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So you say you love the poor? Name them.


Gustavo Gutiérrez









Foreword



It is with great joy and pride that I introduce to you Ambrose Mong and his latest book A Tale of Two Theologians: Treatment of Third World Theologies. Not that Mong himself needs any introduction; by now his many publications have established him as a leading Asian theologian in his own right. A Catholic priest, he obtained his doctorate in religious studies from the Chinese University of Hong Kong after his theological studies in Rome, with a dissertation on Joseph Ratzinger’s theology of religious pluralism and inter-religious dialogue. For a Catholic priest to do a doctorate in religious studies in a secular Asian university is rather unusual; the University of St Thomas in Rome, popularly known as the Angelicum, where Mong had obtained his Bachelor of Sacred Theology, would have been a more traditional choice, where it would have been much easier to earn a doctorate. But the Chinese University of Hong Kong afforded him greater freedom of research and imposed higher scholarly standards.


After completing his doctoral studies Ambrose Mong has published a series of books and articles, and this astonishingly prolific production was achieved in the midst of a busy parish ministry, not the tranquillity of university life. The title of his latest book is reminiscent of Charles Dickens’ celebrated novel. But here, instead of two cities, we have two world-renowned theologians from two continents, the Peruvian Gustavo Gutiérrez and the Indian Michael Amaladoss. In spite of enormous geographical distance and cultural differences, the two theologians, the former a late-in-life Dominican and the latter an early-in-life Jesuit, share similar theological concerns and approaches.


I am deeply gratified that Mong followed through with my suggestion that he research the historical and theological connections between Latin American and Asian theologies, and the choice of Gutiérrez and Amaladoss couldn’t be more felicitous. Both of them are unquestionably theological giants and lend themselves to a fruitful comparison. Another more remarkable connection is that both were under scrutiny from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith when Joseph Ratzinger, later Pope Benedict XVI, was its Prefect. (Part of the reason why Gutiérrez became a Dominican was to elude ecclesiastical harassment for his theological views.) Fortunately, both have been ‘rehabilitated’ under Pope Francis and liberation theology is back on the theological scene. In this context, the word ‘treatment’ in the subtitle is a sharp pun: it means a discussion of the behaviour of the CDF toward Third World theologies.


Ambrose Mong’s study is, as is his trademark, historically grounded and theologically sophisticated. We (and the Catholic Church) owe him a debt of gratitude for bringing together the diverse yet similar insights and methods of these two great liberation theologians. In this way he enriches both Latin American and Asian theologies. In our increasingly global church, such comparative theological work is sorely needed, and Ambrose Mong is a sure and capable guide. May this book be widely disseminated not only in Asia and Latin America, but also across the other continents, and may other theologians follow in his footsteps.


Peter C. Phan
The Ignacio Ellacuría Chair of Catholic Social Thought
Georgetown University





Preface and Acknowledgements



During his visit to Mexico in February 2016, Pope Francis frequently invoked the theme of liberation in many of his addresses and speeches. His care for the poor and the oppressed took a different line from his predecessors, John Paul II and Benedict XVI. He endorsed liberation theology, which was criticised during the pontificate of John Paul II when Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger was the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. In Mexico, Pope Francis chose to visit and pray at the tomb of Bishop Samuel Ruiz García, a controversial figure who supported neo-Marxist movements in the state of Chiapas. Ruiz was also known to have encouraged the adoption of indigenous culture and tradition in Church worship.


As an Argentinian, the present pontiff appreciates the importance and relevance of liberation theology and inculturation within the Latin American context. Once considered dangerous, liberation theology is now mainstream Catholic social teaching. But in the area of inculturation and adaptation to indigenous culture, the Church, dominated by a Western theological framework, has still a long way to go. Religious pluralism is considered a challenge to the Church, whose mission is to make all men and women disciples of Christ.


In view of the above, this present work attempts to compare and to contrast the writings of two distinguished liberation theologians, Gustavo Gutiérrez from Peru and Michael Amaladoss from India. It seeks to highlight the areas of convergence and divergence in their theological reflections and the Church’s reception of their ideas and methodologies. While the Church accepts liberation theology as valid, it maintains great caution towards inculturation and inter-religious dialogue for fear of syncretism and relativism.


