christians to do something concrete to change the

1Gen 11:1-9 2Exod 32.
JCreator, Creation and Faith (Philadelphia:

Westminster Press, 1§76) , p. 190.
4GutiSrrez, A Theology of Liberation, pp. 159,307.
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social situation, are all but ignored.*- But works-
righteousness is as dangerous as cheap grace and can
negate the Gospel not only in the form of works of
piety but also in the modern forms of revolutionary 

2praxis.
Evangelical soteriology takes its stand squarely 

on the doctrine of justification by faith. Sola gratia 

is the essence of evangelical religion. This indeed is 
also the essence of the Gospel, "since grace is procured 
for the human race only by the costly sacrifice of Christ, 
who satisfied amd fulfilled the demands of the law by his 
sinless life and agonizing d e a t h . S a l v a t i o n ,  like the 
Exodus, is totally the work of God. There is no room 
for amy type of Pelagiamism-

See Cairl E. Braaten, The Flaming Center. A 
Theology of the Christian Mission (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1977), p. 152. Solle concedes that "there is a 
certain anti-Protestant point in the theses that salva­
tion is liberation" ("Resistance: Toward a First World
Theology," p. 180). Segundo is more specific: "Since
the time of the Reformation at least, the characterizing 
feature of the Catholic Church in this aurea is its empha­
sis on the merit of human endeavors for gaining entrance 
to the eternal kingdom of God. And this notion of merit 
is of the utmost importamce for liberation theology" (The 
Liberation of Theology, p. 131). On the other hamd, "the 
disappearamce of the notion of merit from Protestant 
theology, dating from the time of the Reformation, seems 
to have undermined the possibility of any theology of 
history" (p. 142) .

2Liberation theology emphasizes a socialist sal­
vation, am eaurthly kingdom which shares the classical 
liberal vision of a society built on the principles of 
freedom, justice, and brotherhood.

3Donald G. Bloesch, Essentials of Evangelical 
Theology, 2 vols. (Sam Francisco: Harper & Row, 19 79),
2:250.
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Justification, however, has too often been depicted 
as wholly extrinsic, a totally forensic transaction; and 
the fact that the Holy Spirit is also active in justifi­
cation, enabling the sinner to respond, believe, and obey^ 
has been ignored. Justification by faith is often under­
stood as the antithesis of salvation by works. Yet 
according to Scripture faith does not exclude works but 
gives rise to works. As Paul testified: "Through whom
[Jesus Christ our Lord] we have received grace and 
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among

2all the Gentiles, for His name's sake."

Social Responsibility
Gutierrez often raises his concerned voice against 

his own church for having, to a large extent, neglected 
the fundamental social dimension of the Gospel in its 
all-absorbing concentration on the spiritual and the be­
yond. Evangelical Christians cannot with good conscience 
plead "innocent" to a similar charge. They have also 
often proclaimed a cheap grace that offered the forgiveness

11 Pet 1:2,22.
2Rom 1:5; Eph 2:8-10; Jas 2:2. Gutierrez, and 

liberation theologians in general, do not pay enough 
attention to the Pauline doctrine of justification and 
its place in a total biblical view of salvation. Perhaps 
greater attention to the Pauline notion of works of faith 
(1 Thess 1:3; 2 Thess 1:11) and works of law (Rom 3:20,28) 
could provide a view of salvation which does not reduce 
the need of engagement in the struggle for justice while 
maintaining the element of grace and the priority of 
divine initiative (Kapp, "A Preliminary Dialogue," p. 28).

