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ABSTRACT 

Gustavo Gutierrez, a Peruvian Roman Catholic priest and 

theologian, is one of the most recognized proponents of the 

religio-political movement known as Liberation Theology. 

Born of frustrations over the failure of many nations in 

Latin America to achieve a socially equitable level of 

economic, political and social development. Liberation 

Theology represents a radical religious response, analysis 

and critique of existing conditions in the region. 

This study examines the radical foundations of 

Gutierrez's works, in particular, his reliance upon the work 

of critical theorists such as Friedrich Hegel and Karl Marx. 

Gutierrez's works are analyzed from the perspective of Eric 

Voegelin, a dedicated critic of the secular thought of both 

Hegel and Marx. This present study utilizes Voegelin's 

thought to construct an analytical matrix with which to 

examine the work of Gutierrez. It is argued that, based on 

this examination, Gutierrez does not fall victim to the 

"gnostic" temptations to which both Hegel and Marx 

ultimately succumbed in Voegelin's judgment. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Of the many interesting phenomena to emerge from the 

contemporary milieu in Latin America the movement known as 

Liberation Theology has caught the attention of scholars, 

policy makers, and students of church-state relations. It 

challenges, and perhaps even threatens, persons to 

reconsider the relationship between the secular and 

religious world view and focuses attention on some major 

Western assumptions concerning this relationship. The 

movement has provoked strong responses from a variety of 

groups and individuals. Anyone seeking to understand, 

study, or analyze contemporary Latin American society must 

confront the movement and its implications for the future of 

the region. 

Gustavo Gutierrez, a Peruvian priest, theologian, and 

activist in the Roman Catholic Church, is a major proponent 

of Liberation Theology and, through his writings and 

activities, has played a major role in the evolution of the 

movement. It was at a meeting with peasants in the fishing 

village of Chimbote, Peru, in 1968 that he first used the 

concept "Liberation Theology" and in 1971 produced the 

seminal work, Teologia de la liberacion (A Theology of 

Liberation, 1988). This initial explication of the concept 



of a liberating theology has been followed by many books and 

articles continuing in his latest major work, first 

published as La verdad los hara litres: confrontationes (The 

Truth Shall Make You Free: Confrontations,(1990). As the 

subtitle to this work suggests, Gutierrez has challenged not 

only many within his own church, but others who, for one 

reason or another, object to his way of doing theology. 

Gutierrez' theology, qua theology, is beyond the scope 

of the present study; however, his theology has implications 

that go far beyond the parameters of strict reflections on 

scripture and church doctrine. Gutierrez specifically 

rejects, as do nearly all liberation theologians, what is 

known as the subject/object dichotomy, or—in respect to 

Gutierrez's specific interests—what is commonly called the 

separation of religion and politics. He asserts that the 

secularization of modern society this dichotomy has produced 

is a major symptom of modern society's current malaise. 

What he offers instead of modern society's de-divinized, 

materialistically oriented politics is a politics formed by 

religious faith and practice. He condemns religious 

attitudes that lead to the acceptance of the primacy of 

secular ideologies in the political realm and asserts that 

religion should and must also participate in it. 

Gutierrez's work, thus, challenges much contemporary 

thinking and assumptions concerning the evolution of modern 

politics; the assumptions of the modernization process as 



they are understood from the perspective of industrialized 

society also are challenged, as well as the ontological 

foundations of much of contemporary political philosophy. 

The profundity of this challenge has produced many 

reactions, studies, and reflection concerning his insights, 

and the claims of Liberation Theology. The present study 

will proceed by taking this challenge seriously and will 

produce an analysis of Gutierrez's work that goes beyond 

many contemporary analyses that are, at best, merely 

ideological prejudices in analytic form. Many works have 

treated Gutierrez's contributions seriously but have not 

gone beyond the traditional separation of religion and 

politics; still others, in their zeal to defend his works, 

have overlooked unresolved problems and contradictions. 

Fortunately, Gutierrez himself recognizes these difficulties 

and takes them seriously; he does not avoid criticism, nor 

does he relent in the face of it. 

It is Gutierrez's openness to dialogue that encourages 

an analysis of his work from a theoretical perspective. If 

the present study is to be different from those already 

mentioned, it must analyze the work of Gutierrez in a way 

that adequately addresses his central focus, his 

methodology, and his profound challenge to the status quo. 

There are, currently, many perspectives that are critical of 

the evolution of modern society, but few with the conceptual 

inclusivity of the political philosopher Eric Voegelin 



(1901-1985). In his work, Voegelin treats the languages of 

myth, religion, and philosophy as equivalent expressions of 

the same underlying unity in the human condition. Although 

Voegelin was primarily interested in the history and 

philosophy of the West, the significance of his work 

transcends cultural boundaries and is applicable to 

examining other cultural traditions (see, for example, Kwon 

1991) . 

What is particularly attractive in Voegelin's work is 

his focus on experience as the pivotal concept in history, 

society, and personal development. He, like Gutierrez, 

drinks deep from the well of the past and is highly critical 

of modern ideologies that are founded on a reductionist view 

of reality. His philosophy includes a divine sphere of 

action in history, and this forms the core of his criticism 

of modern political philosophy's failure to recognize 

divine-human encounters. Not only does Voegelin offer an 

alternative to the modern reductionist theories, he provides 

a model for identifying and understanding how modern 

ideological movements become "derailed" from an authentic 

understanding of human potential into "ersatz religions" 

that try to replace the true order of being human with a 

misanthropic variant. 

What the present study does, then, is to utilize 

Voegelin to analyze the work of Gustavo Gutierrez in an 

attempt to determine if his work is, as many of his critics 



have charged, merely another revolutionary ideology leading 

to a reductionist dead end, or if it is an authentic quest 

for the meaning of existence. If Gutierrez's work does 

survive as an authentic expression of reality, then his 

work, and by extension, much of the content of the movement 

of Liberation Theology, may be seen in a new light. 

Theoretical Parameters 

Since the advent of Christianity, the tensions between 

the material and spiritual aspects of reality have become 

acute. In antiquity, this tension was resolved by means of 

a hierarchy of realms that established a superior and 

inferior relationship in tension, but the two were still 

intimately related. Since the Enlightenment, the tension 

was intentionally destroyed by denying that one of the two 

realms existed at all. Consigning religion to the realm of 

superstition, modern science sought to replace religion as 

the only mode of comprehending reality. In other words, 

only the known and knowable aspects of reality were 

recognized while the unknown and unknowable were relegated 

to the realm of illusion and false consciousness. The 

tension disappeared by fiat, and what remained was the 

material world and materialist explanations of it. 

While the triumphs of science and its ontological 

foundations were not only acceptable, but imperative to 

many, obviously not everyone accepted them. Acceptance of 



the triumph of the scientific world view became a yardstick 

by which to measure modernity itself. Western philosophy, 

especially Western political philosophy, incorporated the 

materialist paradigm into its prescriptions and 

understanding of political development. Therefore, it could 

categorize various polities on a continuum between the poles 

of traditional (spiritualist) societies and modern 

(scientific) ones. Modern societies were so obviously 

superior from this perspective as to draw few arguments to 

the contrary (see, for example. Smith 1970, xi-xiv; Wald 

1987, ch. 1). 

Thus, an inherent problem in studying the political 

implications of religion in the modern world is the role 

modern positivist paradigms assigned to religion. Daniel 

Levine describes this bias specifically as: 

. . . long-standing intellectual traditions 
which make religion secondary to supposedly more 
immediate, real, or rational social, economic, or 
political forces. When religion as an issue or 
religiously inspired groups do appear in political 
arenas, they are seen as interlopers, aberrant and 
likely short-lived phenomena. From this vantage 
point, religion appears mostly as a survivor from 
the past, doomed to privatization and ultimate 
disappearance. (1986, 825) 

Religion has hardly become totally privatized, nor has it 

disappeared. Indeed, the new social science interest in the 

resurgence of religion is but a reflection of what is 

happening throughout many parts of the world. Ronald 

Inglehart reports that religious cleavages have been 
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"astonishingly durable" not just in regions of the 

developing world, but in advanced societies as well (1988, 

1203). 

Secularization, then, predicted and assumed by modern 

social science, has yet to triumph over the hearts and minds 

of those living in many parts of the world. Still, the 

ontological argument remains: What is the relationship 

between the supposedly objective world of science and the 

supposedly subjective world of religious belief? The 

evidence suggests that this relationship has yet to be 

resolved. The two worlds remain, at the least, in tension, 

and it just may be that attempts to resolve this tension are 

symptomatic, as Eric Voegelin and Gustavo Gutierrez contend, 

of a particularly modern tendency that is on the verge of 

loosing its dominance. 

The closure of modern society to the ontological 

assumptions of religious belief has its counterpart in 

theological paradigms that close themselves to, or at least 

minimize the importance of, the material world and 

contemporary concerns in favor of more otherworldly matters. 

This is the essence of reductionism as it will be discussed 

in the present study. From a theological perspective, there 

are at least two variations: In the first, salvation of the 

individual soul is the primary value and all other factors 

become secondary. In the second, salvation and 

transformation of the world becomes the primary concern. 
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resulting in an apocalyptic irruption of the divine kingdom. 

In either case, there is an implicit subordination of the 

material world to otherworldly concerns. 

In either the theological or philosophical perspective 

just described, the tension disappears in favor of one or 

the other ontological realm. Recognition of the fact of the 

tension that exists between the two realms without violating 

the integrity of either of them, then, will serve as an 

indicator that the perspective under review has not fallen 

victim to either of these tendencies. Of particular 

interest will be the inclination to "immanentize," as 

Voegelin (1990b, 199-200) has described this reductionism, 

reality through the speculative imagination of critical 

theorists such as Hegel and Marx. 

For a perspective to survive categorization as a 

reductionist derailment of reality, it must also survive one 

other tendency, one that contemporary political philosophy 

refers to as relativism. The relativism referred to here is 

closely akin to solipsism, in the sense that experience only 

reflects the world of the one experiencing it and that 

nothing more can be said beyond this point. There is a very 

strong tendency in the contemporary world pulling in the 

relativist direction and bordering on nihilism. The 

egalitarian exuberance of democratic theory, especially 

individualism—as it is commonly referred to—perhaps 

inevitably leads to this reductionist dead-end. I am 



referring, here, to the contemporary debate over "post

modernism, " where individual freedom seems to be the only 

value of consequence (see, for example Rosenau 1992). 

Still, the ontological grounding of experience in any 

of these three modes is arguably inadequate. Their common 

closure to any possibility other than their own 

understanding of the world is the point of departure from 

which an adequate perspective must begin. An adequate 

perspective must go beyond or include the pre-modern 

perspective, the modern perspective, and the post-modern 

perspective if it is to remain open to other possibilities. 

The individual's experience of reality as existing in 

tension between the two polar extremes of the material world 

on the one hand and the divine sphere on the other 

incorporates each of these perspectives without reducing 

reality to any of them and excluding the others. The 

acceptance of indeterminacy, of open-endedness does not, 

then, preclude pre-modern, modern, and post-modern 

ontological formulations, but incorporates them into a 

integral perspective that more adequately describes reality. 

Whether from spiritual or material points of view, much 

of the contemporary criticism and analysis of the work of 

Gustavo Gutierrez, and by extension, most of the movement of 

Liberation Theology, is based on reification of one of the 

structures of reality into the whole of reality. Besides 

the emotional reactions to his work, either for or against 
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it, others that seek more emotionally neutral stances are 

impaired by their reliance on outmoded theoretical 

paradigms. The following section, then, will describe 

reactions to Liberation Theology according to each of these 

perspectives and then offer an alternative mode of analysis 

that will be the basis of the present study. 

Contemporary Criticism 

Arthur F. McGovern, in the introduction to his work. 

Liberation Theology and Its Critics (1989), relates a 

personal experience that exemplifies some problems one 

confronts in studying the movement: 

Theological controversies often remain within 
the confines of seminary classrooms or academic 
journals. This can hardly be said of Latin 
American Liberation Theology. It has stirred 
public controversy almost from the outset. It 
continues to evoke passion, especially among its 
enemies. In the fall of 1988, I received three 
separate copies of a popular, "nonsectarian" 
magazine aimed at alerting Christians to the grave 
dangers and evils of Liberation Theology. The 
entire issue focused on this. The magazine cover 
conveyed the message dramatically: the half-figure 
of a peace-loving Jesus juxtaposed with the half-
figure of a snarling guerrilla fighter. A few 
weeks prior, both the Wall Street Journal and the 
New York Times carried full-page ads with warnings 
about the danger of a communist takeover in 
Mexico. A lengthy section of the ad was directed 
against Liberation Theology. It began: "The Latin 
American political process of the last twenty 
years has been injected with the harmful influence 
of the so-called 'theology of liberation' which 
proposed to install Communism in the name of 
Christianity, and which has been the seedbed of 
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more terrorists in the region than any outright 
Marxist parties." (ix) 

The polemical reactions described above by McGovern are 

characteristic of much of the literature describing the 

movement in the popular media in North America, and even in 

some scholarly works as well. For many, a fear of 

religiously motivated politics conjures up shades of 

fanatics swarming threateningly at the portals of 

civilization. 

On the other hand, and equally misconstruing reality, 

are reactions to Liberation Theology that romanticize the 

movement and many of its adherents, especially Gustavo 

Gutierrez, giving them messianic qualities and attributes. 

