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THE THEOLOGY OF LIBERATION

The Theology of Liberation:
Perspectives and Tasks *

Gustavo Gutiérrez**

All efforts to understand faith, to which we give the name of
theologies, are closely tied to the questions that emerge from

the life and challenges faced by the Christian community in its
witness to the Kingdom. Theology finds itself linked thereby to the
historical moment and the cultural world from which these ques-
tions arise. To declare, therefore, that a theology is “contextual”
constitutes, rigorously speaking, a tautology, since all theologies
are contextual in one way or another.

To be sure, all theologies possess permanent elements derived
from the Christian message with which they work and which they
help to bring out in a new light. Their relevance, however, de-
pends to a large extent on their ability to interpret how faith is lived
in specific circumstances and in a particular age. The consequence
is clear: given their dimension of mutability, theologies come to be

* This is a translation by Fernando F. Segovia of the Spanish original:
Perspectivas y tareas de la teología de la liberación en Teología de la
liberación. Cruce de miradas. Coloquio de Friburgo. Lima, CEP-IBC,
octubre del 2000.

** It is with great pleasure that I take part in this congratulatory volume in
honor of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza.  Her work represents an enormous
contribution to Biblical Studies.  Her creative rereading of texts seemingly
well-known has enriched us all, bringing to mind the living and present
memory that we should have of those most forgotten by history.  For this
and for your friendship, many thanks, Elisabeth.
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within a specific framework and contribute (or should do so) to
the life of faith of believers and the evangelizing task of the Church,
but their accents, categories, terminologies, and foci lose their bite
as the situation that gave birth to them undergoes change. Need-
less to say, such a claim regarding the historicity of all theology,
including those of great importance in the history of Christianity,
applies as well to the theology of liberation. Theology always puts
down roots in the historical density of the Gospel message1.

This brings us to a second and complementary observation. In
any theology it is more important to raise the issue of the validity
and consequences of the great themes of Christian revelation that
it has recalled and brought to the conscience of believers than to
pursue the question of its future. In the case of understanding the
faith from the optic of liberation, such points would include: the
process of liberation for the poor of Latin America, in all of its vari-
ous dimensions; the presence of the Gospel and of Christians in this
process; and, in a very special way, the preferential option for the
poor advanced and analyzed by this mode of theological reflection.

Perhaps a good way of approaching the future of a theological
perspective is to compare it with other contemporary theological
orientations in order to analyze anew its central purpose and ma-
jor axes in relation to the contemporary situation and to examine
the tasks that it faces. In effect, the future does not arrive; it is
constructed. We build it with our hands and our hopes, our fail-

1. Therefore, one should remind those who, curiously, question whether the
theology of liberation remains relevant in the aftermath of the develop-
ments symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall—without question an event
of enormous importance on the international scene—that the point of
departure for such reflection was not the situation of the countries of East-
ern Europe.  Rather, it was, and continues to be, the inhuman poverty of
our continent and our reading of it in the light of faith.  Such a state of
affairs and such a theology have little to do, in matters of substance, with
the collapse of real socialism.
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ures and our projects, our obstinacy and our sensibility to what is
new. This we propose to do, in schematic fashion, in what follows
by way of the three major steps mentioned.

CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES TO FAITH

In convoking the Second Vatican Council, John XXIII asked, both
himself and in general, how to give expression today to that which
Christians call for on a daily basis, “Your kingdom come!” In rais-
ing this question, he retrieved an important biblical theme: the
need to know how to discern the signs of the times. What it means
to be attentive to the course of history and, more broadly, to the
world in which we live our faith: sensitive to challenges, at once
defying and enriching. Hence, oblivious to the fears, the vigorous
condemnations, and the close-mindedness of those whom the Pope
himself characterized as “prophets of doom”—that frame of mind
so beloved of those who set themselves up as saviors from the
evils of the age.