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



3 0 4

of the Gospel without the discipleship claims of the 
Gospel.^

There is ample evidence, however, that Evangelicals
are awakening to the need for a whole Go3pel and are
honestly reassessing their position vis-a-vis society in

2the light of Scriptures. One of the clearest expressions 
of this new consciousness among Evangelicals was the 
International Congress of World Evangelization held in 
Lausanne in 1974.3 It drew a vigorous but balanced 
statement against horizontalist excesses:

See Robert D. Linder, "The Resurgence of Evan­
gelical Social Concern" in David F. Wells amd John D. 
Woodbridge, eds. The Evangelicals,What They Believe, Who 
They Are, Where They Are Changing (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1975), pp. 189-200, for a discussion of the issues 
that led Evangelicals to a more individualistic approach 
to religion after WWI. It was during that time, when in 
this country the "liberals” were turning outward armed 
with the concept of the Kingdom of God on earth, that the 
"conservatives" were turning inward, defensive, by the 
battle over evolution, the application of the critical- 
historical method to the Bible, and the attack on religion 
by Marx, Freud, and others. Timothy L. Smith in Revivalism 
and Social Reform in Mid-Nineteenth-Century America (Nash- 
ville: Abingdon Press, 1957), argues that during the
nineteenth century, however, evangelicals were at the fore­
front of the social battle, fighting against poverty, slum 
housing, racial intolerance, and inhuman working con­
ditions. See esp. chapters 10 and 11.

2One of the key documents in evangelicalism's 
emerging social conscience doubtless was Carl F. H. Henry's 
The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmani^ 1947) . See also Linder, lfThe Resurgence
of Evangelical Social Concern (1925-75)," pp. 189-210; 
Robert K. Johnston, Evangelicals at an Impasse: Biblical
Authority in Practice (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979) , 
pp. 77-112.

3This Congress was not organized by the W.C.C.
With representatives from more than 150 nations, the par­
ticipants expressed "penitence both for our neglect of
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Although reconciliation with man is not reconciliation 
with God, nor is social action evangelism, nor is 
political liberation salvation, nevertheless we 
affirm that evangelism and socio-political involve­
ment are both part of our Christian duty. For both 
axe necessary expressions of our doctrines of God 
and man, our love for our neighbor amd our obedience 
to Jesus Christ. The message of salvation implies 
also a message of judgment upon every form of alien­
ation, oppression amd discrimination, and we should 
not be afraid to denounce evil and injustice wherever 
they exist. When people receive Christ they are born 
again into his kingdom and must seek not only to ex­
hibit but also to spread its righteousness in the 
midst of an unrighteous world. The salvation we claim 
should be trains forming us in the totality of our per­
sonal amd social responsibilities. Faith without 
work is dead.1

There is a new realization in Evangelical circles that
the call to repentamce present in the Gospel includes a
turning away from sin in all its dimensions, personal as
well as social. Sider brings this issue into perspective
when he observes that:

Evangelicals regularly insist that coming to Jesus 
excludes continued lying and adultery. If that 
does not compromise sola gratia, then neither will a 
biblical insistence that coming to Jesus will neces­
sarily include repenting of one's involvement in

our Christian Social responsibility and for our naive 
polarization in having sometimes regarded evangelism and 
social concern as mutually exclusive" (John Stott, The 
Lausanne Covenant. An Exposition and Commentary [Minnea­
polis : World Wide Publications, 19751 , p"I 25) .

^Ibid. There is, nevertheless, a lack of con­
sensus within the evangelical community in regard to the 
kind, nature, and extent of social involvement. See 
Sider, "Evangelism, Salvation and Social Justice," 
pp. 251-55 for a discussion of five conflicting view­
points on this issue among evangelicals. See also 
Johnston, Evangelicals at an Inroasse, pp. 82-94, where he 
discusses current evangelical diversity as embodied in 
the philosophy of four leading evangelical periodicals: 
Moody Monthly, Christianity Today, The Reformed Journal, 
and Sojourners.
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institutional racism and economic injustice and work­
ing for less racist and less unjust societies.!