In the best tradition of contemporary "sensitivity" toward 

"oppressed" groups, many adherents of Liberation Theology 

have literally forgone any criticism of the movement 

whatsoever, producing works that do little to illumine the 

movement and what it stands for (for example, see Boff and 

Boff 1987) . Gutierrez himself is aware of this tendency and 

states his opposition to it (1988, 135-139). More 

important, however, for the present study are more sober 

indictments of the movement and Gutierrez. 

McGovern (1989, 47-61) has surveyed a broad range of 

critics of Liberation Theology and identified three broad 

streams of critiques by Latin American, European, and North 

American sources. First, there is the criticism that 

accuses Liberation Theology of "reducing faith to politics" 
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(58-59). According to this view, by arguing that there is 

only "one history" of salvation. Liberation Theologians tend 

to reduce salvation to a "horizontal" progress and thereby 

neglect eternal life, transcendence, personal spiritual 

growth—the "vertical" aspects of salvation. Likewise, many 

critics feel that Liberation Theology neglects the personal 

aspects of sin, the traditional locus, in favor of "social 

sin." This, in turn, tends to involve the church in 

politics at the expense of its primarily religious mission. 

Ironically, the separation of church and state, once 

considered by religious authorities to be anathema, is used 

by contemporary critics to indict liberation theologians for 

trespassing these traditional boundaries. That there are 

specific political implications of the movement, and the 

fact that these implications are based on the movement's 

interpretation of scripture, indicates a need for a more 

balanced analysis of its exegetical constructs. The 

interpretation of ancient religious texts in light of 

contemporary experience has a long history. Problems arise 

when a new interpretation challenges a traditional one. The 

establishment of a standard by which to analyze these 

problems—one that transcends reductionism—is called for if 

the present analysis is to go beyond this stage. 

The second broad criticism of Liberation Theology that 

McGovern identifies is what he calls "the uncritical use of 

Marxist and Socialist Ideas"(1989, 59). These critics 
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question the use of Marxist analysis, as well as dependency 

theory, for interpreting existing conditions in Latin 

America. The advocacy of socialism by Liberation 

Theologians is seen as naive and Utopian due to their 

failure to take into account the problems of concrete 

socialist regimes. Hence, Liberation Theologians fail to 

adequately describe the institutions that would be needed to 

establish justice and freedom. 

This criticism is especially significant from a 

Voegelinian perspective, for Marxism, and the Hegelianism it 

is predicated upon, is major target in his criticism of 

modernity. Thus, any use or reference to Marxism would be 

inherently suspect from his point of view. The 

contradictions between theory and practice have long plagued 

the attempt to construct improved social systems. 

Gutierrez's work, it will be argued, does take into account 

criticisms of socialist practice, though perhaps not to the 

extent that his critics would demand. There are reasons why 

Gutierrez and other Liberation Theologians utilize Marxian 

insights and they will be dealt with in due course. 

The third broad criticism of Liberation Theology 

McGovern identifies is called "creating a separate 

church" (1989, 59-60). Here it is asserted that the 

movement, through its creation of base communities and 

criticism of the hierarchy, is attempting to split from the 

institutional church. This criticism, essentially that 
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Liberation Theologians are fermenting a schism within the 

institutional church, perhaps reflects the ultimate 

challenge to church authorities. This tendency is 

significant for the present study as an indicator of the 

motivations that underlie the work of Gutierrez. The 

question of whether his work represents an orthodox 

alternative to contemporary religio-political syntheses, or 

is merely, as the critics charge, a foil to mask and gives 

legitimacy to a separatist movement will be examined also. 

These, then, are the core criticisms of Liberation 

Theology and of the work of Gustavo Gutierrez to be analyzed 

in the present study. McGovern's assessment and 

identification of these criticisms are valid and encompass 

many separate analyses, whether produced by the news media, 

theologians, or academics. While the present study does not 

claim to settle all of the controversy surrounding 

Liberation Theology or the work of Gustavo Gutierrez, its 

contribution will be an analysis based on a model not yet 

applied to Gutierrez' work: a model derived from a thinker 

who, himself, has challenged traditional assumptions 

concerning the foundations of religion, philosophy, and 

politics—Eric Voegelin. 

No less controversial perhaps than Gustavo Gutierrez, 

Voegelin's work represents an alternate perspective 

concerning essentially these same themes—the implications 

of a divinely ordered cosmos. Voegelin rejects, as does 
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Gutierrez, the traditional reductionist and relativist dead 

ends that, in his view, prevent an understanding of the true 

order of being which constitutes humanity's understanding of 

itself. More importantly, Voegelin provides an analytical 

framework by which works such as Gutierrez's may be 

evaluated. 

Scope and Methods 

The primary attraction of Eric Voegelin's work for the 

present study is his focus upon integral human experience in 

the process of discovering the noetic structure of 

existence. In his essay entitled, "Reason: The Classical 

Experience," (1990c) Voegelin states: 

I shall not deal with the "idea" or a 
nominalist "definition" of reason but with the 
process in reality in which concrete human beings, 
the "lovers of wisdom," the philosophers as they 
styled themselves, were engaged in an act of 
resistance against the personal and social 
disorder of their age. From this act there 
emerged the Nous as the cognitively luminous force 
that inspired the philosophers to resist and, at 
the same time, enabled them to recognize the 
phenomena of disorder in the light of a humanity 
ordered by the Nous, Thus, reason in the noetic 
sense was discovered as both the force and the 
criterion of order. (265) 

The experiential process that led thinkers in the 

Classical age to resist the disorder of their age was an 

epochal event that defined "before" and "after" stages in 

human history. Furthermore, "This consciousness of epoch 

expressed itself in the creation of symbols which [they] 
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intended to characterize the new structure in the field of 

history" (1990c, 265). In other words, the classic 

philosophers, by making the experience articulate in 

language symbols, made the results of the experience 

available to all. They established an experiential 

structure that, even though the experiences would change 

over history, would essentially remain the same. 

The new awareness was not, however, ultimate or closed 

to the varieties of experience based on different 

foundations. In other words, the classical thinkers did not 

produce a "system" based on their newly articulated 

consciousness that would provide an escape from the tension 

of existence. Voegelin's assertion (1990c, 266) that the 

openness of the classical experience of Reason prevented 

these thinkers from falling into the temptation of 

apocalyptic immanentization is a primary means by which he 

differentiates the classical experience from modern 

deformations which do fall into this temptation. 

Therefore, the classical experience, in comparison to 

many modern experiences, is not based on certainty, 

inevitability, or any such deterministic illusions. 

Instead, according to Voegelin (1990c, 268), the classical 

philosophers were aware that reason had been a constituent 

of humanity before their time and that it had not prevented 

society from falling into disorder. Thus, the uncertainty 

of existence, the indeterminence humans experience between 
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birth and death, produces a condition of "unrest"; and, in 

turn, this existential unrest motivates a search for the 

ultimate, concrete ground of existence, the "aitia or prote 

arche" of reality. This unrest is, then, an expression of 

the tension inherent in the order of reality. Attempts to 

resolve it result in the deformations common to many 

contemporary constructions that attempt to resolve this 

tension and fundamentally misapprehend reality. The tension 

of existence that symbolizes human self-knowledge with 

respect to the divine ground, the mysterious source of 

being, is not a tension that should be or can be resolved. 

One may only become aware of it and understand the limits it 

represents. 

This realization, however, is not a dead end. What 

remains to be worked out are the implications of this 

underlying order of being within the thinker's contemporary 

milieu. This process, according to Voegelin, can be 

characterized as a zetema, or search, which proceeds to 

explore the causes of disorder, made conscious by an 

awareness of the perennial order of being. The search 

becomes articulate with the elaboration of symbols 

signifying the parameters of the classic zetema. These 

symbols, ". . .express the experience of restless wondering: 

'wondering'—thaumazein; 'seeking,' 'searching'—zetein; 

'search'—zetesis; 'questioning'—aporein, diaporein," 

(Voegelin 1990c, 269). The process is experienced with a 
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sense of urgency and the philosopher feels himself moved to 

ask the questions that begin the search. 

The articulation of the experience of the underlying 

order of being in symbolic language will necessarily change 

over time, though the process itself will not. The 

motivation to begin the zetemic process initially is also 

the same for all times: it will be characterized by a 

respect for the "tension" between divine order and mundane 

reality. In Voegelin's words, 

. . . [RJeason is differentiated as a structure 
in reality from the experiences of faith and trust 
{pistis) in the divinely ordered cosmos, and of 
the love {philia^ eros) for the divine source of 
order. . .. Thus, the reality expressed by the 
nous symbols is the structure in the psyche of a 
man who is attuned to the divine order in the 
cosmos, not of a man who exists in revolt against 
it; reason has the definite existential content of 
openness toward reality. . .. (1990c, 271-72) 

Motivated, then, by faith, trust, and love the 

philosopher begins his or her restless inquiry into the 

underlying order of reality, itself. The mysterious source 

of being is experienced as a tension which draws the 

philosopher toward itself producing a fundamentally open 

attitude toward reality itself. Awareness of the time 

dimension of his or her inquiry motivates the philosopher to 

articulate this experience in contemporary symbolic forms 

that allow communication and allow for new experiences and 

differentiations of consciousness. Without faith in and 

love of the mysterious source of being, then, reason is 



19 

disconnected from its moorings, the result being a condition 

of disorder in the soul, or psychopathology. 

This disorder of the soul, according to Voegelin, 

becomes particularly significant with the "shattering 

experiences" of the rise of the "ecumenic empire" and the 

resultant development of existential disorientation as a 

mass phenomenon (1990c, 274-75). The Stoics were the first 

to use the concepts "conciliation" and "alienation" to 

distinguish between the mental states that would promote the 

life of reason or, in the latter type, promotes disorder in 

the soul. For some, then, in the wake of ecumenic 

imperialism, instead of the Platonic turning (periagoge) 

toward the divine ground, the new milieu produced the 

opposite disposition or, the "apostrophe".,,, the movement 

opposite in direction to the .,,Periagoge" (Voegelin 1990c, 

275) . For Voegelin, then, the turning away from the divine 

ground (apostrophe), and its concomitant alienation, induce 

humans to turn away from their humanity—which is defined by 

the tension towards the divine ground. 

By turning away from knowledge of his or her own 

nature, philosophers become mired in ignorance and anxiety, 

and the products of their thinking suffer accordingly. 

Although the Stoics were the first to describe the 

phenomenon of alienation, in the modern era, the concept has 

become dominant in the philosophical understanding of the 

age. In Voegelin's opinion, the perversion of reason 
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through the psychopathology of alienation has produced the 

"murderous grotesque of our time, " 

Still, man cannot live by perversion alone. 
Parallel with the culmination of the grotesque in 
Hitler, Stalin, and the orgy of the "liberation 
rabble" after the Second World War, there has also 
grown the awareness of its pathological character. 
In the nineteenth century, it is true, Schelling 
had already coined the term "pneumapathology" when 
he had to deal with the progressivism of his time, 
but until quite recently it would have been 
impractical to treat the "opinions" which dominate 
the public scene as psychopathological phenomena. 
By now the "reductionist fallacy," the creation of 
imaginary "second realities," and the function of 
philosophers of history in creating an illusion of 
"immortality" have become widely known as 
pathological symptoms. . .. (1990c, 278-79) 

Though the perversion has been recognized, it is still far 

from being cured. With few exceptions, thinkers in the 

present age have been reluctant to turn away from or to 

reject the sources of modern psychopathology, described 

above, and to return to the classic analysis of existence. 

The great challenge that motivated Voegelin to pursue 

the course of his scholarship, and that is still compelling 

today, is the attempt to re-establish the classical 

experience of reality as the true ground of human existence 

and to reorder the modern philosophical quest accordingly. 

I do not mean to imply here that Eric Voegelin's perspective 

is the only correct one. It is an unusaul perspective, one 

that criticizes profoundly many of the ontological, 

epistemological, and eschatological foundations of the 

modern era. 
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This anti-modernity in Voegelin, for the purposes of 

the present study, is advantageous. His resistance to the 

determinism and reductionism of much of modern philosophical 

thought is echoed in the works of others, such as Gustavo 

Gutierrez, who seek alternatives to the present course of 

world development. Besides sharing this resistance to 

modernity, both Voegelin and Gutierrez recognize the 

presence of the divine in the course of world history. This 

openness to the transcendent aspect of reality sets their 

works apart from much of contemporary political thought and 

provides the foundation for a comparison of the two 

thinkers. In order to make this comparison, the present 

study will proceed, first, to describe Voegelin's analytic 

model and its applicability to the work of Gutierrez, and 

secondly, the remainder of the dissertation will examine the 

major symbolic themes of Gutierrez' works in light of 

Voegelin's model and insights. 

The Voegelinian Model 

To diagnose modern existential psychopathology Voegelin 

proceeds to construct a model of reality based on the 

classic experience and symbolizes the tension of existence 

with a term found in Plato's Symposium and the Philebus: 

Man experiences himself as tending beyond his 
human imperfection toward the perfection of the 
divine ground that moves him. The spiritual man, 
the daimonios aner, as he is moved in his quest of 
the ground, moves somewhere between knowledge and 
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ignorance {metaxy sophias kai amathias).... 
Thus, the in-between—the metaxy —is not an empty 
space between the poles of the tension but the 
"realm of the spiritual"; it is the reality of 
"man's converse with the gods" ..., the mutual 
participation {methexis^ metalepsis) of human in 
divine, and divine in human, reality. The metaxy 
symbolizes the experience of the noetic quest as a 
transition of the psyche from mortality to 
immortality. (Voegelin 1990c, 279) 

Immortality, however, is not possible until after 

death, although its achievement begins during life; it is a 

modern fallacy to believe that through this bi-polar reality 

humanity can become a "world-immanent entity" (1990c, 280). 