Following this line of thought, we could say, making no claims
to being exhaustive and leaving aside important nuances, that the
Christian faith and the proclamation of the Gospel come face to
face today with three great challenges: the world of modernity and
so-called postmodernity; the poverty of so many; and religious
pluralism and consequent interreligious dialogue. All three make
far-reaching demands on Christian life and the task of the Church.
At the same time, all three offer elements and categories that make
it possible to undertake new paths in the understanding and deep-
ening of the Christian message. It is imperative to keep in mind
these two aspects of the same reality. The theological task consists
in confronting head-on the questions that come before it as signs
of the times, while, at the same time, discerning in them, in the
light of faith, the new hermeneutical framework before it for re-
flecting on faith and for speaking about God in a way that is rel-
evant to the people of today.
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Faith under Challenge

With roots in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the mental-
ity that comes to be known as modern has an impact on the life of
the Christian churches from the eighteenth century onward. Its
characteristics are as follows: affirmation of the individual as point
of departure in economic activity, social coexistence, and human
knowledge; critical reason, which accepts only that which has been
subjected to examination and judgment; and the right to freedom
in various domains. It is what Immanuel Kant characterized as the
adult state of humanity. Hence, the mistrust of the modern spirit in
the face of authority, in the economic-social as well as in the reli-
gious realm. In the eyes of this line of thought, the Christian faith,
next-door neighbor to superstition and authoritarian in nature, is
destined to disappear or, at best, to be confined to the private
sphere. As a result, society undergoes an accelerated process of
secularization, whereby the Christian faith loses the social weight
and human influence it had once enjoyed. The vicissitudes of this
struggle, which affected the Christians of Europe in particular, are
well-known. So are the paths taken and not-taken by the responses
occasioned in such disputes with the Church. Not to mention the
uncertainties, the fears, the daring deeds, and the sufferings expe-
rienced as a result of such developments.

Distancing itself from those who saw in the modern world but
an evil time destined to pass and before which firm resistance was
in order until the storm died down, Vatican II sought to respond to
many of these questions, and did so successfully, not however
without difficulties or initial misunderstandings. A great deal still
remains to be done in the face of the situation brought about by
modernity.

In recent years, this task has become more complicated in light
of what has come to be called, for the sake of convenience, the
postmodern age. Presenting itself as a harsh critique of moder-
nity—which stands accused, among other things, of sliding easily
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into totalitarianism (fascism; nazism; stalinism) in contradiction to
its fervent claims of freedom and of limiting itself to a narrow and
strictly instrumental vision of reason—the postmodern disposition
heightens that individualism so characteristic already of the mod-
ern world. The result is a rather halfhearted attitude toward the
possibility of bringing about change in what was previously thought
to be amiss in our societies. So too is a distrust of firm convictions
in any area of human activity or knowledge. Hence, an attitude of
skepticism comes to the fore whereby the knowledge of truth is
relativized: all possess their respective truths and thus everything
is valid. Such an attitude is, without question, one of the reasons
behind the lack of interest we witness today in matters social and
political. Such an attitude also has, to be sure, important contribu-
tions to make. One must pay attention, for example, to what it is
that an appreciation for cultural or ethnic diversity, with all of its
political ambivalence, signifies.

Whether postmodernity represents a rejection of modernity or
a refined extension of it does not affect at all our main point of
interest here. The phenomenon as a whole poses a great chal-
lenge to Christian conscience. The times, it is true, have made it
possible for valuable theological reflections to arise and take the
bull by the horns. Instead of opting for a rejection based on fear,
such reflections not only have confronted the challenges of the
modern world and their reverberations with evangelical freedom
and faithfulness to the message of Jesus but also have served to
clarify all that the modern world has to offer for the revelation of
aspects of the faith bypassed in the past or eclipsed, for whatever
reason, in the course of history.

INHUMAN AND ANTI-EVANGELICAL
POVERTY

The challenges to Christian faith from religious pluralism and pov-
erty derive from outside the North Atlantic world. It is the poor
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peoples of this world who bear them on their backs. The challenge
of poverty was forcefully brought to the attention of theological
reflection for the first time, about forty years ago, in Latin America,
a continent inhabited by a population at once poor and believing,
among the black minority of the United States, and from a variety
of different areas and social sectors of humanity. It came from
those who live their faith in the midst of poverty and insignifi-
cance, with each of these conditions leaving a trace in the other.
To live and to think the Christian faith is, therefore, something that
cannot take place outside the conscienciousness of the situation
of dispossession and marginalization in which such individuals find
themselves.