The ministry of Jesus, as presented in the Gospels, was a
ministry to the whole person; no dimension of the good
news was overlooked or considered unimportant. Matthew
summarizes His ministry as follows:

And Jesus was going about in all Galilee, teaching 
in their synagogues, and proclaiming [preaching, NIV] 
the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of 
disease and every kind of sickness among the people.2

He did not limit his ministry either to the "vertical" or 
to the "horizontal" dimension, but attended to all the 
people. The Gospels are full of stories about Jesus' 
feeding the hungry and His teachings about spiritual food, 
His healing the sick and His offer of personal salvation, 
His comforting the heavy-laden and His invitation to carry 
His cross, His restoring sight to the blind and His teach­
ing that He is the light that shines in darkness, His 
resurrection of the dead and His claim that He is the way, 
the truth and the life.^

"Evangelism, Salvation and Social Justice," pp. 
265,266. It would seem Jeremiah was beaten amd put in jail 
because he stood up against the hypocrisy of his own people 
(Jer 20) ; Elijaih risked his life when he challenged the 
prophets of Baal and denounced King AhaUb amd his wife 
(1 Kgs 18; 2 Kgs 1); Nathan courageously faced King David 
in the Bathsheba affair (2 Sam 12) ; Micah thundered 
against the oppressive rulers of the house of Israel (Mic 
3); and Isaiadi cleairly condemned the religious, social, 
amd economic evils of his time (Isa 1-6) . See Richaurd J. 
Colemam, Issues of Theological Conflict: Evangelicals and 
Liberals (Grand Rapids: EerdmansT 1972), pp. 233,234.

2Matt 4:23; 9:35.
^Colemam, Issues of Theological Conflict, p. 246. 

The Gospel provides no indication either theoretically or
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This ought not to mean that teaching, preaching, 
and healing are identical tasks. They should not be con­
fused, but none should be omitted.^

Consequently, even when the vertical and horizontal 
dimensions are not interchangeable, yet they belong indi- 
visibly together, they cannot be separated. The union 
of these two dimensions as two aspects of our total calling 
has far reaching consequences both for the Christian and 
the Church's conduct in the world. It leaves no room for 
the tendency to oscillate between the two extremes in 
which the Gospel is seen as essentially concerned with 
God's saving action in the life of individuals, and the 
interpretation of it as mainly concerned with human re­
lationships in the world. Wilhem A. Visser't Hooft 
remarks:

A Christianity which has lost its vertical dimension 
has lost its salt and is not only insipid in itself, 
but useless for the world. But a Christianity which 
would use the vertical preoccupation as a means to 
escape its responsibility for and in the common 
life of man is a denial of the incarnation of God's 
love for the world manifested in Christ.2

Evangelicals must still resolve in a practical way the

by space devoted to each that Jesus considered preaching 
more important them teaching or healing the sick, and 
when He chose to devote vast amounts of time to healing 
the sick, He was doubtless aware that those bodies would 
again succumb to sickness and death.

^See Sider, "Evangelism, Salvation and Social 
Justice," pp. 258,259.

2Norman Goodall, ed., The Pppsala Report 1968 
(Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1968), p. 318.
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interrelationship between the horizontal and the vertical. 
If evangelism has priority, does that mean that social 
involvement must be relegated to a second plane? Sider, 
after discussing five different viewpoints on this issue, 
offers a sixth option: "Evangelism and social action
are equally important, but quite distinct aspects of the 
total mission of the c h u r c h . W h i l e  Jesus' concern was 
not one-sided and embraced man in his total existence and 
he often gave priority to man's temporal needs, yet he 
made clear that man's eternal welfare must take precedence 
over the temporal. Evangelism has theological priority 
over social service, though not always chronological 
priority.

The "rediscovery" of the Biblical perspective on
social concerns should at the same time remind us that
anxiousness to be "where the action is” may easily lead
to dubious involvements in politics, if we forget that
Jesus rejected both the politics of the Sadducees and the
revolutionary violence of the zealots in his ministry on

2behalf of the whole man. And it is true that the world 
into which Jesus came was in many ways very similar to

1hEvangelism, Salvation and Social Justice," p. 
264. Sider is clear in stating that the New Testament 
evidence does not encourage a broad definition of sal­
vation: "Sxn is too all pervasive to warrant the appli­
cation of 'salvation' language to the limited, imperfect, 
albeit extremely important social justice that does emerge 
in the time before the eschaton" (p. 263).