First and foremost, I would like to thank Peter Phan, who occupies the Ignacio Ellacuria, S.J., Chair of Catholic Social Thought at Georgetown University, for writing the Foreword. Special thanks go to Patrick Tierney FSC, Trish Madigan OP, Columba Cleary OP, Scott Steinkerchner OP, Patrick Colgan SSC, Vivian Lee, Anna Li and Hilia Chan for proofreading and editorial assistance. I would also like to thank the following who have encouraged and supported me in my writing endeavours all these years: Abraham Shek, Henrietta Cheung, Gemma Yim, Esther Chu, Josephine Chan, Tommy Lam, Emily Law, and Dennis Chang SC. Last but not least, I would like to thank the superb staff, especially Adrian Brink and Angharad Thomas, at James Clarke & Company Ltd., for bringing this modest work into print. I also need to mention Lisa Sinclair who now works at the Cambridge University Press. She has been a tremendous help and support. Any shortcomings in this volume are my own.


Ambrose Mong
St Theresa’s Church, Kowloon, Hong Kong
Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary





Introduction



For decades, liberation theologians were suspected by the Vatican of teaching revolutionary and unorthodox ideas. Times have changed. In a unique turn of events, Gustavo Gutiérrez, the founding father of the liberation theology movement, has now become a welcome guest at the Vatican. The Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), Cardinal Gerhard Müller, has invited Gutiérrez to speak during a book launch for Müller’s new book, Poor for the Poor: The Mission of the Church. This book has two chapters written by Pope Francis and it focuses on explaining and defending liberation theology. Müller, a protégé of Benedict XVI, wholeheartedly supports liberation theology because he believes that it is based on the Word of God and not on human ideology. This theology focuses on Jesus Christ’s role in redeeming humankind not only from sin but from sinful social and political structures as well. Liberation theology is now considered to be a significant current in Catholic theology of the twentieth century.


Gutiérrez published A Theology of Liberation in 1971. It was a pioneering work that exercised a profound influence on the theological landscapes not only of Latin America, but also of Africa and Asia. Because of its revolutionary call for the transformation of unjust social and economic structures by employing social and economic analysis to understand the causes of poverty, it was considered dangerous in some conservative Catholic quarters. As a result, Gutiérrez and many other liberation theologians were investigated by the CDF when it was under the leadership of Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (the future Pope Benedict XVI). However, in 2014, Gutiérrez returned to the Vatican and was honoured for his pioneering work in liberation theology.


During the same year, the Vatican investigated and threatened to censure an Indian Jesuit theologian, Michael Amaladoss, a specialist in inter-religious dialogue and inculturation, for purportedly promoting unorthodox beliefs. This comes as a surprise, as most people think of Pope Francis as being more open to new ideas than his predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI. Moreover, Müller, in his role as head of the CDF, appears to be adopting a stricter policy than the flexibility and openness of Pope Francis’s statements would suggest. Some people have speculated that the Vatican is concerned about the new book by Amaladoss, The Asian Jesus, which raises several Christological issues. Amaladoss responded to the Vatican’s objection to his views on the uniqueness of Jesus and the Church. But the CDF, apparently not satisfied with his response, demanded that Amaladoss publicly accept the Vatican’s position or face punishment, which in this case meant that he would be forbidden to teach or write. This was the same sanction used by the CDF under Joseph Ratzinger to deal with theologians it considered recalcitrant.


Here we have two distinguished theologians from the Third World, Gustavo Gutiérrez. O.P., from Peru, and Michael Amaladoss, S.J., from India, one celebrated and the other threatened with censorship in the same year for their innovative theological writings that attempt to make the Gospel message more relevant to the people in their respective continents. Peter Phan, a leading Asian theologian, has said to me personally that, although Amaladoss was recently cleared, it is still necessary to compare his treatment with that of Gutiérrez to understand the parallels between Latin American and Asian theologies. Phan considers this a very worthwhile project.


In view of the above, I have embarked on this work, A Tale of Two Theologians: Treatment of Third World Theologies, in order to examine the writings of these two theologians, Gutiérrez and Amaladoss, and to highlight their main concerns regarding evangelisation and the poor. This work also attempts to find out why liberation theology from Latin America is now accepted and celebrated by the church while Asian theology with a liberation approach is still viewed with suspicion.