Rereading the Message

The Latin American episcopal conferences of Medellín (1968)
and Puebla (1979) denounced the existing poverty in the conti-
nent as “inhuman” and “anti-evangelical.” Yet, we know that such
poverty is, unfortunately, a reality of universal proportions. Little
by little, the poor of the world gained an ever clearer
conscienciousness of their situation. A series of historical develop-
ments in the 1950s and 1960s—decolonization; the emergence of
new nations; popular movements; better knowledge of the causes
of poverty; and so forth—rendered present, throughout the planet,
those who had always been absent from the history of humanity
or, to be more exact, who had been invisible to a way of doing
history in which a sector of humanity, the Western world, emerged
as victor in all realms. This is the historical development known as
“the irruption of the poor.” It is by no means a finished event: it is
still in process and continues to raise new and pertinent questions.
In Latin America and the Caribbean, this development was, and
continues to be, particularly significant for theological reflection.

Poverty is a state of affairs with a very long history. In the past,
it called forth, to be sure, admirable gestures of service to the poor
and the abandoned. Today, awareness of its overwhelming reach,
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the ever greater and more profound breach between rich and poor
strata of contemporary society, and the possibilities we have of
knowing its causes have brought about, since only the second half
of the last century, a beginning perception of it as a challenge to
our understanding of the faith. Yet, not entirely so, for some there
are who stubbornly persist in viewing poverty only as a problem
of social or economic character. That is not the biblical meaning of
this condition, nor was it the intuition of John XXIII, who, on the
eve of the Council, brought the Church before the poverty of the
world (“the underdeveloped countries”) and declared that the
Church had to be “the Church of all and especially the Church of
the poor.” In so doing, he pointed to a demanding mode of con-
ceiving both the Church and its task in the world.

The message of the Pope was subsequently heard and reflected
upon in Latin America and the Caribbean. Its condition as both a
poor continent and a Christian continent, as already stated, made
it particularly sensitive to the theological depth of the challenge
represented by poverty, which even today is far from being grasped
by all. This accounts, in turn, for the difficulties that we still en-
counter in getting across the meaning of the basic affirmations of
liberation theology and of the episcopal conference of Medellín,
which opt precisely, and taking into account the present frame-
work, for such a focus. Nevertheless, the Church of Latin America
and the Caribbean, and soon thereafter the Churches of other
poor continents, made clear the reach of the demands that come
from the situation of poverty and marginalization on the part of so
many human beings. Such a project is still in process, in the face
of various obstacles, as it seeks a grasp of poverty in its full depth:
a problem of Christian life and theological reflection.

Less problematic, it should be noted, is the challenge that comes
from the religions of humanity and their role in the salvific plan of
God in Christian revelation. In the case of religious pluralism,
though there are those who demur, its theological character is per-
ceived, and understood, more swiftly. To underline the theological
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character of the questions posed by human poverty in no way
means to bypass the fact that poverty and social injustice possess
an inevitable and constitutive socioeconomic dimension. That goes
without question. However, the attention such questions deserve
is not due solely to a concern with social and political problems.
Poverty, as we know it today, issues a radical and global question-
ing to human conscience and the way in which the Christian faith
is understood. It provides a hermeneutical framework for faith that
leads to a rereading of the biblical message and of the way to
follow as disciples of Jesus. This must be foregrounded if we wish
to understand the meaning of a theology such as the theology of
liberation.

An Axis of Christian Faith

The well-known expression, “the preferential option for the
poor,” clearly conveys what has been said thus far. This phrase
came out of the Christian communities and theological reflections
of Latin America during the period from Medellín to Puebla, with
this latter conference making it its own and giving it wide circula-
tion. Its roots lie in the experiences of solidarity with the poor and
in the subsequent understanding of the meaning of poverty in the
Bible that began to take place in the early 1960s and that came to
expression already, at least in its essential lines, at Medellín. The
preferential option for the poor constitutes a fundamental axis in
the proclamation of the Gospel, as it does in the realm of spiritual-
ity, that is, in the following of Jesus’ steps. As such, it constitutes a
fundamental axis as well in the understanding of the faith that
proceeds from these two dimensions of the Christian faith.

We have just traced a brief history of a perception conveyed by
the formula in question. Nonetheless, it is clear that such a percep-
tion helps us, in the end, to see how we approach at this time a
primary fact of biblical revelation that has always been present, in
one way or another, in the Christian universe: the love of God for
all human beings and particularly for those abandoned. However,
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as noted earlier, our perception of injustice, poverty, and insignifi-
cance has changed, allowing us to proceed more directly than at
other times to what, theologically speaking, proves decisive: situ-
ating oneself at the heart of the proclamation of the Kingdom, an
expression of the gratuitous love of the God of Jesus Christ.