2Yoder's The Politics of Jesus is an excellent 
treatment of how Jesus dealt with the established system.
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ours: there was poverty and oppression, internal insti­
tutions were oppressive, and the people were subject to 
foreign dominance. The Jews longed for political and 
economic liberation. They were anxious to make Jesus 
king. It was their mistaken expectations that blinded 
them to God's central purpose. For Jesus, the prospects 
of an earthly kingdom were nothing but a temptation of 
the devil to distract Him from His real mission. His 
kingdom was not of this world.^

In an age when secularists and atheists are 
actively engaged in social programs, it is vital for 
Evangelicals not to sacrifice the offensive nature of the 
Gospel in order to make it more acceptable, inoffensive, 
to the humanist mind.

Moreover, Jesus' "strategy" should not be ignored:
2it is from a good tree that good fruit proceeds. Man 

must be changed spiritually before he can change at all.2 
Works of love are fruits, evidences of transformed lives. 
They spring from a grateful response to divine love offered

‘John 18:36. As R. F. Bailey said, commenting on 
John 6:15, when Jesus rej ected the attempt of the enthu­
siastic multitude to make Him king: " [there is] much of
S. John's irony in the passage; He who is already King 
has come to open His kingdom to men; but in their blind­
ness men try to force Him to be the kind of king they want; 
thus they fail to get the king they want, and also lose 
the kingdom He offers" (Quoted by Leon Morris, The Gospel 
According to John, The New International Commentary on 
the New Testament [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971], pp.
346,347).

2Matt 7:20. 2John 3:1-13.
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to sinners at the cross. It was after the Holy Spirit 
had descended with transforming power at Pentecost that 
the early Christians became motivated to eliminate poverty 
from their midst. "It is natural to feel Christ's liber­
ation reaching into every kind of bondage and to want to 
act in accordance with that radical shift.

The Exodwo
Finally, liberation theology, in its efforts to 

encourage the abandonment of immobilist attitudes on the 
part of Christians, uses preferentially the Exodus as a 
model for liberation. But in doing so, attention is often 
focused on peripheral agents of liberation, such as the 
civil disobedience of the midwives, the violent protest 
of Moses. In doing so, the central message of the Exodus, 
i.e., that deliverance of the suffering and powerless 
Hebrew slaves was an act of the sovereign initiative of 
God, through which He chose to demonstrate His goodness 
and bring salvation to the nations, is often overlooked.

The Exodus, strained from its overall Biblical 
context, is reduced to an isolated story and used as a 
slogan to move the masses to political involvement, for­
getting that “the political overtones of Israel's de-

2liverance are part of the whole biblical message." If

^Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 190.
2Childs, The Books of Exodus, p. 214.
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the Exodus is used to promote human liberation insofar 
as it concerns human rights and social justice, the whole 
theological thinking behind it should also be considered, 
namely, that while the human element is not ignored, 
it is God and not man who changes situations. The story 
itself hardly suggests the legitimacy of an uprising by 
the oppressed, and, by violent means if necessary, grab­
bing control from those in power. Neither does modern 
history show its advisability. The abiding symbol that 
comes to us from the Exodus is not a clenched fist, in­
viting to struggle and revolt, but rather a lamb that was 
slain, and blood "on the two doorposts."1

There are, besides the Exodus, other models in 
the Old Testament that suggest how Christians should 
live in situations of adversity and injustice. Jeremiah 
advises the exiles living in oppression in Babylon to 
live constructively and even pray for the welfare of

2Babylon, "for in its welfare you will have welfare."
The same principle is present in Joseph's experience 
in Egypt, in Daniel's under Nebuchadnezzar. Far from 
destroying the oppressor, Israel was called to be a 
preserver of life, God's agent of blessing to the world. 
What really was expected from Israel is beautifully em­
bodied in the experience of the young girl captive in the

^ x o d  12: 7; 1 Cor 5:7.
2Jer 29. See Yoder, "Exodus and Exile," p. 306.
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household of Naaman the Syrian. The nations had no answer 
for the leprosy of her master. But this young Israelite 
knew that God was present in Israel in the person of 
Elisha. "Although taken captive and enslaved by the 
worldly power, she freely bears witness to Yahweh's saving 
presence in Israel, not even bargaining for her own : e- 
lease in exchange for this stupendous 'gospel'."3-