Liberation theology, essentially a Western discipline, has been easily rehabilitated and accepted by the Church hierarchy. With its roots in the Old Testament, albeit using modern social analysis, the theology of Gutiérrez falls within the European intellectual tradition. Jürgen Moltmann puts it this way:




Japanese theology, done in the Buddhist context, forces Western activists again and again to fundamental reorientations of their interests and thought forms.… But up to now scarcely anything comparable has come out of Latin America. We hear severe criticism of Western theology and of theology in general and then we are told something about Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, as if they were Latin American discoveries.1





Asian philosophical and religious traditions, however, pose a greater challenge to the Church’s contemporary theological formulations than liberation theology. In fact, Joseph Ratzinger has said that ‘the challenge to the church in the twentieth century would not be Marxism, but Buddhism’.2


The Vatican, therefore, will continue to be more alert and stringent towards theologies that spring from an Asian well with an emphasis on religious pluralism, dialogue with non-Christian religions, and inculturation. It is easy for the CDF to evaluate theologians that operate within a European philosophical and theological framework in relation to the magisterium’s teaching. But dealing with scholars who experiment with the finer points of Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism or Confucianism requires expertise and training that most Vatican officials and theologians lack. In addition, there are many Church officials and scholars, including Müller, who, like Ratzinger, believe that the Hellenistic framework through which Christianity has been presented is actually providential and God-given and thus should not be altered. As Ratzinger explains:




The encounter between the Biblical message and Greek thought did not happen by chance. The vision of Saint Paul, who saw the roads to Asia barred and in a dream saw a Macedonian man plead with him: ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us!’ (cf. Acts 16:6–10) – this vision can be interpreted as a ‘distillation’ of the intrinsic necessity of a rapprochement between Biblical faith and Greek inquiry.


This inner rapprochement between Biblical faith and Greek philosophical inquiry was an event of decisive importance not only from the standpoint of the history of religions, but also from that of world history – it is an event which concerns us even today. Given this convergence, it is not surprising that Christianity, despite its origins and some significant developments in the East, finally took on its historically decisive character in Europe.1





In view of the above theological position, Asian theologians like Michael Amaladoss continue to walk a tightrope, balancing between orthodoxy and orthopraxis, proclamation and mission, noting the uniqueness of Christ and speculating about universal salvation. In contrast, the controversial Marxist overtones found in Gutiérrez’s liberation theology are now considered harmless or dated given the fact that Communism in most countries has collapsed. Marxism is now considered a pastime for academics in the West. Besides, the theme of liberation has been part of the social teaching of the church since the promulgation of Populorum Progression by Pope Paul VI in 1967:




What are less than human conditions? The material poverty of those who lack the bare necessities of life, and the moral poverty of those who are crushed under the weight of their own self-love; oppressive political structures resulting from the abuse of ownership or the improper exercise of power, from the exploitation of the worker or unjust transactions. What are truly human conditions? The rise from poverty to the acquisition of life’s necessities; the elimination of social ills; broadening the horizons of knowledge; acquiring refinement and culture.2





On the other hand, Christianity is much younger than Asian religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism, and the Church has serious reservations about accepting these venerable traditions as valid paths towards salvation. The declaration Dominus Iesus reminds us: ‘If it is true that the followers of other religions can receive divine grace, it is also certain that objectively speaking they are in a gravely deficient situation in comparison with those who, in the Church, have the fullness of the means of salvation.’1 Thus Michael Amaladoss ruffled a few feathers in the Vatican when he claimed that non-Christian religions were ways to salvation and he portrayed Jesus in exotic Asian images such as Avatar, Satyagrahi and Guru, which might imply a diminishing of his divinity.


Outline and Sequence of the Work


Chapter 1 shows that in spite of the controversies surrounding the theology of liberation, Gustavo Gutiérrez is in fact a traditional theologian, steeped in Biblical exegesis and Church teachings. Influenced by the Dominicans and contemporary European philosophical traditions, Gutiérrez’s theology has a prophetic and mystical dimension valued very much in the Church. Gutiérrez was investigated by the CDF, but he was never censured because he theologises within an accepted ecclesial context. This chapter also provides a biographical sketch as a background to understanding his theological approach and position.


Chapter 2 examines Gutiérrez’s definitions of poverty in different contexts, especially his understanding of the preferential option for the poor. It also explores the irruption of the poor as they make their presence felt in history. This includes Gutiérrez’s endorsement of conscientisation and class struggle; a highly controversial subject, given its Marxist overtones. It has been observed that the phrase ‘preferential option for the poor’ goes back to Pope John XXIII’s call for a church of the poor. Pope Francis is determined to make this a reality.


The prevalence of human poverty and deprivations forced Gutiérrez to discover the best way to make the Gospel relevant to our contemporary situation. He believes that Marxist analysis can enhance Christianity’s understanding of social and political dilemmas. Chapter 3 thus investigates Gutiérrez’s critical use of Marxism and discusses to what extent one can be a Marxist and a Christian at the same time.