The vision conveyed by this formula, “the preferential option
for the poor,” represents the most substantial contribution of the
life of the Church in Latin America and of liberation theology to
the universal Church. The question regarding the future of this
reflection must take into account its factual and contemporary re-
lation to what such an option signifies. This perspective is obvi-
ously not exclusive to this theology; the exigency and significance
of the attitude toward the poor in the reception of the gift of the
Kingdom form part of the Christian message. We are dealing here
with a discourse on faith that allows us to recall this perspective in
the present circumstances.

As in the previous case, we should like to emphasize here as
well that in the challenge of poverty new perspectives open up
that allow us to keep drawing “the new and the old” from the
wealth of the Christian message. The discernment of faith must be
quite lucid in this regard. For this purpose, however, it is impera-
tive to break through the stubbornness of seeing the poverty of
the world today only as a social problem. To do so is to bypass
what this painful sign of the times has to say to us. All of this can
be summarized by the conviction that it is imperative to see his-
tory from its underside, that is, from the side of the victims. The
cross of Christ enlightens this vision and makes us see it as a step
to the definitive victory of life in the Risen One.

The Interreligious Space

The plurality of religions is, as we well know, an ancient human
reality. Neither the great and better-known religions nor the less
extended ones were born yesterday. Yet, the problematic in ques-
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tion does not come to the fore of theological consciousness until
the last twenty years. In the past, their existence presented prob-
lems of a practical nature and gave rise to reflections regarding the
salvific perspective of the missionary task of the Christian churches;
in the last decades, their presence has become a question of sub-
stance for Christian faith. All scholars in this area agree that the
theology of religions, such as it has come to be formulated today,
is of quite recent vintage; its path is fraught with difficulties. Today,
we witness in the Church a great debate regarding this problem-
atic. It is, without doubt, a delicate matter, addressed by important
texts of the magisterium as well as theological studies of broad
scope.2 As in the case of the modern world, but for different rea-
sons, the existence of billions of human beings who find in these
religions their relation to God, or to an Absolute, or to a profound
sense of their lives, presents a challenge to several central points of
the Christian faith. At the same time, such a challenge provides
the Christian faith with elements and possibilities for turning upon
itself and analyzing anew the meaning, and reach, today of salva-
tion in Jesus Christ. Such is the proper task of a theological under-
taking.

We find ourselves here in a new and demanding territory. Within
it, the temptation to draw back and hold tight to positions looked
upon as safe is great. In any case, a theology of religions cannot
take place without the practice of interreligious dialogue, and such
dialogue is still in its infancy today. Theology is always a second-
ary act. There are many committed to this task, and here too, and
perhaps with greater urgency than in the case of the previous chal-
lenge, there is enormous work to be done.

Modern mentality is the fruit of important mutations in the area
of human knowledge as well as in social life. Such mutations basi-

2. See, e.g., J. Dupuis, Vers une théologie chrétienne du pluralisme religieux
(Paris: Cerf, 1997).



17

THE THEOLOGY OF LIBERATION

cally took place in Western Europe, once the continent had al-
ready begun its path toward a standard of living that would dis-
tance it from the rest of the nations of the planet. Yet, those who
bear the challenge of religious pluralism come from the poorer
nations of humanity. This is perhaps one of the reasons why, as
noted earlier, consciousness of these questions coming from such
nations has only recently come to the fore in the Christian churches,
precisely at that time when such peoples began to make their voices
heard in different realms of the international community. Conse-
quently, the response to these questions brought forward by Asia
above all, but also by Africa and on a lesser scale by Latin America,
cannot separate the element of religion from the situation of pov-
erty. In effect, a twofold aspect fraught with consequences for the
discourse of faith emanating from these latitudes.

PRESENT TASKS

In what follows I shall identify a number of areas wherein lie differ-
ent tasks faced by the theological reflection we have undertaken.
Needless to say, there is much more to be said and many more
clarifications to be made, but they lie beyond the scope of this
essay. These I hope to address sustained fashion in a forthcoming
work of broad scope, presently underway.