The Bible, both the Old and the New Testaments, 
indicates that God has chosen to accomplish His redemp­
tive purpose in history through a covenant people. It
is through the presence in history of the people of God,

2"a city set on a hill," serving as a preview of the new
age, that others are to be attracted to God, embrace the
Gospel, and live its reality here as "salt of the earth"
and "light of the world."3

This divine strategy is clearly portrayed in the
life and work of Jesus: He created around Himself a new
society, a different society, with a mission to change
the world. This society was mixed in composition. It was

4mixed racially, religiously, economically. And Jesus 
Himself gave this community a new way of life. Yoder 
expresses it well:

^Stek, "Salvation, Justice and Liberation," p. 146. 
2Matt 5:14. 3Matt 5:13,14.
4See Yoder, The Original Revolution. Essays on 

Christian Pacifism (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1971),
p. 29.
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He gave them a new way to deal with offenders— by for­
giving them. He gave them a new way to deal with 
violence— by suffering. He gave them a new way to 
deal with money— by sharing it. He gave them a new 
way to deal with problems of leadership— by drawing 
upon the gift of every member, even the most humble.
He gave them a new way to deal with a corrupt society—  
by building a new order, not smashing the old.l

No one can be truly free until Christ has made him
2free. Only then is he able to extend a helping hand to 

those who groan under the heavy burden of sin; those who 
consciously or unconsciously long for liberation— a lib­
eration that does not exhaust itself in the temporal but 
projects itself beyond history to the eschatological in­
tervention of Jesus Christ. As the bishops at Puebla 
expressed it:

In a word, our people yearn for a full and integral 
liberation, but not confined to the realm of temporal 
existence. It extends beyond that to full communion

Ibid. The unknown author of the Epistle to Diog- 
netus, a second century document, presents forcefully the 
nature of the Christian faith: "inhabiting Greek as well
as barbarian cities, according as the lot of each of them 
has determined, and following the customs of the natives 
in respect to clothing, food, and the rest of their ordi­
nary conduct, they display to us their wonderful and con­
fessedly striking method of life. They dwell in their 
own countries, but simply as sojourners. As citizens, 
they share in all things with others, and yet endure all 
things as if foreigners. . . . They have a common table, 
but not a common bed. They are in the flesh, but they 
do not live after the flesh. They pass their days on 
earth, but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the 
prescribed laws, and at the same time surpass the law by 
their lives. They love all men, and are persecuted by 
all. . . - They are poor, yet make many rich. . . . They 
are insulted, and repay the insult with honour; they do 
good, yet are punished as evil-doers. . . .  Yet those 
who hate them sure unable to assign any reason for their 
hatred" (Ad Diog. 5 [ANF 1:26,27]).

‘John 8:30.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



314
with God and one's brothers and sisters in eternity. 
And that communion is already beginning to be real­
ized, however, imperfectly, in history.1

^"Final Document," art. 141.
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ADDENDUM
After this dissertation had been completed, it 

was our privilege to attend a series of three lectures 
on liberation theology that Gustavo GutiSrrez presented 
at Notre Dame University, July 1-3, 1981, as well as to 
converse with him privately for a couple of unforgettable 
hours. GutiSrrez is a friendly, congenial mem, one of 
those rare persons who can disagree without being disa­
greeable .

Despite the fact that ten years have passed 
since the appearance of A Theology of Liberation, the 
core of his thought remains virtually unchanged: God's 
preference for the poor, and theology as a second act.
A shift can be observed, however, at the level of empha­
sis . He appeared more subdued on several vital points, 
e.g., his stress on Marxism as "one option, not the only 
one”; the impossibility of "a perfect society on this 
earth"; violence at best as only "the lesser of two 
evils." Regarding our query that the soteriology he 
develops in A Theology of Liberation appeared to be too 
tied to history, he agreed that his case could have been 
strengthened had he given more attention to the transcen­
dent, which to a certain extent he "took for granted."

315
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