Nicolas Berdyaev, a Russian Orthodox existentialist philosopher, was in many ways a liberationist and his work foreshadowed the theology of liberation. Chapter 4 first discusses the Orthodox Church’s reservations about liberation theology in spite of the fact that Russians, like people in Latin America, have suffered much hardship and exploitation. Nonetheless, there were Russian thinkers such as Berdyaev whose writings displayed critical awareness of their social and political realities. In spite of their diverse backgrounds, the writings of Berdyaev and Gutiérrez display striking similarities in their social and political analysis in the light of Biblical tradition.


Chapter 5 provides a biographical sketch of Michael Amaladoss’s early life; his training as a Jesuit as well as his works in India and Rome. This chapter examines his cultural roots and his effort to enter dialogue with Hinduism, the faith of his ancestors and the majority of his compatriots.


Amaladoss insists that Christianity cannot claim exclusivity or monopoly over the salvation of humankind. He claims that the saving action of God is one but it is mediated through different symbols. Adopting a symbolic approach to religion enables him to accept the validity of other religions without compromising his Christian convictions. Chapter 6 thus examines Amaladoss’s use of symbolism as a hermeneutic key to comprehending religious pluralism in India.


Supporting the Asian bishops’ teaching on evangelisation, which includes the building of the local church, Amaladoss also praises their new understanding regarding salvation and their perspective on the world. Chapter 7 discusses Amaladoss’s insistence on inculturation as part of evangelisation. To the extent that the church in India has failed to inculturate itself, it has failed in the task of evangelisation.


Claiming that ‘Jesus is the Christ, but the Christ is not only Jesus’, Amaladoss argues that Jesus as a human person is limited by time and space. In view of this limitation, Chapter 8 examines his attempt to portray Jesus in images that are relevant to Asians. This includes his portrayal of Jesus as the Way, according to the New Testament understanding of him as well as the Taoist view, as Guru in the Indian monastic tradition, and as Avatar, the god-man in the tradition of Hindu deities such as Vishnu, Rama and Krishna.


Finally, in the Epilogue, I highlight the similarities and differences between the theology of liberation presented by Gustavo Gutiérrez and Michael Amaladoss, and contrast the Church’s celebration of Gutiérrez’s writings with its cautious approach towards Asian theology. In spite of Pope Francis’s familiarity with Amaladoss as a Jesuit, Amaladoss was still suspect, though eventually cleared. Needless to say, Joseph Ratzinger still exercises strong influence over the Vatican’s theological direction through his protégé, Müller, prefect of the CDF. This, of course, is understandable for a church that is anxious to protect its own sphere of influence. The case of Amaladoss can be summed up this way: ‘How long would someone working for GM who was actually selling Fords last?’1
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Chapter 1
A Traditional Theologian





I don’t care about the future of liberation theology. All I care about is my country and my people.


Gustavo Gutiérrez
	




Coming from Argentina, Pope Francis could not have agreed with Gustavo Gutiérrez’s theology more. He has placed poverty and the poor at the top of his agenda for the Church. Through his constant teaching on the need to reach out to the poor and the marginalised, the pope has revived liberation theology with the help of Cardinal Gerhard Müller, Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF). Müller has spent every summer for the last fifteen years in Peru, teaching theology in various seminaries in the poorest regions, and is a good friend of Gutiérrez. Formed in the European theological tradition, Müller is looked upon as something of a convert to liberation theology.


The invitation to speak at the Vatican during a book launch is viewed by the award-winning religion journalist and author, David Gibson, as a ‘rehabilitation’ of Gutiérrez. It has come a long way from the time when the CDF were investigating and censuring liberation theologians, although Gutiérrez himself was never disciplined. Gibson writes: ‘Gutiérrez is in a sense the Yoda of Catholicism: a small but sage presence who has known vituperation and exile, and who is now able to see his life’s work vindicated – perhaps to the point that its teaching on the poor is part of the church’s architecture, not a threat to its foundation.’1 However, being endorsed by the Church hierarchy may also mean that liberation theology has begun to lose its teeth – it has become domesticated, as it were.