Complexity of the World of the Poor

Poverty is a multidimensional reality. It is necessary, therefore,
following the example of the Bible, to make sure that it is not re-
duced to its economic dimension, important as it is.3 Such a broad

3. Such a focus is conveyed by formulas going back to the first writings of
this theology.  With respect to the poor, one finds repeated references to
“peoples, races, and social classes” (G. Gutiérrez, Teología de la liberación
[Lima: Cep, 1971], 226, see also 251 and 255).  Similarly, one finds the
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focus led to the affirmation that the poor represent the “insignifi-
cant ones”—those regarded as non-persons; those whose full rights
as human beings are not acknowledged. Individuals without so-
cial or individual weight, who matter little in society and the Church.
Thus are they seen or, more exactly, not seen, since they become
invisible insofar as excluded in the world of today. Various reasons
account for this state of affairs—economic want, to be sure, but
also: having a particular skin color; being a woman; belonging to
a despised culture.

A second perspective, equally present from the beginning, was
to see the poor as “the other” of a society constructed without
regard for or against their most basic rights, a society that bypasses
their lives and their values. So much so, indeed, that history, when
viewed from such “others” (from the perspective of women, from
example), turns into a different history altogether. However, such
a rereading of history might seem like a purely intellectual exer-
cise, unless one realizes that such an exercise also constitutes a
remaking of history. Within this line of thought, there is the firm
belief—despite all the limitations and obstacles known to us, espe-
cially in our days—that the poor themselves must take up their
destiny. In this respect, to follow in the trajectory of such concerns
in the field of history—at work ever since an individual and theo-
logian like Fray Bartomolé De Las Casas set out to view things “as
if he were an Indian”—still constitutes a rich vein for mining. The
first to do so, soon after Las Casas and in deliberate fashion, was
the Peruvian indian, Guamán Poma. It is only by liberating our
eyes from inertia, from prejudice, from categories uncritically ac-
cepted, that we will be able to discover the other. Thus, it is not
sufficient to be aware of such complexity; it is imperative to take it

affirmation that “woman in these sectors is doubly exploited, marginalized
and despised” (G. Gutiérrez, Teología desde el reverso de la historia [Lima:
Cep, 1977], 34, n. 36 and “La fuerza histórica de los pobres,” in Signos
de lucha y esperanza [Lima: Cep, 1978], 173).
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further, to go into detail regarding diversity and to recognize its
challenging force. Likewise, it is not sufficient to take note of the
poor’s condition as the other; it is imperative to analyze it in close
detail and to consider it in all of its challenging reality.

This unease has been pursued in the last years. A number of
valuable works have made it possible to enter, in particularly fruit-
ful ways, into various fundamental aspects of this complexity. Along
these lines, one finds today, in effect, various efforts to reflect on
faith that take as their point of departure the secular situation of
marginalization and expoliation with regard to the different indig-
enous peoples of the continent and its black population, violently
incorporated into our history for centuries now. In these times we
have witnessed, in different ways, the vigor and resonance that
the voices of these peoples have taken on, the cultural and human
richness that they are capable of offering, as well as the facets of
the Christian message that make it possible for us to see to the
core. One should add in this regard the dialogue with other reli-
gious beliefs, those that managed to survive the destruction of
previous centuries, present in Latin America with their cultural and
religious heritage.

The theological reflections arising from such worlds are par-
ticularly new and demanding. So are those coming from the inhu-
man and hence unacceptable condition of women in our society,
especially in the social and ethnic strata just mentioned. In this
area we witness as well new and rich theological perspectives car-
ried forward mostly by women, but of importance and challeng-
ing to all. One of the most fertile fields in this regard is the reading
of the Bible from the experience of women,4 although, to be sure,
there are many others that serve to amplify as well our horizon of

4. From this perspective, the works of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza have
served as a source of inspiration for biblical and theological studies in
Latin America.
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understanding of the Christian faith. Indeed, it should be noted at
this point, there is much to be expected toward a deeper reflection
on faith from a consideration of the feminine and masculine di-
mensions of the human being. Also, from a dialogue between these
two dimensions.

At the same time, the accent that this discourse on faith legiti-
mately assumes, in keeping with the line of thinking of the world
of the poor that it privileges, should not cause us to lose sight of
the global nature of what is at stake in the situation of the poor.
Nor should it cause us to neglect that common ground from which
our languages and reflections depart and within which they take
place: the insignificant ones, their total liberation, and the Good
News of Jesus, addressed to them in preferential fashion. In effect,
one must avoid at all cost any possibility that such necessary and
urgent attention given to the sufferings and hopes of the poor give
way to unproductive searches for private theological domains. Such
domains would function as a source of exclusivities and misgiv-
ings that would ultimately serve to weaken—insofar as they repre-
sent, in their essentials, converging and complementary perspec-
tives—the daily struggle of the dispossessed for life, for justice,
and for respect toward their cultural and religious values. Also, for
their right to be at once equal and different.