If this does occur, it is the beginning of a process of 

deformation of the poles of existence and becomes 

psychopathological. In Voegelin's view, as modern thinkers 

increasingly turn away from the divine pole and instead 

concentrate on the human, a mode of deformed thinking 

emerges that is characteristically one-sided and self-

centered. 

To explore dialectically the nature of reality, in the 

classical experience, is to remain aware of the tension, the 

incompleteness or open-ended nature of such an exploration. 

Unless this awareness is maintained, philosophy becomes 

deformed and, ultimately, a process of denying reality. By 

constructing a system that includes only self-knowledge, and 

worse, claims absolute knowledge of the truth of reality, 

the thinker arrives at a dead end. 
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To sum up the classical experience and indicate its 

validity in analyzing contemporary experiences, Voegelin 

states: 

The unfolding of noetic consciousness in the 
psyche of the classic philosophers is not an 
"idea," or a "tradition," but an event in the 
history of mankind. The symbols developed in its 
course are "true" in the sense that they 
intelligibly articulate the experience of 
existential unrest in the process of becoming 
cognitively luminous. Though the classic analysis 
is neither the first nor the last symbolization of 
man's humanity in quest of its relation to the 
divine ground, it is the first in articulating the 
structure of the quest itself: of the unrest that 
offers the answer to its questioning, of the 
divine nous as the mover of the quest, of the joy 
of luminous participation when man responds to the 
theophany, and of existence becoming cognitively 
luminous for its meaning as a movement of the 
metaxy from mortality to immortality. The 
articulation of the structure has been so 
successful indeed that even the modern egophanic 
revolt against the theophanic constitution of 
man's humanity has to use the language of the 
noetic analysis if it wants to be intelligible, 
thereby confirming the validity of the 
philosopher's articulation. (1990c, 287-88) 

In light, then, of the classical experience, and the 

structure of reality it develops, any contemporary work may 

be analyzed. For the purposes of the present study, what is 

needed are specific indicators of how and why the structure 

of reality can and has become deformed. Fortunately, 

Voegelin did not cease work with the elaboration of the 

classical experience, but also applied it to modern 

movements he collectively called "gnosticism." In Science, 

Politics, and Gnosticism (Voegelin 1968), gnosticism is 
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defined and situated in history. More important for the 

purposes of the present study, this work contains an index 

of factors that indicate when a thinker has lost his 

orientation to the structure of reality. The essential 

elements of the gnostic attitude, according to Voegelin 

(1968, 86-88), are: a dissatisfaction with his personal 

situation; a dissatisfaction with the organization of the 

world; a belief that salvation from an evil world is 

possible; a belief that the order of being must be changed; 

that the order of being can be changed through humankind's 

own efforts; and finally, the construction of a formula for 

self and world salvation. Thus, the existential unrest that 

characterizes the human condition produces in the gnostic 

the attempt to resolve this tension through his own effort. 

What is also significant for the present study is the 

environmental context from which the motivation behind 

gnostic thinking emerges. With the genesis of imperialism 

in the ancient world and its accompanying ecumenism, subject 

cultures were subjected to many disorienting and culturally 

catastrophic conditions. According to Voegelin, this 

motivates an attempt to regain a lost understanding of the 

meaning of existence in new situations (1968, 8). Examples 

of such attempts, in the ancient context, are Hebrew 

apocalypses, Christianity, and gnosticism. In other words, 

the same conditions that can motivate a new symbolization of 

the inquiry into the structure of reality, represented by 
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the classical experience, can also produce deformations such 

as the gnostic experience of the world as an alien place and 

the resultant quest to find a way back to a world that has 

been lost (Voegelin 1968, 9). 

The shattering of a known world by imperial expansion 

and the penetration of the subject culture by an alien 

ecumenism motivates the search for new ways to symbolize 

being in light of these new circumstances. The temptation 

to revolt against these new circumstances, both physically 

and cognitively, is understandable enough; but when, in the 

process of revolt, one crosses the line and begins to revolt 

against the underlying structure of reality, one lapses into 

gnosticism. This process, in turn, culminates in the 

construction of a system which expresses the depth of 

alienation, and a symbolology which is characteristically 

gnostic. 

In the context of Latin America, from which Liberation 

Theology arose, imperialism, ecumenism, and alienation have 

been especially tragic factors in the articulation of its 

historical experience. Thinkers such as Gustavo Gutierrez 

are deeply imbued with the conflict of meaning that the 

Conquest and its aftermath wrought in the region. To anyone 

familiar with this environment, the fact that many Latin 

American thinkers express the hopes of their respective 

peoples under the rubric of liberation should not be 

surprising. It is no wonder that they have began the search 
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for alternatives to the status quo, and in so doing, have 

developed new symbols to articulate the experience of 

reality in Latin America. If, however, in this process, 

their search becomes deformed into the gnostic fallacy, what 

they seek to achieve will be, at least theoretically, no 

better than what they seek to replace. 

To determine, then, if this is the case, the present 

study will examine the works of Gustavo Gutierrez in light 

of the classical experience as understood by Eric Voegelin. 

The basis of this comparison is Voegelin's implicit 

assertion that all human experience can be understood as 

equivalent: 

What is permanent in the history of humankind 
are not the symbols but man himself in search of 
his humanity and order. Though the issue can be 
stated clearly and simply, its implications are 
vast. For a comparative study, if it goes beyond 
registering the symbols as phenomena and 
penetrates to the constants of engendering 
experience, can be conducted only by means of 
symbols that in their turn are engendered by the 
constants of which the comparative study is in 
search. The study of symbols is a reflective 
inquiry concerning the search for the truth of 
existential order; it will become, if fully 
developed, what is conventionally called a 
philosophy of history. (1990a, 115-116) 

The permanent search for order, regardless of cultural 

context, is the constant that makes all such quests 

comparable. 
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Gutierrez is a theologian; however, from Voegelin's 

perspective it is perfectly legitimate to compare a 

theologian's work to the insights of classical philosophy: 

By absorbing the life of reason in the form of 
Hellenistic philosophy, the gospel of the early 
ekklesia tou theou has become the Christianity of 
the church. If the community of the gospel had 
not entered the culture of the time by entering 
its life of reason, it would have remained an 
obscure sect and probably disappeared from 
history; we know the fate of Judaeo-
Christianity.... Hence, Christianity is not an 
alternative to philosophy, it is philosophy itself 
in its state of perfection, the history of the 
Logos comes to its fulfillment through the 
incarnation of the Word in Christ. (1990b, 173) 

Without entering the culture of its time, which includes the 

reigning philosophic paradigms that reflect this culture, a 

religion risks disappearance and obscurity. Gutierrez 

himself has stated essentially the same thing throughout his 

works. If philosophy has become deformed in the present, 

and in his cultural milieu, then that is where he begins his 

attempt to rectify the situation. 

Both Voegelin and Gutierrez proceed, it will be argued, 

from the same ontology. Voegelin was a philosopher and 

Gutierrez is a theologian; yet this fact does not prevent a 

comparison of their respective quests: 

The primordial field of reality is the 
community of God and man, world and society; the 
exploration of this field is concerned with the 
true nature of the partners in the community and 
of the relations between them; the sequence in 
time of the verities found is the historical field 
of equivalent experiences and symbols. (Voegelin 
1990a, 126) 
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This "primordial field" provides the bases of the classical 

experience of reason, as discussed earlier, and a means to 

determine when the exploration of reality has become 

deformed. An authentic zetema maintains the tension of 

existence between the dual sets of poles, God and man and 

world and society; it does not seek to deny this tension or 

to overcome it through the construction of a deterministic 

system. The metaxy, the in-between of human existence, 

symbolizes this relationship and is characterized by a non-

deterministic or open-ended nature. From this perspective, 

reality is a process of revelation, and meaning evolves in 

history through the continuing exploration of the primordial 

field. This core ontology is the same for both thinkers. 

The exploration of the primordial field produces 

symbols that represent this experience, and the symbols 

change or evolve over time. The deformation of such symbols 

produces derailment, creation of an idiosyncratic reality 

that overcomes the metaxy of existence, Voegelin (1968) 

termed this derailment gnosticism: 

Of the profusion of gnostic experiences and 
symbolic expressions, one feature may be singled 
out as the central element in this varied and 
extensive creation of meaning: the experience of 
the world as an alien place into which man has 
strayed and from which he must find his way back 
home to the other world of his origin. (9) 

Thus, overcoming alienation, in the gnostic sense, is the 

first step along a path towards derailment of an authentic 

zetemic experience. In other words, the symbolic expression 
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of any experience of the primordial field will exhibit 

certain characteristics, and these characteristics allow the 

classification of the experience. As discussed above, 

according to Voegelin gnosticism exhibits six 

characteristics that, taken together, characterize it. If 

the work of Gustavo Gutierrez taken as a whole exhibits any 

or all of these characteristics, it can be classified as 

more or less gnostic. 

Table 1. Analytical Matrix 

Factors 

Man 

God 

World 

Society 

Response 

Prescription 

Classical 

Unrest 

Nous 

Cosmos 

Ecumene 

Philosophy 

Reason 

Zetema 

Gnostic 

Alienation 

Illusion 

Disorder 

Immanent 

Gnosis 

Revolt 

Gutierrez 

In Table 1, I have constructed an analytical matrix to 

summarize and indicate the parameters for analyzing 

Gutierrez' works from a Voegelinian perspective. The first 

column in the matrix indicates the factors, or structure of 

the zetema, or existential quest, and in the subsequent 
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columns appear the classic and gnostic quests with the final 

column representing the quest of Gustavo Gutierrez. The 

first four rows of the matrix represent the "primordial 

field" of reality, God and Man, World and Society, outlined 

by Voegelin as discussed above. The fifth and sixth row, 

entitled Response and Prescription, represent each 

particular zetema's understanding of the theoretical 

implications of the structure of reality and the mode of 

conduct, or practical life, they recommend. 

In the classical experience, "Man" is conscious of his 

existence in a state of "unrest" (Voegelin 1990c, 268). 

This unrest is due to Man's wondering concerning the 

"question about the ultimate ground, the aitia or prote 

arche, of all reality and specifically his own" (268). This 

"wondering" for Socrates was the mark of the philosopher and 

at the same time represents an epochal event in the history 

of man (269). Through the philosophers, the quest for the 

divine ground becomes a humanly representative enterprise as 

the search for order. According to Voegelin, 

The man who asks questions, and the divine 
ground about which the questions are asked, will 
merge in the experience of questioning as a 
divine-human encounter and reemerge as the 
participants in the encounter that has the 
luminosity and structure as consciousness. (271) 

This encounter, and the unbalancing or disturbing effects it 

can produce in the psyche of man, constitutes the meaning of 

history and the structure of human existence. 
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"God" represents, for the classic philosophers, the 

source of order beyond the disorder of their age: 

In their acts of resistance to the disorder of 
the age, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle 
experienced and explored the movements of a force 
that structured the psyche of man and enabled it 
to resist disorder. To this force, its movements, 
and the resulting structure, they gave the name 
Nous. (Voegelin 1990c, 267) 

Nous, then, is the ultimate ground, the aition, of reality 

experienced as the force, whose appeal fosters the unrest in 

the psyche of man as well as constituting its order. Though 

its source is beyond material existence, the " . . . ground 

is not a spatially distant thing but a divine presence that 

becomes manifest in the experience of unrest and the desire 

to know" (271) . The manifestation of Nous in the psyche of 

humans represents an epochal event that has the potential of 

reordering existence. Thus, the revelation of Nous in the 

psyche of man reveals both the site of noetic manifestation 

and the criteria of order. The epochal nature of the 

classical achievement lies in the merging of Divine Nous and 

human reason in the psyche of the philosopher and through 

his articulation of the process in the rest of humanity. 

The "World" for the classic philosophers represents all 

that is, or the integral nature of reality. The world of 

human beings is characterized by their relationship or 

participation in the different realms of being: 

. . . {Man] is not a disembodied psyche ordered 
by Reason. Through his body he participates in 
organic reality, both animal and vegetative, as 
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well as in the realm of matter; and in his psyche 
he experiences not only the noetic movement toward 
order but also the pull of the passions. Besides 
his specific nature of reason in its dimensions of 
personal, social, and historical existence, man 
has what Aristotle called his "synthetic" nature. 
Of specific and synthetic nature together we can 
speak [of] as man's "integral" nature. This 
integral nature, comprising both the noetic psyche 
with its three dimensions of order and man's 
participation in the hierarchy of being from the 
Nous down to matter. . .. (Voegelin 1990c, 268) 

The Cosmos, then, encompasses all that is or integral 

reality. Man experiences the Cosmos as differentiated into 

a hierarchy or realms which attract or pull {helkein) 

individuals according to their particular passions. 

"Society" for the classic philosophers, after the 

evolution of the polls into the Pan-Hellenic Federation of 

poleis of the time and with the expansion of empires, 

represents an ecumene, an order based on various communities 

that have come into contact with one another. Once contact 

is made, the various communities participate in the 

resultant order that emerges as a culture, as in Western 

Culture: 

. Plato . . . foresaw, and Aristotle 
witnessed, the fall of the polls to the new type 
of imperial-ecumenic society. The classic 
philosophers thus kept the field of history open 
for social processes in a future that could not be 
anticipated, as well as for the possibility of 
further differentiations of consciousness. Plato 
especially was very much aware that man, in his 
tension toward the ground of existence, was open 
toward a depth of divine reality beyond the 
stratum that had revealed itself as the Nous; as a 
philosopher he left consciousness open to the 
future of theophany, to the pneumatic revelations 
of the Judaeo-Christian type as well as to the 
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later differentiations of mysticism and of 
tolerance in doctrinal matters. (Voegelin 1990c, 
266) 

Society, then, is characterized by its inclusivity and 

orientation to the future. Social processes continue in 

history which is open to further differentiations and events 

that reorder consciousness. The Ecumene is the horizon or 

social field in which theophanies potentially engender new 

modes and structures of order. The Ecumene is not static 

but a historical process moving into the future which cannot 

be wholly anticipated. 