Liberation theology in its original meaning has always been orthodox and conservative in the best sense. It is even seen as a kind of monastic or contemplative spirituality! Influenced by Dominican spirituality and Ignatian spirituality, Gutiérrez seeks to communicate the fruits of his contemplation to others by being contemplative in action. This chapter attempts to show that, in spite of its revolutionary nature, Gutiérrez’s theology is steeped in Scripture and the social teachings of the Church. It discusses Gutiérrez’s initial formation and the intellectual influences that shaped his theological and spiritual writings. The fact that Gutiérrez has never been disciplined by the Church means that he has always theologised within the confines of the ecclesial framework, albeit with a new approach.


Be that as it may, Joseph Ratzinger as head of the CDF issued official critiques of liberation theology in 1984, Instruction on Certain Aspects of the Theology of Liberation, and in 1986, Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation. These instructions endorsed supporting the poor but condemned ‘serious ideological deviations’ by radicals who adopted Marxist ideology in promoting class struggle.1 Liberation theologians, however, are not saying that the poor should use violence to obtain justice from the rich. They are saying that the Catholic Church should help the poor liberate themselves from unjust economic and social systems.


In fact, a reading of the two instructions mentioned above reveals that Rome was not against liberation theology tout court. Perhaps there was never really a war between liberation theology and Rome. As Andrea Gagliarducci put it, ‘[I]deology overshadowed reality, instigating conflicts where there were none.’2 Müller described the political and geopolitical factors that influenced certain ‘crusades’ against the liberation theology movement: ‘the satisfaction of depriving the Liberation Theology movement of all meaning was intensified by capitalism’s sense of triumph, which was probably considered to have gained absolute victory. It was seen as an easy target that could be fitted into the same category as revolutionary violence and Marxist terrorism.’1 In other words, capitalism manufactured some of the opposition to liberation theology.


Müller was referring to a secret document prepared for President Ronald Reagan that requested the U.S. government to take action against priests and religious sisters who were involved in the liberation theology movement. It accused them of transforming the Catholic Church into ‘a political weapon against private property and productive capitalism by infiltrating the religious community with ideas that are less Christian than communist’. Müller added: ‘The impertinence shown by the document’s authors, who are themselves guilty of brutal military dictatorships and powerful oligarchies, is disturbing. Their interest in private property and the capitalist production system has replaced Christianity as a criterion.’2


Pope Benedict understood liberation theology and had encouraged Latin American bishops to find new ways of helping the poor. In fact, Benedict has never condemned liberation theology as a whole, but only ‘certain forms’ of liberation theology. He has only warned against ‘a-critical acceptance’ of certain Marxist tenets and methodologies by some theologians. The Church has never condemned liberation theology per se but has warned against certain tendencies. In the same way, Pope Francis was ‘very critical of the liberal Marxist version of liberation theology’, but not liberation theology as whole.3


Pope Benedict attended a Latin American bishops’ meeting in Aparecida, Brazil, in 2007, where they refined their work on the theology of liberation. The bishops elected a Jesuit to draft the document: Jorge Mario Bergoglio, the Archbishop of Buenos Aires, who six years later was elected Pope Francis. It came as no surprise to anyone when Pope Francis announced that he wanted ‘a poor church for the poor’.4


Francis had gone through his own conversion toward liberation theology. As the Jesuit provincial in Argentina in 1973, he had attempted to discipline his own priests for their involvement in this movement. Fifteen years later, he went through a ‘great interior crisis’, when he became the ‘Bishop of the Slums’ in Buenos Aires and changed his view on liberation theology. Paul Vallely says ‘Over the following decades he rehabilitated key figures in liberation theology in Argentina and supported the kind of bottom-up initiatives that the Vatican, with its top-down authoritarian model of governance, had so feared.’1


Even today, we often hear Pope Francis condemning the ‘corrupt’ economic structure and ‘unbridled capitalism’ that has led to the inequitable distribution of goods, using the language of liberation theology that has become part and parcel of Catholic social teaching. Pope Francis invited Gutiérrez to the Vatican in 2013 and L’Osservatore Romano, the Vatican’s semi-official newspaper, gave great importance to this meeting by proclaiming that liberation theology can no longer ‘remain in the shadows to which it has been relegated for some years, at least in Europe’.2 As the gap between the rich and poor widens, Pope Francis’s endorsement of liberation theology is indeed timely and to be expected from the leader of a religion whose founder has said, ‘Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God’ (Luke 6:20).


In the following section, we will have a biographical sketch of Gustavo Gutiérrez’s formative years in order to understand how his spirituality and theology were formed and developed.