The complexity of the world of the poor and the perspective of
the other, perceived, as noted, from the beginning, find themselves
better drawn today, with all of their difficulties and conflicts but
also with all of their promises. It is not our intention to bring under
the same rubric all theological currents coming out of this situa-
tion—diversity is equally important in this regard. Nevertheless,
the obvious historical links among them, together with the com-
mon horizon regarding the complex world of the poor within which
they situate themselves, allow us to see them as fruitful expres-
sions of the present tasks of theological reflection from the disin-
herited of the continent. It is a question of open quarries.
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Transforming History

We are not with the poor, declared Paul Ricoeur many years
ago, unless we are against poverty. That is to say, unless we con-
demn that condition that overwhelms such an important segment
of humanity. This is not a matter of purely emotional rejection;
rather, it is imperative to get to know the causes of poverty at a
social, economic, and cultural level. Toward this goal, analytic tools
supplied by the human sciences are in order. However, as with all
scientific thought, such tools work with hypotheses that make it
possible to understand the reality they seek to explain, which is
equivalent to saying that such tools are called to change in the
face of new phenomena. That is precisely what is taking place
today, given the dominant presence of a neoliberalism that comes
riding now on the shoulders of an economy ever more autono-
mous from politics (and from ethics, since long ago), thanks to
that phenomenon that has come to be known by the rather barba-
rous term of “globalization.”

The condition thus named comes, as is well known, from the
realm of information; its repercussions, however, prove strong in
the economic and social domains as well as in other areas of hu-
man activity. Yet, the term itself is misleading: while it seems to
point toward a unified world, the truth is, and especially so nowa-
days, that it bears within it an ineluctable contradiction—the ex-
clusion of a large segment of humanity from the economic sphere
and the so-called benefits of contemporary civilization. Such asym-
metry is becoming ever more pronounced. Millions of human be-
ings are turned thereby into objects not fit for use or objects dis-
carded upon use. These are the ones who stand outside the realm
of knowledge, the decisive element in the economy of today and
the most important axis in the accumulation of capital. Such po-
larization, it should be noted, is a consequence of the way in which
we live globalization today. The phenomenon of globalization as
such need not follow its present course of growing inequality. Be-
sides, as we know full well, without equality there is no justice.
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Economic neoliberalism posits a market without restrictions,
called to regulate itself by its own means, and subjects any social
solidarity in this realm, including that of the so-called welfare state,
to a harsh critique, accusing them not only of inefficiency in the
face of poverty but also of serving as a cause of poverty. That
there might have been abuses in this area is evident and acknowl-
edged; here, however, we find ourselves before a rejection in prin-
ciple that leaves the most fragile elements of society totally without
protection. One of the ramifications of this line of thought, among
the sharpest and most painful, is the external debt that has
manacled and worn down the poor nations, a debt whose spec-
tacular growth is due, among other reasons, to the interest rates
managed by the very same lenders.

In the area of the relationship between globalization and pov-
erty, we must situate as well those perspectives advanced by eco-
logical currents in the face of the destruction, equally suicidal, of
the environment. They have rendered us more sensitive to all di-
mensions of the gift of life and have helped us to broaden the
horizons of social solidarity to include a respectful connection to
nature. This is not a matter that affects only the industrialized na-
tions, whose industries cause so much damage to the natural habitat
of humanity; it affects all, including the poorest nations. Today, it
is impossible to reflect theologically on poverty without taking ac-
count of these other realities.

To Live according to the Spirit

The question of spirituality—of life according to the Spirit, as
Paul puts it—has always occupied a central position in this theo-
logical reflection. Over and above the importance of this topic for
all Christians, it is here that the fate of this type of theology we are
proposing is decided. Indeed, a profound conviction has always
accompanied us, and in this the work of Marie-Dominique Chenu
has proved immensely helpful: that behind every understanding
of the faith lies a way of following Jesus. Spirituality—the name
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given today to what the Gospels know as the following of Jesus5—
constitutes the backbone of the discourse on faith. Spirituality pro-
vides faith with its most profound meaning and scope. This is a
central point in the understanding of theology as reflection on prac-
tice, which constitutes precisely the heart of discipleship. Its two
great and interconnected dimensions, prayer and historical com-
mitment, represent what the Gospel of Matthew refers to as “the
will of the Father” as opposed to a simple “Lord, Lord” (Matt 7:21).
In the process the old dictum to the effect that “our methodology
is our spirituality” becomes meaningful.