By articulating this structure of reality with its 

constituent strata, Man and God, World and Society, the 

classic philosophers moved human consciousness from static, 

elemental, or compact modes to a new, superior, 

differentiated level. The classic "Response" to the newly 

differentiated order of being was to philosophize. 

The discovery of Reason divided history into a 
Before and After. This consciousness of epoch 
expressed itself in the creation of symbols which 
intended to characterize the new structure in the 
field of history. The central symbol was the 
"philosopher" in whose psyche humanity had become 
luminous for its noetic order; parallel symbols 
were Plato's "spiritual man" [daimonios aner) and 
Aristotle's "mature man" (spoudaios), (Voegelin 
1990c, 266) 

Philosophy, as the classic Response to reality, should not 

be understood as the end of history but as the means by 

which Nous penetrates history. According to Voegelin, "The 

wondering and questioning is sensed as the beginning of a 
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theophanic event that can become fully luminous to itself if 

it finds the proper response in the psyche of concrete human 

beings—as it does in the classic philosophers" (271-272) . 

Philosophy, therefore is not an end but a beginning, "Its 

modus operandi is not revolution, violent action, or 

compulsion, but persuasion, the peitho that is central to 

Plato's existence as a philosopher" (267). It does not 

abolish the tension of existence, but " . . . becomes a 

persuasive force of order through the stark light it lets 

fall on the phenomena of personal and social disorder" 

(267) . Philosophy is a divine-human encounter in which the 

philosopher engages his personal and social environment in 

light of his personal encounter with the ultimate ground of 

reality. 

The classic "Prescription" for human life in light of 

the noetic differentiation of the order of existence is the 

"Life of Reason." 

The life of Reason in the classic sense is 
existence in tension between Life and Death. The 
concept of the tension will sharpen the awareness 
for this In-Between character of existence. By 
In-Between 1 translate the concept of the metaxy 
developed by Plato in the Symposium and Philebus, 
(Voegelin 1990c, 279) 

A Life of Reason, then, due to its in-between nature, is 

necessarily open to the future. It is the awareness that 

there is more to life than merely material existence; the 

process of reality has direction. "Because of the divine 

presence that gives the unrest its direction, the unfolding 
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of noetic consciousness is experienced as a process of 

immortalizing" (Voegelin 1990c, 279). Not that human beings 

should make themselves into gods, but "With their discovery 

of man as the zoon noun echon, the classic philosophers have 

discovered man to be more than a thanetos, a mortal: he is 

an unfinished being, moving from the imperfection of death 

in this life to the perfection of life in death" (279). 

Voegelin goes on to note that this "experience of 

immortalizing" has been misunderstood in the past and 

continues to be in the present (280). It is just such a 

misunderstanding that engenders the gnostic derailment into 

a world immanent psyche. 

If the essence of the Classical experience is an 

awareness of the open nature of reality, gnosticism, on the 

other hand, emphasizes a much different course. Its essence 

appears as a rejection of this ontic indeterminacy, the 

Metaxy or In-Between, and it attempts to revolt against the 

classical differentiation of the structure of reality. In 

the third column of the matrix in Table 1 there appears the 

gnostic formulations and assumptions which form the basis of 

this deformed zetema. 

To a gnostic thinker, "Man" is understood as an 

"Alienated" being, one who must by his own efforts save 

himself from the disorder manifest in his own psyche and 

environment. 
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In the modern Western history of unrest . . . 

from the Hobbesian "fear of death" to Heidegger's 
Angst, the tonality has shifted from joyful 
participation in a theophany to the agnoia 
ptoiodes, to the hostile alienation from a reality 
that rather hides than reveals itself. A Hobbes 
replaces the summum Bonum by the summum malum as 
the ordering force of man's existence; a Hegel 
builds his state of alienation into a system and 
invites all men to become Hegelians; a Marx 
rejects the Aristotelian quest of the ground 
outright and invites you to join him, as a 
"socialist man," in his state of alienation. . .. 
(Voegelin 1990c, 277) 

The marked shift in tonality of the quest, from a positive 

to a negative perspective of reality, characterizes the 

alienated Man of gnosticism. No longer does Man, as 

Voegelin points out in the quote above, participate in the 

ongoing process of reality, but he perceives himself as 

alien to it. The joy of participation is replaced by the 

fear of disorientation resulting in that attempt to take 

control of reality and thereby remove the tension, or 

indeterminacy, of existence itself. 

"God" for modern gnostics is no longer the aition, the 

divine ground of reality, but an entity whose substance and 

content must be defined by Man himself. Anything else, such 

as the conception of God in the Judeo-Christian tradition, 

is an "Illusion." According to Voegelin, 

Once the divine Nous has been submitted to 
human construction, God is dead indeed. What has 
come to life instead is the imperial appeal of the 
system to the libido dominandi [the pathological 
ego]. This appeal does not attach to any 
particular system (as for instance the Hegelian or 
the Comptian), but to the form of the system as 
such and to its eminent flexibility. For Reason 
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can be eristically [speculatively] fused with any 
world content, be it class, race, or nation; a 
middle class, working class, technocratic class, 
or summarily the Third World. . .. (1990c, 286) 

God, then, for the gnostic is in reality an egophany, a 

conception of the thinker who takes it upon himself to turn 

humanity away from illusion and superstition, and, in this 

egophanic process, who does away with the Nous of the 

classic philosophers as well as any other understanding of 

the divine other than his own. 

The "World" for the gnostic appears as a fundamentally 

"disordered" and hostile environment. 

The world is no longer the well-ordered, the 
cosmos, in which Hellenic man felt at home; nor is 
it the Judaeo-Christian world that God created and 
found good. Gnostic man no longer wishes to 
perceive in admiration the intrinsic order of the 
cosmos. For him the world has become a prison 
from which he wants to escape. . .. (Voegelin 
1969, 9) 

The World, then, for the gnostic is in need of re-ordering. 

Accordingly, "The aim of parousiastic gnosticism is to 

destroy the order of being, which is experienced as 

defective and unjust, and through man's creative power to 

replace it with a perfect and just order" (53). Thus, the 

gnostic is motivated to recreate reality in an image that 

suits him. 

"Society" for the gnostic, like the World, must be 

reformed to conform to his idea of right order. This new 

order is first "Immanent" in the thought of the gnostic, who 

then seeks to implement this order in Society. 
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In [this] type of derivation the two components 

[the teleological and axiological] are 
immanentized together, and there is present both a 
conception of the end goal and knowledge of the 
methods by which it is to be brought about. We 
shall speak of cases of this . . . type as 
activist mysticism. Under activist mysticism 
belong primarily movements that descend from 
Auguste Comte and Karl Marx. In both cases one 
finds a relatively clear formulation of the state 
of perfection: in Comte, a final state of 
industrial society under the temporal rule of the 
managers and the spiritual rule of positivist 
intellectuals; in Marx, a final state of a 
classless realm of freedom. (Voegelin 1969, 91-92) 

Society, then, is to be immanentized, or perfected, through 

activist mysticism, as opposed to ascetic mysticism—which 

would attempt a escape from society—of the gnostic thinker. 

The history of order and disorder comes to an end with the 

elucidation and implementation of the absolute realm. 

The gnostic "Response" to the order of being consists 

in acquiring and implementing the "Gnosis" that makes the 

possibility of perfecting reality real. 

The labor of salvation, therefore, entails the 
dissolution of the worldly constitution of the 
psyche and at the same time the gathering and 
freeing of the powers of the pneuma. However the 
phases of salvation are represented in the 
different sects and systems—and they vary from 
magic practices to mystic ecstasies, from 
libertinism through indifferentism to the world to 
the strictest asceticism—the aim always is 
destruction of the old world and passage to the 
new. The instrument of salvation is gnosis 
itself--knowledge. (Voegelin 1969, 11) 

The Response, then, of modern gnostics to the order of being 

is the possession of Gnosis or knowledge. This inherently 

intellectual enterprise finds its appeal in mass movements 
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that arise from the same spiritual malaise, the alienation, 

that prompted the gnostic thinker to begin his quest to 

perfect the order of being. 

The gnostic "Prescription" for human conduct is to 

"Revolt" against the disorder and tension of existence. 

An activist's dream of escape "from the 
darkness outside and within" is not a fairy tale. 
It is the first act in a project of action which 
intends to overcome the existential tension of 
imperfection-perfection. As a dream, it is true, 
the imaginative project is an autonomous 
construction, complying with the logic of a revolt 
against reality. The dreamworld is not the real 
world, nor does the dream story told by the 
activist ever really happen. As a project of 
action within the reality it intends to transform, 
however, the dream story must intelligibly and 
persuasively refer to the real world as the medium 
of its action. The dream of revolt against 
reality is structurally bound to the structure it 
wants to destroy. (Voegelin 1990d, 317) 

The gnostic Prescription, then, is to Revolt against the 

structure of reality that has historically evolved in human 

consciousness. This violation assumes various forms but 

shares a method by which an important constituent of 

integral reality is omitted. In the case of modern 

gnostics, such as Hegel and Marx, the omission is the 

existence of the factor of the Divine as it has been 

understood historically, such as in the Judaeo-Christian 

tradition. By omitting this factor of uncertainty, or un-

knowableness, the gnostic dreams that he can control and 

manipulate the structure of reality from whence he begins 

his quest for perfection. 
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These, then, are the paradigms that will be used to 

evaluate the quest of Gustavo Gutierrez. After presenting a 

brief history of Liberation Theology and discussing major 

liberation theologians in Chapter II, the study will 

indicate the importance and representative character of the 

works of Gustavo Gutierrez in Chapter III. Chapter IV will 

explore Gutierrez's' understanding of Man and God; Chapter V 

will explore his positions concerning the World and Society; 

Chapter VI will analyze his Response to the structure of 

reality and his Prescription for human life based on this 

ontology. Finally, Chapter VII concludes with a summary of 

findings of the present study and a determination of whether 

Gutierrez' work has evolved toward an authentic zetema, or 

whether it has become another variety of gnostic derailment. 



CHAPTER II 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF LIBERATION THEOLOGY 

The great majority of Latin Americans are not only 
poor but also Christian. So the great question at the 
beginning and still valid today was—and is—what role 
Christianity has to play. How are we to be Christians 
in a world of destitution and injustice? There can be 
only one answer: we can be followers of Jesus and true 
Christians only by making common cause with the poor 

and working out the gospel of liberation. 

—Leonardo and Clodovis Boff 
Introducing Liberation Theology 

Introduction 

In order to understand the social horizon from which 

Liberation Theology has emerged this chapter will discuss 

the broad outlines of the situation that engendered the 

movement. Liberation Theology is a critical diagnosis of 

the problems of modernity, especially modernity in the 

context of developing nations, and specifically in the 

context of Latin America. It represents a unique synthesis 

of changes in theology and changes in the socio-political-

economic environment. 

Historically, in its response to modernity, much of 

Christian theology sought to remain apart from contemporary 

currents. The efforts among many Catholic theologians, 

especially a movement known as the Modernists around the 

turn of the present century, sought to address the 

41 
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challenges posed by the advance of science, industry, and 

social change. These efforts met with stiff opposition and, 

finally, official suppression by Rome. The contest that 

occurred within the environs of the Vatican, which 

culminated in defeat for the Modernists, left many 

frustrated, even to the point of leaving the church. Over 

the next several decades, though, the spirit of their 

attempts to modernize the church were revived and gathered 

full steam with the papacy of John XXIII (1958-1963). 

A significant shift in the church occurred with the 

meetings, from 1962 to 1965, of The Second Council of the 

Vatican (Vatican II) in Rome. Born, in part, because of 

the changes initiated by Vatican II, Liberation Theology 

emerged as an alternative way of doing theology. Aimed at 

empowering the poor, the marginalized, and the oppressed, 

the movement challenged many of the traditional ideas 

concerning the relationship between the church and society, 

the church and politics, and the church and revolutionary 

movements. The events and environments that produced the 

movement have been addressed in a separate study (see 

Flannery 1992). The brief sketch which follows should 

provide a sense of the main motivating factors behind the 

movement. 
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Before Vatican II 

Liberation Theology traces its roots to various 

religious personnel and movements which share the 

characteristic, according to Leonardo and Clodovis Boff 

(1987, 12), of "...[reflecting] the same thing: faith 

confronted by oppression." Accordingly, Christians in the 

past, whether clergy or laity, that struggled to maintain 

their faith in the face of oppression constitute the 

tradition from which Liberation Theology derives its models. 

Throughout history there has been oppression; resistance to 

it has taken various forms. Yet there remains a unity in 

opposing it. Since religion, as all cultural phenomena, is 

inextricably bound up in the web of historical events as 

they unfold, it must respond to the currents which carry it 

and all the rest along. 