Early Years


Born on 8 June 1928, in the Monserrat barrio of Lima, Gustavo Merino Gutiérrez understood both the joys and struggles of a humble family. He was afflicted with osteomyelitis, which confined him to bed and a wheelchair from the age of twelve to eighteen. His own pain and suffering led him to be sensitive to the sufferings of others. Being confined to bed made him an avid reader and he cultivated a love of learning. His own sickness motivated him to study medicine so that he could help others. But, after three years of medical school at the University of San Marcos in Lima, he entered the seminary to prepare for ordination for the Archdiocese of Lima.3


Recognising his intellectual abilities, the bishop sent him to Europe for further studies. From 1951 to 1959, Gutiérrez studied philosophy, psychology and theology at the Catholic University of Louvain in Belgium, the University of Lyon in France, and the Gregorian University in Italy. He received his master’s degree in philosophy and psychology from Louvain in 1955. He applied and received his doctorate degree in theology from Lyon in 1985 based solely on his theological writings. His defence of his work before the theological faculty of the Catholic Institute of Lyon was published in The Truth Shall Make You Free (1990). The defence turned out to be an academic dialogue between European theology and the theology of liberation. Not surprisingly, the jurors, Gérard Defois, Henri Bourgeois, Maurice Jourjon, Christian Duquoc, O.P., Jean Delorme, Bernard Sesboüé, S.J., unanimously granted Gustavo Gutiérrez the degree of Doctor of Theology summa cum laude.


After his ordination to the priesthood in 1959, Gutiérrez began to teach theology at the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru and served as an advisor to the National Union of Catholic Students. In his theology classes, he encouraged his students to examine the meaning of human existence and the role of God in the world they lived in. As a committed Christ ian, Gutiérrez also engaged in critical dialogue with modern thinkers such as Albert Camus, Jean-Paul Sartre and Karl Marx. He was also interested in the works of film directors such as Luis Buñuel and Ingmar Bergman, and writers such as José María Arguedas and César Vallejo.


While Gutiérrez followed closely the events of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), attending the fourth session as a theological assistant to Bishop Manuel Larraín of Chile, he paid equal attention to the flux of events that was occurring in Latin America. Gutiérrez characterised this happening as an ‘irruption of the poor’ – a complex phenomenon known as movimiento popular, or popular movement. In this movement, the poor are becoming more aware of their dispossession and consequently seek new ways of working: ‘Both the gains and the failures are instructive experiences. The spilled blood of those (whose photos may or may not appear on the front pages of newspapers) who have risen up against a secular injustice, bestows unlooked-for titles of ownership, more and more rapidly now, over a land more and more foreign, and yet ever more insistently laid claim to by the ones the Bible calls “the poor of the Earth”. ’1 This popular movement displayed a resistance that confounded the rich and powerful.


It is in this context of popular movement that the theology of liberation was born and developed. The struggles of the poor constitute the locus of a new way of being a person in Latin America. It is essentially a spiritual experience that occurs in the midst of social conflicts and in solidarity with the voiceless and the downtrodden whom Gutiérrez calls ‘history’s absent ones’. To neglect this sociopolitical matrix of liberation theology is ‘to close one’s eyes to the new praxis, new consciousness, and new relationship between God and humankind at the heart of the popular movement’.2 In order that his theology may not appear to be wishful thinking forged in the comfort of university lecture halls and thus lacking in historical grounding, Gutiérrez makes use of social-scientific analysis, the utopia theory and Christian faith. The years 1960 to 1965 were a time when Christians in Latin America were willing to challenge the injustice in their societies and thus provided the stimulus and inspiration for the theology of liberation.


James Nickoloff highlights three key steps in Gutiérrez’s contribution to the creation of liberation theology. The first took place at Petrópolis, Brazil, in 1964 during a gathering of theologians where he discussed how to establish a salvific dialogue between God and the people in Latin America who were living in poverty and misery. The second step occurred in 1967, when Gutiérrez gave a course at the University of Montreal on ‘The Church and Poverty’. Here he discussed in detail the theological meaning of poverty. These ideas had a further influence on the 1968 Latin American Episcopacy in Medellín. The third step occurred in his own country, Peru, in July 1968, when he presented a proposal for a ‘theology of liberation’ at a gathering of priests in Chimbote. This was the first time that the phrase ‘theology of liberation’ had ever been used.3


It was at Chimbote that Gutiérrez linked salvation and liberation, which includes establishing a more humane society on earth based on justice and peace. He warned that Christianity would be irrelevant if it failed to take seriously the task of establishing the Kingdom of God on earth. His ideas were circulated widely in Latin America and he published an essay, ‘Hacia una Teología de la liberación’ (‘Towards a Theology of Liberation’) in 1969. In Teología de la liberación: perspectiva (1971), Gutiérrez presented the fruits of his theological reflection and set the agenda for future theologians to continue his work. However, when asked what advice he would give to future theologians, he said: ‘I don’t care about the future of liberation theology. All I care about is my country and my people.’1 Gutiérrez is fully aware that, like all theologies, liberation theology is the product of a particular historical moment.