In recent times we have seen abundant production along the
lines of a spirituality of liberation. The reason is simple: the spiri-
tual experience of the poor people of the continent has, in the
midst of a historical process that has met with both triumphs and
obstacles, matured. Such interest in spirituality in no way signifies
an attitude of withdrawal with respect to options of a social order;
these remain as relevant as before as an expression of solidarity
with the poor and the oppressed. Those who think otherwise seem
not to be aware of the radicality involved in going to the heart of
the matter, where the love of God and the love of neighbor join
together in daily fashion. There, at that depth, spirituality is to be
found. Far from evading the challenges of today, spirituality pro-
vides strength and durability to the social options in question.

At the very core of the preferential option for the poor, a spiri-
tual element is to be found: the experience of the gratuitous love
of God. The rejection of injustice and oppression implied by this
option is grounded in our faith in the God of life. It should not be
at all surprising, therefore, that such an option has been legiti-
mated by the blood of those who, as Monsignor Oscar Romero
used to say, have died with the “sign of martyrdom.” Beyond the
case of the archbishop of San Salvador, El Salvador, numerous

5. See his well-known Une école de théologie. Le Saulchoir (Le Saulchoir:
Kain-lez-Tournai, 1937).
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Christians suffer the same fate in a continent that presumes to be
Christian as well. This cruel paradox we cannot bypass in a reflec-
tion upon spirituality in Latin America. The truth is that this living
experience of the cross marks, in many ways, the daily life of Chris-
tians in the Latin American continent.

Within this line of thought, the spiritual journey of the people
emerges as primary—a people that lives the faith and maintains
hope in the midst of an everyday existence marked by poverty
and exclusions, though also by projects and greater consciousness
of its rights. The poor of Latin America have taken up the way of
affirming their human dignity and their status as daughters and
sons of God. In this path an encounter with the Lord, crucified
and risen, takes place. A fundamental task for the theological re-
flection at work among us is to be attentive to this spiritual experi-
ence, gathering together both oral and written narratives of such
experience.

What we have just said is a consequence of a fact already noted:
the people of Latin America are, in large part, at once poor and
believing. In the midst of a situation that excludes and maltreats
them and from which they seek to liberate themselves, the poor
believe in the God of life. Thus spoke, in the name of the poor of
Peru—more than a million of whom were gathered there—our
friends Victor (now deceased) and Irene Chero to Pope John Paul
II during his visit of 1985 to the country, “With our hearts broken
by pain, we see our wives bearing children while suffering from
tuberculosis, our children dying, our sons and daughters growing
weak and without future,” and they added, “but, in spite of all
this, we believe in the God of life.”

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

Theological reflection must come face to face with the three chal-
lenges in question and bring to the fore their common bonds. We
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have barely begun to do so in these pages, yet we remain con-
vinced of the importance and fruitfulness of pursuing such a line
of thought. Toward this end, we must avoid the temptation of com-
partmentalization, whereby different challenges are seen as proper
to different continents: modernity, to the Western world; poverty,
to Latin America and Africa; religious pluralism, to Asia. Such a
solution would be one of mere convenience, oblivious to the inter-
sections and contacts at work today among different peoples and
cultures as well as to the sheer speed of information that we wit-
ness today and that brings about a sense of nearness among those
geographically removed.

To be sure, there are different emphases at work in different
areas of humanity. These, however, are no more than that—ac-
cents. At present, we are called to a theological task that under-
takes new ways of thinking, while keeping firmly in view both the
universality and the particularity of the situation in which we find
ourselves. This commitment will prove impossible without great
sensitivity to the various challenges noted as well as a respectful
and open dialogue grounded in the living conditions, at all levels,
and the dignity of human beings, in particular of the poor and the
excluded. These latter reveal for Christians the presence of the
God of Jesus Christ in our midst. We find ourselves, then, before a
stimulating and promising task, in which there is still much to be
done and, above all, much to be learned by the theology of libera-
tion.





CENTRO DE ESTUDIOS Y PUBLICACIONES

Camilo Carrillo 479, Jesús María
Apdo. 11-0107, Lima 14, Perú

cepu@amauta.rcp.net.pe
www.cep.com.pe


	Página 1