Alexis de Tocqueville, during the birth of modern 

democracy reflected: 

Christianity, which has declared all men equal 
in the sight of God, cannot hesitate to 
acknowledge all citizens equal before the law. 
But by a strange concatenation of events, religion 
for the moment has become entangled with those 
institutions which democracy overthrows, and so it 
is often brought to rebuff the equality which it 
loves and to abuse freedom as its adversary, 
whereas by taking it by the hand it could sanctify 
its striving. (1969, 16-17) 

How could it happen, de Tocqueville asks, that: 

Men of religion fight against freedom, and 
lovers of liberty attack religions; noble and 
generous spirits praise slavery, while low. 
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servile minds preach independence; honest and 
enlightened citizens are the enemies of all 
progress, while men without patriotism or morals 
make themselves the apostles of civilization and 
enlightenment! ...Have all ages been like ours? 
(1969, 17) 

In order to understand the "strange concatenation of 

events" de Tocqueville refers to one must study the 

evolution of Christianity, especially after it became the 

official religion of the Roman Empire. According to the 

historian Robert M. Grant: 

The fourth century saw the recognition of 
Christianity as the state religion of the empire. 
It was a time of consolidation and expansion, and 
paganism, now deprived of state support, suffered 
a drastic decline which [the Emperor] Julian was 
unable to check. The circumstances of the church 
had completely changed. Formerly persecuted. 
Christians now took steps to apply against 
paganism the proscriptions once enforced against 
themselves. At the same time, the efforts of the 
church's leaders to enforce moral standards and to 
promote uniformity in theological expression 
resulted in the flowering of Christian literature 
in east and west alike. (1970, xi-xii) 

From this initial period onward, the church, which 

outlasted the Roman Empire, increasingly utilized the state 

to promote its vision of society and became such a close 

ally of secular authorities that, by the time of the 

Reformation, to oppose one sometimes meant to oppose the 

other. 

The net result of this symbiotic relationship, 

according to Liberation Theologians, was that: 

Christian churches, like other historical 
movements, become institutionalized. When this 
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happens, those in positions of leadership in those 
churches spend most of their energies working for 
their efficient functioning and their self-
preservation. Eventually, this repetition of past 
responses to a changing human situation can lead 
to stagnation, sclerosis, and death. But even 
that threat may not be enough to bring about 
renewal. (Shaull 1991,45) 

The position of the church on the eve of the Reformation was 

indeed "institutionalized," and the threat posed by the 

theological movement which gave birth to Protestantism in 

all its forms was combated with all of the considerable 

resources available to the church at that time. The 

Counter-Reformation produced a new model of church-state 

relations. For the first time in many years, the church 

found itself pitted against forces that were powerful enough 

to resist its dominance. It should not be forgotten that 

the theological movement which Martin Luther came to 

represent owed much of its success (and in the case of 

Luther, possibly his life) to secular authorities that had 

long chafed under the hegemony of the Roman Catholic Church. 

According to the Protestant liberation theologian, 

Richard Shaull, there are four themes to emerge from the 

Reformation which stress the liberative aspects of the 

sixteenth century movement: 

(1) Martin Luther's spiritual pilgrimage and 
his discovery of God's gracious gift of 
forgiveness and justification by faith; (2) the 
Bible open to all, a liberating and life-giving 
Word directly accessible to the people; (3) the 
vision of a reformed church always undergoing 
reformation, an ecclesia reformata semper 
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reformada, along with the Protestant Principle, 
which undercut all attempts to sacralize the 
established order and thus directed the Christian 
life toward the radical transformation of society; 
and (4) the rejection of the church-state 
relations of Christendom by the Anabaptists and 
their call to radical discipleship. (1991, 18) 

The emphasis on individual faith and personal 

transformation, access to the Scriptures on an egalitarian 

basis, a dynamic evolution of the church, and finally, 

keeping the church in tension (rather than in accommodation) 

with the established order, are as relevant to understanding 

aspects of Liberation Theology's "integral liberation" as 

they are to understanding what liberation meant during the 

Reformation. In Shaull's rendering of Reformation themes, 

one can perceive a direct correlation to pronouncements by 

liberation theologians, whether Protestant or Roman 

Catholic. Leonardo Boff, a Brazilian priest and liberation 

theologian, has remarked that, "Luther brought about a grand 

process of liberation. He will always be a necessary point 

of reference for all who seek liberation and know how to 

struggle and suffer for it" (Shaull 1991, 25). 

The institutional church, in the years following the 

Reformation, attempted not only to repress, but sometimes to 

exterminate, individuals and groups it branded as 

"heretics." To return to de Tocqueville's paradox, by the 

time of the European Enlightenment and even afterwards the 

Counter-Reformation transformed itself into anti-modernism. 



47 

which condemned the developing philosophy of humanism, 

democratic aspirations, and religious pluralism. 

According to the Dictionary of Theology (Rahner and 

Vorgrimler 1985), "Modernism" within Catholic thought is: 

A collective term for certain false or 
distorted theological views which arose around the 
year 1900 out of the legitimate desire (indeed the 
abiding duty) to proclaim the Christian faith to 
the men of that time in an adequate manner. In 
this connection the following errors came to light 
in France, England, and Italy: that theology is a 
matter of feeling; that religion is a product of 
the subconscious; that neither of these must be 
constrained by reason, which has only a very minor 
role to play in religion; that revelation is 
awareness of an interior religious need, the 
bearers of revelation being such merely because 
they best objectify this need; that these 
objectifications, when ossified, become Tradition; 
that dogma is only a symbolic expression of the 
objectifications, which like them must change with 
the progress of civilization; that there is a 
natural need to communicate one's own 
objectifications of religion to others, and that 
when this is done the Church results. These views 
were coupled with biblical criticism [examining 
the Bible by historical criticism and with the 
help of the secular sciences, especially history, 
archaeology, and philology]. They were condemned, 
together with others, by Pius X in the decree 
Lamentabili and the encyclical Pascendi. It must 
be added that during the polemics against 
Modernism, which proposed wrong solutions to many 
problems it had grasped aright, numerous adherents 
of Modernism were embittered by clerical intrigues 
and driven out of communion with the Church. To 
this day "Modernism" unfortunately remains a term 
used for spiteful invective by arrogant people in 
the Church who have no idea how difficult faith is 
for men of our time. (312-13) 

This lengthy definition of theological Modernism is 

useful in the context of Liberation Theology for several 
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reasons. First, it presents, in hindsight, a picture of an 

institutional church whose defense against calls for change, 

whether legitimate or not, is an authoritarian solution, one 

that seeks to remove religion from the currents and eddies 

of history and to keep it pristine. Second, the 

condemnation of Modernism represents a repressive 

environment, one that is explicitly hostile to the 

development of human beings: it corrupts the legitimate 

magisterial function of the church by dampening dissent and 

repressing faithful questioning. Finally, it represents the 

lamentable situation where those on the losing side find 

they are faced with either conforming superficially, and 

under duress, to a personally untenable position or leaving 

the communion of the church. Liberation Theology has faced 

much the same environment, as we will see as we discuss the 

church's reaction to its claims. 

Since the Enlightenment, the philosophical emphasis on 

human dignity and freedom has increasingly set the agenda 

and goals of human institutions. The condemnation of 

modernism (in its cultural, social, and political aspects) 

severely hampered the church in contributing to the ongoing 

dialogue of what it means to be human. The disinclination, 

on the part of some believers, to allow their religions to 

evolve along with other segments of the modern world is a 
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continuing source of disharmony, particularly in the case of 

Liberation Theology. 

Vatican II 

When it was announced in 1959 by Pope John XXIII, the 

Second Council of the Vatican (Vatican II) was to provide a 

means by which the ancient truths of Christianity could be 

reaffirmed in ways that would appeal to humanity in the 

second half of the twentieth century. Both conservatives 

and progressives realize that Vatican II brought something 

new to the church's social teachings. According to critics 

of the meeting, it swiftly became a platform for a 

conspiracy of progressive and radical theologians, one in 

which they dominated by working behind the scenes as 

advisors and counselors to the bishops (see, for example, 

Martin 1987, 318-331). According to liberals such as 

Berryman, 

In the opening days of the council in the fall 
of 1962, a group of European bishops thwarted 
efforts at control by Vatican officials and 
established an open atmosphere. In the council's 
plenary sessions and working groups, ideas and 
proposals that had been cautiously advanced only 
in progressive theological circles were 
legitimated. (1987, 16) 

It is not within the scope of this dissertation to 

examine the full documents of the Council; however, 

particular documents and declarations are relevant towards 

understanding the eventual impact the Council had in 
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providing the justifications later claimed by liberation 

theologians as their authority for striking off in new 

political directions. The document Dignitatis Humanae, or 

the Declaration on Religious Liberty (Flannerv 1992, 719-

812), provides an introduction to this authority. It 

states: 

It is in accordance with their dignity that all 
men, because they are persons, that is, beings 
endowed with reason and free will and therefore 
bearing personal responsibility, are both impelled 
by their nature and bound by a moral obligation to 
seek the truth, especially religious truth....But 
men cannot satisfy this obligation in a way that 
is in keeping with their own nature unless they 
enjoy both psychological freedom and immunity from 
external coercion. (801) 

Moreover, 

The common good of society consists in the sum 
total of those conditions of social life which 
enable men to achieve a fuller measure of 
perfection with greater ease. It consists 
especially in safeguarding the rights and duties 
of the human person. (803) 

What is relevant about both of these statements is that 

they refer to the environment in which human persons seek to 

develop themselves. By connecting human perfection to the 

environment in which it is sought, the statements invite 

investigation of this environment and supply standards by 

which it may be analyzed. 

The Council document, Guadium et Spes, (Pastoral 

Constitution on the Church in the Modern World) (Flannery 

1992, 903-1002), continues these themes and is more precise 
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about the impact of modernity on the church. Its 

introduction sets the tone for some surprising declarations: 

Ours is a new age of history with critical and 
swift upheavals spreading gradually to all corners 
of the earth. They are the products of man's 
intelligence and creative activity, but they 
recoil upon him, upon his judgments and desires, 
both individual and collective, upon his ways of 
thinking and acting in regard to people and 
things. We are entitled then to speak of a real 
social and cultural transformation whose 
repercussions are felt too on the religious level. 
(Flannery 1992, 905) 

After noting that at no time in history has humankind 

enjoyed such heights of prosperity, the bishops decry the 

fact that progress has, in turn, been highly uneven and, in 

some cases, has produced worsened conditions for many. 

Continuing with the motif of transformation, the 

document notes. 

The spiritual uneasiness of today and the 
changing structure of life are the part of a 
broader upheaval, whose symptoms are the 
increasing part played on the intellectual level 
by the mathematical and natural sciences (not 
excluding the sciences dealing with man himself) 
and on the practical level by their repercussions 
on technology. (Flannery 1992, 906) 

This spiritual uneasiness also has an impact on religion 

itself: 

As regards religion there is a completely new 
atmosphere that conditions its practice. On the 
one hand people are taking a hard look at all 
magical world-views and prevailing superstitions 
and demanding a more personal and active 
commitment of faith, so that not a few have 
achieved a lively sense of the divine. On the 
other hand greater numbers are falling away from 
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the practice of religion. In the past it was the 
exception to repudiate God and religion to the 
point of abandoning them, and then only in 
individual cases; but nowadays it seems a matter 
of course to reject them as incompatible with 
scientific progress and a new kind of humanism. 
In many places it is not only in philosophical 
terms that such trends are expressed, but there 
are signs of them in literature, art, the 
humanities, the interpretation of history and even 
civil law: all of which is very disturbing to some 
people. (Flannery 1992, 908) 

All of the above may be characterized as what theologians 

have come to call "signs of the times," indicators of where 

humanity has been and where it is at the moment. Of 

particular importance is the following statement: 

...there is a growing conviction of mankind's 
ability and duty to strengthen its mastery over 
nature and of the need to establish a political, 
social, and economic order at the service of man 
to assert and develop the dignity proper to 
individuals and to societies. (Flannery 1992, 909) 

This statement, along with the development in other 

documents of the concept of a "pilgrim" church that 

accompanies the rest of humanity in its pursuits, portrays a 

basic realignment in the thought of many of the 

participants. According to Berryman, 

At Vatican II, accepting and building on 
decades of work by theologians, the Catholic 
church modestly accepted its "pilgrim" status, 
journeying alongside the rest of humankind. In a 
further radical shift the church began to see in 
"human progress" evidence of God's working in 
human history. (1987, 16) 

Human progress, however, is a two-edged sword; Guadium et 

Spes follows with this caveat: 
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...m the face of modern developments there is 

a growing body of men who are asking the most 
fundamental of all questions or are glimpsing them 
with a keener insight: What is man? What is the 
meaning of suffering, evil, death, which have not 
been eliminated by all this progress? What is the 
purpose of these achievements, purchased at so 
high a price? What can man contribute to society 
What can be expected of it? What happens after 
this earthly life is ended? (Flannery 1992, 910) 

This re-examination of the fundamental questions 

provides a springboard for the leap into the realm of 

defining the political and economic requisites for living a 

truly human life. For example, in the same document we 

find: 

...there is a growing awareness of the sublime 
dignity of the human person, who stands above all 
things and whose rights and duties are universal 
and inviolable. He ought, therefore, to have 
ready access to all that is necessary for living a 
genuinely human life: for example, food, clothing, 
housing, the right freely to choose his state of 
life and set up a family, the right to education, 
work, to his good name, to respect, to proper 
knowledge, the right to act according to the 
dictates of conscience and to safeguard his 
privacy, and rightful freedom even in matters of 
religion. (Flannery 1992, 927) 

I have drawn attention here only to several of the many 

surprising statements contained in this document. What is 

most important, as will be seen, is the emergence of a new 

concern for "worldly" things, especially where it is 

perceived that denial of the dignity of the human person is 

involved. As is apparent in the foregoing, the Council is 

attempting to turn the church towards a new acceptance of 
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modernism by updating its principles and doctrine in light 

of modern developments. 