Joining the Dominicans


When Gutiérrez was studying in Lyon, he was influenced by the French Dominican Marie-Dominique Chenu, who was active in the priest-worker movement. Chenu was engaged in theological reflection from within the social situation of the working classes. Gutiérrez was attracted by Chenu’s work on the relationship between spirituality and theology. While many see theology as the precursor to spirituality, Chenu asserts that if one wishes to understand theology, one has to look at the spirituality behind it. In fact, for Chenu, spirituality is ‘a way of life’ that engages both the mind and heart. Theology is the act of reflection on that spiritual life.2


Adopting this approach, Gutiérrez articulated his theological reflection in the light of praxis. He sees theology as a reflection on Christian life in the light of faith.


Gutiérrez was specially drawn towards the life of the Spanish Dominican Bartolomé de las Casas (1484–1566), whose defence of the poor indigenous slaves during the Spanish conquest was visionary and well-documented. It revealed to Gutiérrez the link between salvation and social justice. The influence of the Dominicans thus predated his formal entry into the Order of Preachers in 1998. He gave his reason for joining the order in an interview:




My relationship with the Order of Preachers goes back to my studies in France, where I had personal contact with the scholarly work of Fathers Congar, Chenu and Schillebeeckx, all Dominican theologians. I was attracted to their profound understanding of the intimate relationship that should exist between theology, spirituality and the actual preaching of the Gospel. Liberation theology shares that same conviction. My subsequent research into the life of Bartolomé de Las Casas and his ardent defense of the poor of his time (the indigenous people and black slaves) also played an important role in my decision. My long friendship with many Dominicans, as well as other circumstances, finally brought me to this step. I am grateful for the warm welcome that the Dominican family gave me.1
	




There are some who think that Gutiérrez joined the Dominicans to escape the control of the Archbishop of Lima, Juan Luis Cardinal Cipriani, who accused him of doing ‘lots of harm in religious congregations’ and of attempting to create a ‘parallel magisterium’ in Peru.2 John Allen interviewed Cardinal Cipriani regarding Gutiérrez’s decision to join the Dominicans. Below is a portion of that interview.




‘He [Gutiérrez] came in to see me, saying, here’s a paper of your predecessor approving my going to the Dominicans,’ Cipriani said. ‘I said, well, let’s have a talk before you leave, because when I get in touch with St. Peter in the next life, maybe he will ask me, “What about Gutiérrez?” I said, you have done lots of harm in religious congregations. I would appreciate it if you would rethink your theology.… If you move one millimeter, the church will move one kilometer.


‘I said, I’m putting all the responsibility for your theology on your soul. It’s in your hands. I know you’re moving away, but I’m sure you are not a Dominican.’


Asked what he meant by that, Cipriani said Gutiérrez is ‘faking’ his identity as a Dominican in order to escape his control.


In fairness, people close to Gutiérrez say that while he was indeed motivated to get out from under Cipriani’s authority, he nevertheless is sincere about his Dominican vocation. He took his formation in France seriously, these observers say, and sees the charism of the Order of Preachers as a good fit with his own sense of mission.
	

Cipriani said the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is still waiting for the Peruvian bishops’ conference to obtain a written revision of Gutiérrez’s positions, but some bishops lack the ‘guts’ to move forward.


‘Some of the people in the conference were followers of Gutiérrez,’ he said. ‘It’s quite difficult to find people willing to confront hard situations.’


Cipriani said that in his view, the challenge posed by liberation theology remains.





In this interview with John Allen the Cardinal, speaking of liberation theologians, said: ‘They created a system of pastoral work that is now inside of the church, and not only in Peru,’ he said. ‘Desacralization, making social work the first thing to do, criticizing the magisterium, involving priests in politics.… It’s a whole system, a parallel magisterium to the real magisterium.… This way of doing the church, the pastoral work, is still going on and is quite difficult to change.’1


There are many like Cipriani who think that liberation theology is dangerous because it uses Marxist categorisation and is a kind of ideology masquerading as spirituality. As we shall see, Gutiérrez’s theology has a mystical and prophetic dimension forged in the tradition of Thomas Aquinas: Contemplare et contemplata aliis tradere. He contemplates Latin American realities and attempts to share with others the fruits of this contemplation not just through his words but by his actions as well. In the following section we will trace the development of his theology of liberation.