The new attitudes called for in the document reflect a 

changing orientation to the social sphere. 

The social order and its development must 
constantly yield to the good of the person, since 
the order of things must be subordinate to the 
order of persons and not the other way around, as 
the Lord suggested when he said that the Sabbath 
was made for man and not man for the Sabbath. The 
social order requires constant improvement: it 
must be founded in truth, built on justice, and 
enlivened by love: it should grow in freedom 
towards a more humane equilibrium. If these 
objectives are to be attained there will first 
have to be a renewal of attitudes and far-reaching 
social changes. (Flannery 1992, 927) 

The document continues to elucidate the implications of 

these new attitudes. 

Let everyone consider it his sacred duty to 
count social obligations among man's chief duties 
today and observe them as such....Then, under the 
necessary help of divine grace, there will arise a 
generation of new men, the molders of a "new 
hiamanity." (Flannery 1992, 930) 

A radical political reading of such statements could provide 

the banner under which to seek actively to undermine the 

traditional edifices, including religious structures, 

through which human dignity has been denied fulfillment. 

Many theologians, especially in Latin America, have in 

fact interpreted the documents of Vatican II to authorize 

their political agendas and have maintained that they are 
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still within the teachings of the church as they do so. 

Yet, according to critics such as Martin, 

Modernists, and particularly those who adopted 
the principles of Liberation Theology, have 
capitalized on [Vatican II's] ambiguity with 
consummate skill. Though many and varied have 
been the uses made of, and the abuses inflicted 
upon, these documents the mind of the Council 
bishops who voted them as approved, the liberation 
theologians have concentrated in particular on 
three themes to be found in the Council documents: 
the definition of the Church; the meaning of "the 
people of God"; and the role and function of 
bishops in the Church. By means of these three 
themes—and the frequent use of truncated texts 
and quotations--the new theologians have been able 
to justify three radical departures from normative 
Roman Catholicism. (1987, 322) 

Regardless of whether liberation theologians derived these 

themes in an orthodox manner or not, Martin is correct in 

pointing to the importance of these concepts in 

understanding how Liberation Theology relates Gospel themes 

to emergent social movements attempting to transform the 

dehumanizing environments in which they live. 

First, the definition of the Church is altered in order 

to become more inclusive. Leonardo Boff argues: 

Catholicism implies...an acceptance of 
heterogeneous elements and their subsequent 
integration within the criteria of a specifically 
Catholic ethos. Catholicity as the synonym of 
universality is only possible and attainable 
through the process of syncretism from which 
catholicity itself results. 

This question has become very real ever since 
the Second Vatican Council, given the Church's 
openness to other religions and the extraordinary 
value placed on culture. This is not simply a 
religious or cultural ecumenism but rather an 
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invitation to allow the Gospel to penetrate areas 
that until now have been left apart from or 
outside of it. (1986, 89) 

The "syncretism" or "openness" towards heretofore un-

mined sources is extended beyond the pale of Christianity 

itself. Pottenger notes: 

...the Council repudiated the position of 
atheists who fight against religion and its power 
of spiritual liberation. But it also chastised 
Christians as partly responsible for the growth of 
atheism in the world, and urged them to engage in 
dialogue with atheists, stressing the importance 
of believers and non-believers working together to 
improve social conditions. (1989, 14) 

The second theme, "the People of God," is similarly 

expanded and given new meaning. The new understanding is 

evocative of the early or primitive Christian church, before 

the period of ascendancy in the political realm, where the 

subjects of evangelization were from a distinct level in 

society. The people of God, as understood by Liberation 

Theology, are the poor, the oppressed, and the powerless in 

society. In other words, in the beginning, Christianity 

found fertile ground among the "have nots" of the ancient 

world. Before its ascendancy towards official recognition 

by the state, Christianity had been founded in individual 

communities. 

From this vantage point the third important theme, that 

of the role and function of the bishops, can be seen as more 

focused or local in nature. In effect, then, the goal of 

Liberation Theology is to re-assert the primacy of the local 
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vis-a-vis the centralized church in Rome. Much of the 

authority of the Council itself, to Liberation Theologians, 

was derived from the participatory nature of its meetings. 

According to Hennelly, 

This was the awareness, gradually and painfully 
emerging into consciousness, that for centuries it 
[the Latin American Church] had been a "mirror" 
church, reflecting the experience, pastoral 
approaches, and theological works of Europe and to 
a lesser extent of the United States. In the 
1950s it took the first important steps on a new 
and unexplored path, a path leading to the 
formation of a "source" church—that is, one that 
drew its inspiration and sustenance from its own 
historical and cultural experience. . .. (1990, 2) 

This new awareness would come together later on—in the 

1970s—as the Theology of Liberation; however, long before 

Gustavo Gutierrez began using the concept, its source as a 

consciousness of difference had already emerged. 

The impact of Vatican II as a leavening agent in the 

formation of a theology of liberation was decisive in 

providing the impetus for re-evaluating and modifying 

traditions while at the same time asserting fidelity and 

obedience to the church. As Berryman observes. 

Far more important than any of its particular 
decisions was the fact that the council led Latin 
American Catholics to take a much more critical 
look at their own church and their own society. 
Not only did they seek to adopt the council to 
Latin America—they began to ask Latin American 
questions. (1987, 17) 

The tentative responses to these questions are 

contained in documents produced by meetings of the Latin 
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American Bishop's Conferences in Medellin, Colombia, and 

Puebla, Mexico, two important events in the development of 

the liberation perspective. 

CELAM 

The Latin American Bishop's Conference (Consejo 

Episcopal Latinoamericano: CELAM) met for the second time in 

Medellin, Colombia, in 1968.-'- According to Berryman: 

In August 1968 about 130 Catholic Bishops 
(representing more than 600 in Latin America) met 
in Medellin, Colombia, for the task of applying 
Vatican II to Latin America. It was the high-
water mark of worldwide upheaval of the 1960's. 
Students had occupied universities throughout the 
United States, and Chicago police had beaten 
protesters at the Democratic convention; striking 
factory workers had linked up with students in the 
Paris May, momentarily seeming to threaten the 
prevailing order; the Soviet Union had invaded 
Czechoslovakia and ended the "Prague Spring"; 
Mexican police had fired on demonstrators at the 
Plaza of Tlatelolco, killing an estimated four 
hundred. Pope Paul VI's 1967 reaffirmation of the 
church's ban on contraception, contrary to the 
recommendation of an expert commission he himself 
had appointed, had accelerated a growing authority 
crisis within the Catholic church itself. (1987, 
22) 

Occurring in an era, as described above, in which social 

unrest and discontent characterized many nations of the 

world, it is not quite as surprising that a meeting of 

churchmen, who would seem to be the last to become 

progressive in normal times, would assume the role of social 
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and political lightening rods by facing the region's 

problems head on and calling for radical reform. 

The Medellin conference would prove to be pivotal, for 

it was at this meeting that much of what was to become the 

agenda for Liberation Theology was laid before church 

leaders for their consideration and eventual recognition. 

According to Pottenger: 

At this meeting, the bishops of Latin America 
came together for the express purpose of 
considering the meaning of the religious reforms 
and considerations of the Second Vatican Council 
(1962-65) with regard to the modern world, and how 
best to apply them to the social conditions in 
Latin America. With several official 
proclamations, the Council had formally opened the 
Catholic church to various themes of modernity, 
including popular, if limited, participation in 
the liturgy, engagement in social activism on 
behalf of the poor, and the use of contemporary 
social science to enhance religious effectiveness. 
(1989, 14) 

The growing concern over social injustice in Latin 

America had led many of the theologians to re-evaluate the 

meanings of "development" and "progress" in light of the 

growing enmiseration of their respective nations. For the 

first time, the Conference began employing the concept of 

"liberation" in a socio-political as well as a theological 

sense. The Conference noted: 

Latin America is obviously under the sign of 
transformation 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. 
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This indicates that we are on the threshold of 

a new epoch in the history of Latin America. It 
appears to be a time of zeal for full 
emancipation, of liberation from every form of 
servitude, of personal maturity and of collective 
integration. (Hennelly 1990, 95) 

In fact, the concept of a "theology of liberation" had 

been born only a few months before the Conference in the 

tiny fishing village of Chimbote, Peru (Gutierrez 1988, 

xviii). One of the advisors at the Conference was a 

Peruvian priest named Gustavo Gutierrez who had, only months 

before, used the concept in a talk given in the fishing 

port. As Pottenger notes. 

While Liberation Theology, then, was not the 
creation of the CELAM meeting in Medellin, the 
expression of liberation themes and concerns in 
the final documents of the proceedings took 
Liberation Theology a great distance in its quest 
for theological legitimacy, social acceptance, and 
political impact. (1989, 15) 

In essence, then, what the meeting in Medellin 

accomplished was to define what would become known as the 

parameters of the emergent theology of liberation. The 

bishops produced a set of documents which denounced 

"institutionalized violence," expanding the traditional 

notion of sin as an individual experience and applying it to 

social and political practices that repressed legitimate 

appeals for change. The goals of education were expanded to 

include enabling people to become agents of their own 

advancement. They offered a more favorable perception of 

revolutionary movements and calls for defending human 
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rights, especially those of the poor and oppressed. 

Consciousness-raising (in Spanish, concientizacion) the 

formation of Christian Base Communities (in Spanish, 

Communidades de Base). and the use of the term "liberation" 

itself were utilized in conjunction with criticism of 

progress to define alternative and more genuine modes of 

development. Each of these topics will be covered in the 

course of this study; however, what is important about the 

meeting in Medellin is that for the first time all of the 

elements that had only been discussed piecemeal and 

intermittently up until the Conference were considered 

together. Harvey Cox states: 

It was there that the Latin American bishops 
spoke openly about "the international imperialism 
of money" and where they commended the base 
community movements for their work among the poor 
and the marginal people of their countries. But 
most importantly it was there that the bishops 
coined the phrase that has become the In Hoc 
Signes of Liberation Theology when they declared 
that the Church should have a "preferential option 
for the poor." (1987,21) 

Accordingly, it is legitimate to see the Conference's 

documents, together, as the "Magna Carta" of Liberation 

Theology (Berryman 1987, 22) . 

After the Conference, a growing number of Latin 

American theologians drew inspiration from its documents to 

expand their positions, and a few produced book length 

expositions of the new theology of liberation (Gutierrez, 

1988; Assman 1976; Dussel 1978). According to Pottenger, 
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As they interpreted the Scriptures and their 
own Christian intellectual tradition and with the 
formal encouragement of the CELAM proceedings at 
Medellin, liberation theologians confidently 
argued that the poor and oppressed of this world 
need not wait until the next for improvements in 
their spiritual conditions. They maintained that 
religious and scriptural accounts of God's 
dealings with humanity argue that justice must be 
sought in temporal conditions as well. Such 
teachings, they concluded, encourage the 
religiously sensitive individual to become active 
in the political life of the community to give 
deeper meaning to Christian values. (1989, 20) 

With the agenda defined, these theologians, and others began 

a process of working out the implications of the new 

direction the church was beginning to chart in Latin 

America. 

Along with this new emphasis on commitment to social 

change came recognition of the immensity of the challenge 

facing the progressives: first, the problem of relating the 

church to the environment; second, the problem of 

reconciling religious faith with political ideology; and 

third, how to assess the human cost of committing the church 

to social transformation (Pottenger 1989, 20). The 

assessment of these costs precipitated a confrontation with 

the prevalence of revolutionary violence. To some, the 

Conference's denunciation of institutionalized violence, 

"...opened the way to justifying counterviolence—violent 

acts intended to undo the inherent, institutionalized 

violence of the established order, replacing the old order 
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with a more just society" (Levine 1981, 39). In fact, some 

theologians went so far as to develop a "theology of 

revolution" and to participate actively in revolutionary 

movements (Pottenger 1989, 21). 

As might be expected, these activities did not go 

unnoticed. The forces of reaction were building momentum at 

the same time as the progressives were defining their 

positions and goals. The showdown, at least in an ecclesial 

sense, would occur at the meeting in Pueblo, Mexico, of the 

Third Conference of the Latin American Bishops. This 

meeting of CELAM was originally scheduled to meet on the 

tenth anniversary of the prior meeting in Medellin. The 

adversaries of Liberation Theology, headed by Bishop Lopez 

Trujillo, Secretary General of the Conference, and 

comprising many conservative theologians and Vatican 

officials, intended to take advantage of the opportunity the 

Conference offered to undermine Liberation Theology and the 

pastoral activities to which it gave birth. According to 

Berryman: 

The Puebla meeting may be seen as a clash 
between three mind-sets among the bishops. On one 
side were conservatives who stressed hierarchical 
authority and doctrinal orthodoxy and were 
consciously combating Liberation Theology for what 
they saw as its Marxism. At the other extreme was 
a group that might be called liberationists, whose 
stress was on base communities and who insisted 
that the church must take on a style of life in 
keeping with its role of service....The largest 
group might be called centrist and most concerned 
with church unity. (1987, 103-04) 
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Due to the divisiveness of the factions, the final 

document was a victory for no one side, nor a defeat. 

Without doubt the most important contribution of the 

Conference towards the program of Liberation Theology was in 

reaffirming and expanding the concept of an ecclesial 

"preferential option for the poor" (Volkomener 1979, 71-75). 

The central idea of the option, stated at the beginning of a 

chapter devoted to its exposition, is this: "The need for a 

conversion of the entire Church to a preferential option for 

the poor with a view to their full liberation" (Volkomener 

1979, 71) . This statement, which expresses the intent of 

the "preferential option" suffers the same fate as the 

document in general (mainly inconclusiveness); yet from 1979 

to the present it has come to represent the focus of the 

growing debate over the real motivations and goals of 

Liberation Theology. Liberation theologians explain the 

option in a variety of ways, in many cases referring to a 

particular passage from the New Testament to justify their 

prescriptions. 

Signs of the Times 

In theology, discerning the "signs of the times" is 

akin to the philosophical study of the Zeitgeist. In the 

Gospel of Matthew (16:2-3) Jesus says: 

When it is evening, you say, "It will be fair 
weather; for the sky is red." And in the morning. 
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"It will be stormy today, for the sky is red and 
threatening." You know how to interpret the 
appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret 
the signs of the times. 

This is the Scriptural basis for the theological inquiry 

into contemporary social development, history, and politics. 

Many progressives feel that traditionalists have mis-read 

the "signs of the times," and that this has become a major 

obstacle to the church in the modern world. In Latin 

America, as in much of the Third World today, the primary 

concern of most movements aimed at transforming the status 

quo is the equivocal nature of economic, social, and 

political development. In seeking to understand why 

development has had such unexpected and asymmetrical 

impacts. Christians have had to delve into the meaning of 

the Gospels as they apply in similar environments. There is 

great concern among a significant number of believers in 

these nations that what history shows, and what 

attitudessuch as the one that led to the condemnation of 

Modernism at the turn of the century portray, is a 

shortsightedness that could possibly sentence the church to 

increasing irrelevancy and eventual disappearance. At 

Puebla, the bishops announced: 

Since Medellin, the Church, with the firmness 
of her mission yet loyally open to dialogue, has 
examined the signs of the times and is generously 
disposed to contribute to the construction of a 
new society which is more just and fraternal, and 
which is the crying demand of our peoples....we 
prepare ourselves to bring our message, with hope 
and strength; the message of the salvation of the 
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Gospel, to all men, but with a preference for the 
most poor and forgotten. (Volkomener 1979, 3) 

As we will see, the traditional theological concept of 

salvation will increasingly assume new, more worldly 

.on 

Theology the concept of liberation assumes the same place as 

salvation in much of the theology's discourse. 

salvation wiii increasingly assume new, more woriaiy 

connotations and, in fact, in the scheme of Liberati( 

Encountering Liberation 

By virtually all accounts, the papacy of John XXIII 

marked a watershed in the Roman Catholic Church's battle 

against modernism. In his encyclical. Mater et Magistra, 

issued in 1961, concerning Christianity and social progress, 

the pope proclaims: 

Mother and Teacher of all nations—such is the 
Catholic Church in the mind of her Founder, Jesus 
Christ; to hold the world in an embrace of love, 
that men, in every age, should find in her their 
own completeness in a higher order of living, and 
their ultimate salvation. She is "the pillar and 
ground of the truth." To her was entrusted by her 
holy Founder the twofold task of giving life to 
her children and of teaching them and guiding 
them—both as individuals and as nations—with 
maternal care. Great is their dignity, a dignity 
which she has always guarded most zealously and 
held in highest esteem. (Ihm 1981, 59) 

The concern about a "higher order of living," and the 

greatness of human dignity finds a surprising expression in 

Section IV of the encyclical, entitled "The Rebuilding of a 

Social Order," which is worth quoting at length: 



67 
After all this scientific and technical 

progress, and even because of it, the problem 
remains: how to build up a new order of society 
based on a more balanced human relationship 
between political communities on a national and 
international level?... 

The most fundamental modern error is that of 
imagining that man's natural sense of religion is 
nothing more than the outcome of feeling and 
fantasy, to be eradicated from his soul as an 
anachronism and an obstacle to human progress.... 

Let men make all the technical and economic 
progress they can, there will be no peace or 
justice in the world until they return to a sense 
of their dignity as creatures and sons of God.... 

[The Catholic Church's social teaching] rests 
on one basic principle: individual human beings 
are the foundation, the cause and the end of every 
social institution.... 

On this principle, which guarantees the sacred 
dignity of the individual, the Church constructs 
her social teaching.... 

But today, more than ever, it is essential that 
this doctrine be known, assimilated, and put into 
effect in the form and manner that the different 
situations allow and demand. It is a difficult 
task indeed, yet a most noble one. To the 
performance of it We call, not only Our own sons 
and brothers scattered throughout the world, but 
also men of goodwill everywhere. (Ihm 1981, 82-3) 

The vision of the church and society that emerges from 

Mater et Magistra is one in which the church has come to 

Fgrips with the problems facing the modern world and calls 

for a creative response to these problems. In other words, 

for the first time since the modern era began, the church 

initiated a new openness, an attitude towards the world in 

which it was eager, indeed obligated, creatively to confront 

and actively to participate in. Also, the document 

recognizes the different environments and responses to 

modernity that a realistic discernment reveals. For better 
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or for worse, as progressives and critics, respectively, 

might believe, the Pope seems intent in this encyclical on 

confronting the modern world on its own terms. He evidently 

felt, and progressives still feel, that the church cannot go 

on ignoring the signs of the times. 

By the time 1963 rolled around, with the Vatican II in 

progress, the Pope issued his encyclical Pacem in Terris, 

concerning "establishing universal peace in truth, justice, 

charity, and liberty" (Ihm 1981, 106). Section I (108-112) 

entitled, "Order Between Men," begins with the statement: 

Any well-regulated and productive association 
of men in society demands the acceptance of one 
fundamental principle: that each individual man is 
truly a person. His is a nature, that is, endowed 
with intelligence and free will. As such he has 
rights and duties, which together flow as a direct 
consequence from his nature. These rights and 
duties are universal, and therefore inalienable. 
(Ihm 1981, 108) 

Compared to the Preamble of the Declaration of 

Independence, this statement is revealing. It expresses, in 

so many words, acceptance of the fact and existence of 

modern assumptions of the Enlightenment and democratic 

revolutions. The enumerated rights and duties are the right 

to life, respect, worship according to conscience, to 

profess religion publicly and privately, to choose the kind 

of life one wishes to lead, to work, to meet together and 

form associations with one's fellows, freedom of movement 
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and residence, to political participation, and an 

entitlement to have these rights respected. 

Moreover, the encyclical goes on to discus and 

emphasize more fully the duties these rights entail. These 

include the creation of a civic order in which rights and 

duties are respected, and the duty to act responsibly, to 

respect spiritual values, and to treat in a just manner 

workers, women, and other classes which have been 

historically treated as inferiors, and to respect the equal 

dignity of all human beings. In Section V, entitled 

"Pastoral Exhortations," the Pope states; 

...We exhort Our sons to take an active part in 
public life, and to work together for the benefit 
of the whole human race, as well as for their own 
political communities. It is vitally necessary 
for them to endeavor, in the light of Christian 
faith, and with love as their guide, to ensure 
that every institution, whether economic, social, 
cultural, or political, but such as not to 
obstruct but rather to facilitate man's self-
betterment, both in the natural and the 
supernatural order. (Ihm 1981, 123) 

These encyclicals are perhaps two of the best examples 

of an attitude that is the polar opposite of the attitude 

expressed by the Holy See in the papal decree, Lamentabili, 

and the encyclical, Pascendi, discussed earlier. Mater et 

Magistra and Pacem in Terris, along with the documents of 

Vatican II and subsequent papal decrees and encyclicals, 

portray a vision of the church actively and creatively 
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involved in the world, a church that opposes alternatives to 

purely secular modernism. 

Another encyclical. Pope Paul VI's Populorum Progressio 

("On the Development of Peoples," Ihm 1981, 184), issued in 

March, 1967, promotes a deeper confrontation with modernity 

by addressing the problems relating specifically to the less 

developed nations of the world: 

The hungry nations of the world cry out to the 
peoples blessed with abundance. And the Church, 
cut to the quick by this cry, asks each and every 
man to hear his brother's plea and answer it 
lovingly. (Ihm 1981, 184) 

Accordingly, the Pope speaks of "authentic development" as 

the solution to many of the problems facing the Third World: 

The development We speak of here cannot be 
restricted to economic growth alone. To be 
authentic, it must be well rounded; it must foster 
the development of each man and of the whole man. 
As an eminent specialist on this question [L.J. 
Lebret, O.P] has rightly said: "We cannot allow 
economics to be separated from the civilization 
which it takes place. What counts for us is man— 
each individual man, each human group, and 
humanity as a whole." (Ihm 1981, 185-6) 

Therefore, 

...[the] harmonious integration of our human 
nature, carried through by personal effort and 
responsible activity, is destined for a higher 
state of perfection. United with the life-giving 
Christ, man's life is newly enhanced; it acquires 
a transcendent humanism, one which will enable our 
contemporaries to enjoy the higher values of love 
and friendship, of prayer and contemplation, and 
thus find themselves. This is what will guarantee 
man's authentic development—his transition from 
less than human conditions to truly human ones. 
(Ihm 1981, 186) 
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Authentic humanism, then, can be seen as the most 

profound contribution of the progressive movement within the 

church, represented by these encyclicals, Vatican II, and 

the new openness of the church to the world. The prime 

motivations of the progressive movement, not to be overcome 

in the confrontation with modernism and doomed by the course 

of history to irrelevance, were are an inspiration to those, 

especially liberation theologians, whose faith compels them 

to confront the challenges to their beliefs in the everyday 

world. According to many progressives like Penny Lernoux: 

Nearly twenty-five years after the Second 
Vatican Council...the Catholic Church has changed 
radically in many parts of the world. No longer 
identified with the rich and powerful, it has 
become a force for democracy, justice, and peace. 
The reforms spawned by Vatican II have not gone 
unchallenged, however. Since 1978, when John Paul 
II became pope, a counter reformation, known as 
the Restoration, has been in progress. Were it to 
succeed, Catholicism would revert to the 
narrowness and authoritarianism of the pre-Vatican 
II church. (1989,1) 

As Lernoux indicates, the environment in which the 

progressive reforms has the most relevance today are 

environments in which there is an absence of democracy, 

justice, and peace. In an environment in which the majority 

of human beings live in conditions that are devoid of the 

possibility of living an authentically human existence, the 

Gospel message is likely to be stated in different terms: 

The historical process in which Latin America 
has been involved, and the experiences of many 
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Christians in this process, led Liberation 
Theology to speak of salvation in Christ in terms 
of liberation. (Gutierrez 1988, xxxvii) 

Following Vatican II, 

The nominally disparate concerns of social 
issues and religious values became integrated into 
the more complex frameworks of theologies of 
liberation as opposed to the more narrow focus on 
revolution of the earlier radical theologies. 
(Pottenger 1989, 21) 

What in fact developed through the process of 

describing the goal of integral liberation, was an emphasis 

on the political sphere, which lead to some of Liberation 

Theology's unique and creative contributions. By developing 

a specifically theological response to political problems 

such as poverty, institutionalized violence, and human 

liberation. Liberation Theology laid "...the foundation for 

the development of a genuine theory of politics" (Pottenger 

1989, 21). In addition, "through engagement in social 

criticism and political activism—that is the enterprise of 

political theory—that Liberation Theology may offer 

potential contributions for dismantling the modern dichotomy 

between facts and values" (22). 

Solidarity and Prophetic Denunciation 

According to Liberation Theology the signs of the times 

point to a humanity that is bifurcated into "haves" and 

"have-nots." The efforts of the "have-nots", or the 

majority of the inhabitants of the Third World (specifically 
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Latin America) , have both spiritual and material 

connotations; therefore, theology in this environment cannot 

limit itself exclusively to spiritual aspects of human 

development. However, at the same time, theology must not 

become fully bound up in material concerns, loosing sight of 

its historical mission, and possibly finding itself the 

handmaiden of ideological movements which could, in the end, 

pervert theology's historical mission. In the words of 

Gustavo Gutierrez: 

It has been a concern of the theology of 
liberation from the very beginning to reject, on 
the one hand, a disincarnate spiritualism that 
emphasizes the religious side of a people without 
attending to the material conditions in which they 
live, and, on the other, a political activity that 
sets aside until later the requirements and 
possibilities of the Christian faith, on the 
grounds that economic and social problems are more 
urgent. (1990b, 9) 

We return, then, to the conundrum posed at the outset 

of this chapter and contained in the quote by Boff and Boff: 

"How [to] be Christians in a world of destitution and 

injustice?" This question is important for theology, as it 

signifies not only theological responses to the modern 

milieu, but more specifically, to the Latin American milieu. 

Gutierrez stresses the differences in contexts of doing 

theology in a modern world: 

We must go back to certain situations in order 
to understand the differences between the two 
theologies. The principal partner in the dialogue 
of modern Western theology has been unbelievers or 
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else believers affected by unbelief and the 
criticisms of the Enlightenment. In the theology 
of liberation, on the other hand, our principal 
interlocutor has been nonpersons insofar as they 
are considered as nonpersons. 

The question that Dietrich Bonhoeffer asked in 
the first of these two contexts is: How are we to 
speak of God in a world come of age? In answering 
this question, theologians frequently fail to take 
into account that persons are the new and dominant 
subjects in the human race, and that this fact has 
given rise to a subproduct—namely, nonpersons, 
the poor of today....For, on the other side, which 
we call the underside of history, we have the 
creation of new forms of oppression. The 
oppression of human beings certainly did not begin 
with the modern period, but in that period it has 
taken on a new modality . . . . 