Towards a Theology of Liberation


Gustavo Gutiérrez has always insisted that the theology of liberation is not merely an academic pursuit. Behind this discipline there are Christian communities who are becoming more aware of the oppression and exploitation that they are suffering and which they see as incompatible with their religious faith. It is these concrete life experiences that give liberation theology its special character. In liberation theology, faith and life are intrinsically linked together and the unity gives this theology ‘its prophetic vigor and its potentialities’.2


In fact, theology should not be confined to abstract and timeless truths because ‘faith means not only truths to be affirmed, but also an existential stance, an attitude, a commitment to God and to human beings’.1 Thus faith is a commitment to God and to other human beings, and theology is the intellectual understanding of faith. Theology is also a progressive understanding of a commitment in history and this commitment is the living out of the Christian faith. This means that the commitment comes first, before we come to understand that commitment.


If faith is a commitment to God and to human beings, it implies also a commitment to the process of liberation. Participating in the process of human liberation is ‘a way of being present in the world’.2 The Second Vatican Council regards this process as a ‘sign of the times’. It is, first of all, a call to action, and then a call to interpretation. The process of liberation is the sign of the times and a call to action. To do this properly, Gutiérrez suggests employing the social sciences to gain a more accurate understanding of the Latin American situation.


The theology of liberation is the theology of salvation. However, salvation occurs during creation, for Gutiérrez holds that we have only ‘one single process of human development and salvation’.3 The creation story in the Old Testament does not exist simply to explain the beginning of this world, but is in fact the first stage of God’s salvific work.


Creation and Salvation


Gutiérrez teaches that history is one and thus we do not have two ‘juxtaposed histories’, one sacred and the other profane. Jesus Christ is the Lord of history and his savific work embraces the whole person. This understanding is demonstrated by the relationship between creation and salvation, and the messianic promise. In the Bible, the act of creation is not merely a stage before the work of salvation. It is in fact the first ‘salvific activity’: ‘Creation is inserted in the salvation process, in God’s self-communication.’ The God who creates the world is also the God who saves. The redemptive work of Christ is presented in the context of the creation. Hence ‘creation and salvation have a christological import’ for in Christ all have been created and all have been saved (Colossians 1:15–20).4


Men and women therefore fulfil themselves by carrying on the work of creation through their own labour. They are participating in God’s salvific work when they help to construct a more equitable society for the benefit of all. Thus Gutiérrez holds that ‘Building the earthly city actually immerses human beings in the salvation process that touches all humanity. Every obstacle that degrades or alienates the work of men and women in building a humane society is an obstacle to the work of salvation.’1


The second major theme is the Messianic promise, which runs through the whole Bible. It is present in the history of Israel and also in the historical development of the church. The prophets proclaim peace, which means the establishment of justice, the defence of the oppressed, and the punishment of the oppressor. Peace means a life free of servitude. Gutiérrez says, ‘A benighted spiritualization has often caused us to forget the human power imbedded in the messianic promises and the transformation effect that might have on unjust social structures. The conquest of poverty and the abolition of exploitation are signs of the Messiah’s arrival and presence.’2


Thus Isaiah says the Kingdom will become a reality when ‘they shall not build for others to live in, or plan for others to eat’ (Isaiah 65:22). This happens when people are not exploited and everyone profits from his or her own labour. Thus to work for a just world where there is no alienation, servitude and exploitation is to participate in the building of the Kingdom of God on earth and to work for the coming of the Messiah. In the Messianic promises, we find a close association between the Kingdom of God and a just world that upholds the dignity of the human being, a suitable place for decent living. For Gutiérrez, ‘God’s kingdom and social injustice are incompatible’.3 This brings us to the issue of liberation.


Salvation and Liberation


The Gospel is fundamentally a message of salvation, related to the construction of this world. Gutiérrez insists that there is a relationship between the Kingdom of God and human work. Hegel helps us understand our times by holding that the human person is the agent of history and that history is nothing less than the process of human liberation. ‘Since it is a history of human emancipation, the human being creates history by self-liberation. To liberate oneself, to emancipate oneself, is to create history.’4

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