For this reason it would be a mistake simply 
to juxtapose these two theological perspectives 
. .. The question: How are we to tell nonpersons, 
the poor and oppressed, that God is their Father? 
has its source in the least of the human race, in 
those who until now have been regarded as absent 
in history. (1990b, 23-24) 

Non-personality, then, is the theological and material 

problem to which theology in Latin America may properly 

address itself. Liberation from the underside of history is 

the goal and demand of this theology. 

In this context, the concepts of solidarity and 

prophetic denunciation have a concrete focus. The poor, the 

oppressed, the marginalized; in short, all those who suffer 

the indignity of non-personality are the proper concern of 

theology. As Puebla puts it: 

As pastors, we make our pilgrimage through our 
history with the Latin American people, with many 
basic and common elements, but also with nuances 
and differences proper to us....[W]e situate 
ourselves within the reality of Latin American men 
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and women, a reality which expresses their hopes, 
their achievements and their frustrations. This 
faith helps us to discern how God is challenging 
us in the signs of the times; to bear witness, to 
announce and to promote gospel values of communion 
and participation; and to denounce everything 
within our society that is contrary to the Sonship 
which has its origin in God the Father and 
contrary to brotherhood in Jesus Christ. 
(Vorgrimler 1979, 3) 

Solidarity, then, in the context of Liberation Theology 

is a conversion by those not normally allied with the poor 

and oppressed. According to Gutierrez: 

All Christian life begins with a conversion. 
This means a break with personal and social sin 
and a launching out on a new path....Conversion 
means leaving one's way...and entering upon the 
way of the other, the neighbor, and especially of 
the poor in whom we encounter the Lord. (1990b, 5) 

As was mentioned earlier, the Catholic Church in Latin 

America, in the main, had allied itself with wealth and 

power. The "conversion" spoken of in Gutierrez applies to 

the church, then, as a whole, "...to live a hope filled and 

joyous faith that creates solidarity with the oppressed and 

their hopes and struggles, with a view to their complete 

liberation" (Gutierrez 1990b, 9) . 

The preferential option for the poor, however, is not 

to be an exclusive option (Vorgrimler 1979, 75) . The 

central idea in the concept is that those most in need, 

suffering, and oppression deserve the most attention. The 

scriptural basis for this option is found in Matthew (9:12): 
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"But when he heard it he said, 'Those who are ill have no 

need of a physician, but those who are sick.'" 

In addition to solidarity with the poor, theology in 

Latin America has the obligation of prophetically denouncing 

the structures through which the poor suffer. According to 

Gutierrez: 

The language of prophecy denounces the 
situation of injustice and exploitation in which 
the peoples of Latin America are living, and 
denounces as well the structural causes of this 
situation. (1990b, 16) 

In order to accomplish this. Liberation Theology makes use 

of appropriate methods of social science to assess social 

conditions with a view to understanding the situation of the 

poor. "...the theology of liberation applies social 

analysis, with the intention that it help us understand the 

concrete forms that injustice and death take in Latin 

America" (Gutierrez 1990b, 10). Structural analysis of 

social conditions in Latin America has included dependency 

theory, or neo-Marxist analysis, yet done creatively without 

loosing the central focus of theology. According to 

Gutierrez: 

Theology always makes use of one or another 
kind of rationality, although it is not identified 
with it. The rationality corresponds at any given 
moment to the cultural universe in which believers 
are living....In response to this cultural 
universe the church is constantly reformulating 
the gospel message.... (1990b, 11) 
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The borrowing of modes of analysis from the social sciences 

is not to give priority to social science over theology, but 

merely as accurately as possible to assess the environment 

in which theology is done. 

Mark Roelofs explains this phenomena: 

...liberation theologians are essentially 
Christian radicals and approach Marxism from that 
foundation. What they most represent is the 
recovery, within the general context of the 
Christian tradition, of a profound political 
radicalism. This is the basis for their almost 
paradoxical claim that they are true to 
Christianity's most ancient roots and at the same 
time constitute the "emergent church." (1988, 550) 

Rather than being Christian Marxists, Roelofs (1988, 550) 

finds them to be pre-Marxists, almost Rousseauian romantics. 

To maintain this assertion, Roelofs describes (550) two 

often conflicting traditions within Christianity. The first 

is based primarily on the Greek conception of the Godhead as 

perfect, unchanging, a pure act, without the possibility of 

action, rational and yet impersonal. On the other hand, 

there is the Jewish conception of the Godhead as a personal 

creator, immediately sovereign over nature, one who acts in 

history. These two conceptions of the deity are mutually 

contradictory. Furthermore, and more importantly here, the 

two different conceptions lead to different views of 

society: 

...it can be held...as a broad generalization 
that the cosmological, rationalist god came to be 
associated with proponents of well ordered. 
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clearly institutionalized societies The 
conservative and system-sustaining overall 
tendency was toward hierarchically defined order 
of church and state—of bishops and kings each 
sovereign in their own realms yet cooperative. 

On the other side, the personalist, 
voluntarist, vertically existentialist and 
historicist understanding of God tended as 
powerfully toward association with separatist 
sects often having politically radical 
characteristics....there was a particular focus on 
faith, on a concern for personal acceptance and 
living commitment....[and] a sustained evocation 
of a radical, wholly generous egalitarianism that 
extended from purely religious concerns deeply in 
the social, political and economic arenas. (551) 

The restoration of biblical radicalism has allowed 

liberation theologians a comprehensive view of their world 

that "...has enormous strengths and many tactical 

advantages. It is these biblical roots that have enabled 

Liberation Theology to use in creative and legitimate ways a 

wide variety of Marxist concepts" (Roelofs 1988, 551). 

This fundamental and enduring division within the 

Christian tradition provides the framework from within which 

an analysis of the challenges of Liberation Theology may be 

assessed. Each tradition has its secular analogies and 

because the concepts of order and justice both predate and 

transcend the Christian tradition, they will provide the 

crux or connection through which, it will be asserted. 

Liberation Theology may be legitimately compared to and 

analyzed from the perspective of political philosophy. In 

other words, by emphasizing justice. Liberation Theology 
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explicitly opts to enter the political realm. In so doing, 

it opens itself to theoretical analysis. 

By its radical nature, the preferential option for and 

solidarity with the poor. Liberation Theology has become a 

challenge to modern, and especially. Western theology and 

political philosophy. Conceptually, Liberation Theology 

owes much, though it seems uncomfortable admitting it, to 

the theology and political philosophy it challenges. 

However, before taking up these concerns, a brief discussion 

of some of the major contributors within the movement of 

Liberation Theology is in order. 

Liberation Theologians 

Over the last several decades since its inception. 

Liberation Theology has grown and expanded as its concerns 

became known and applied across a variety of contexts. The 

depth of interest in Liberation Theology has made it a "hot 

topic" in many circles. A current listing of publications 

concerning Liberation Theology will contain works as diverse 

as feminist Liberation Theology (Welch 1985), Jewish 

Liberation Theology (Cohn-Sherbok 1987), Palestinian 

Liberation Theology (Ateek 1989) and a host of others that 

not only cross denominational lines, but ideological as 

well. This is perhaps testimony to the attention the 
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movement has received and the attraction of its ideas; yet, 

for the purposes of the present study I intend to limit the 

works discussed to a small sampling of this ever-growing 

list of publications. 

The justification for choosing a small representative 

group rather than a broad survey of all variants of the 

movement is that much of the literature seeks to apply the 

theology's insights across a broad spectrum of environments. 

Therefore, limiting consideration to those works which 

adequately present the definitive characteristics of the 

theology is sufficient for an analytic comparison. In 

addition to this, there are several other criteria relevant 

to limiting consideration to the group which follows; first, 

the theology of liberation emerged from within the Christian 

Church. Second, it emerged from the milieu of Latin 

America. Third, though it began mainly as a response to 

developments in the Roman Catholic Church, members of 

Protestant denominations in Latin America were also affected 

and soon took up consideration of its claims. Therefore, 

the group which follows displays these characteristics. 

No analysis of Liberation Theology could proceed without 

encountering the works of the Peruvian priest Gustavo 

Gutierrez. He will be the central focus of the present 

work. His seminal work, A Theology of Liberation (1988) 

[originally published in 1973], began to articulate many of 
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the concerns of a growing number of theologians and 

Christian intellectuals in Latin America. Rejecting 

scholastic theology, which seeks to reconcile faith and 

reason, Gutierrez was motivated instead by Augustine's 

emphasis on history as process: the evolution of God's 

interaction with humanity. Accordingly, Gutierrez believes 

that the fundamental task of theology is not to convince 

persons of the verity of religious truth, but instead to 

liberate the oppressed from their slavery. An example of 

this focus is his critique of development in which he 

denounces economic development models because they 

perpetuate slavery and do not promote the dignity of 

persons. 

Throughout his subsequent publications including 

several books and many articles, Gutierrez' thought centers 

on the suffering of the oppressed. Gutierrez is inspired by 

the Biblical paradigm of Exodus in his attempt to work out a 

theology that is definitely oriented towards the world. His 

early works made use of insights gleaned from the social 

sciences (especially critical theory), however, in his later 

works he has returned to Biblical exegesis to guide his 

politics. According to Ferm: 

Gutierrez is a person of many dimensions— 
priest, prophet, teacher, political analyst, 
spiritual leader. But most of all he is a simple 
man of God seeking in his own way to listen to and 
answer the cries of the poor and powerless. They 
are the ones who receive his undivided attention. 
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Their dignity and humanity are his greatest 
concern. (1986, 22) 

The Uruguayan Jesuit, Juan Luis Segundo, takes a 

different tack in his political theology, but still stresses 

many of the same themes as Gutierrez. Influenced by the 

controversial French Jesuit, Teilhard de Chardin, Segundo 

also views spirituality as evolutionary in nature. He 

differs from most liberation theologians in his ambivalence 

concerning membership in the church, feeling that the church 

of the future will be composed of a "heroic" minority rather 

than a popular majority; but this minority will, in turn, be 

the agent of progress for all. 

In an essay, "Two Theologies of Liberation" (Hennelly 

1990, 353-66), Segundo discusses the earlier roots of 

Liberation Theology as a movement aimed primarily at the 

middle class instead of the poor. It was only later, in 

reaction to mass support of populist leaders such as Juan 

Peron in Argentina, that Liberation Theology changed course 

in the 1970s and became more mass oriented. In their 

disillusion with the status quo, many intellectuals became 

"converted" to the cause of the oppressed and began 

describing themselves as "organic intellectuals," which most 

liberation theologians claim to be. As they became 

radicalized, these intellectuals began to explore the 

ideological foundations of the church, especially those non-

Christian elements used to justify traditional society. 
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Segundo maintains that Marxist analysis was not essential 

towards exposing these elements, and that the flirtation 

with Marxism has been counter-productive for Liberation 

Theology. Instead, he utilizes the theological concept of 

idolatry to accomplish the same ends. False gods (idols) 

have become a major theme of Liberation Theology, and it is 

through their discovery and exposure that the church not 

only redeems itself but lays the foundation for community 

with non believers. According to Ferm: 

Segundo draws attention to the fact that 
Christians and atheists have much more in common 
than most Christians realize, because more often 
than not the atheist is rejecting an outmoded view 
of God that Christians too should reject. (1986, 
24) 

Leonardo Boff, a Brazilian and, until recently, a 

Franciscan priest, is probably one of the most easily 

recognizable (or infamous, as the case may be) of liberation 

theologians. He has received world-wide attention when he 

was called to Rome to defend his work. Church: Charism and 

Power (1986), in which he, among many other allegations, 

asserted that their was very little difference in form and 

function between the Vatican and the Communist Party of the 

USSR. For his criticism of the hierarchy in Rome Boff was 

forbidden to publish without permission from his superiors, 

which eventually culminated in his quitting the Franciscan 
2 

Order and the Roman Catholic Church. 
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Before all this occurred, Boff had published 

extensively on liberation themes, sometimes with his brother 

Clodovis, also a priest, and was mostly known for developing 

a christology based on the liberative aspect of the 

crucifixion. In Jesus Christ Liberator: A Critical 

Christology for Our Times (1978), he favors the view that 

human needs and freedom outweigh the dogma and structure of 

modern christology. His political theology is future-

oriented with the oppressed liberating themselves into a 

more human environment. This means participating in an open 

dialogue with the world, stressing the social dimension of 

the liberation of Christ, and right action (orthopraxis) 

over right belief (orthodoxy). Boff is one of the leading 

proponents of the human dimension of salvation history and. 

According to Ferm: 

...Boff [asserts], Jesus' intention was not to 
establish a new church, but to make clear the 
dominant qualities of a fully human being.... 

...a christology for Latin America comes down 
firmly on the side of the poor and downtrodden. 
To follow Christ in Latin America is to seek to 
change the existing social structures that support 
poverty and oppression.... (1986, 30) 

Hugo Assman, a Brazilian by birth has been ostracized 

and exiled from many countries in Latin America for his 

radical political theology. His major work. Theology for a 

Nomad Church (1976) is a excellent synthesis of liberation 

themes since Medellin. A major preoccupation of his has 

been to distinguish between Liberation Theology and other 
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major branches of theology, especially those with origins in 

Europe. He goes to great pains to accomplish this, mostly 

faulting European theology for not adequately incorporating 

the need to join the poor in their fight to end oppression. 

He speaks of the "epistemological privilege" of the poor as 

being more open to the liberative aspects of the Gospels 

than other classes in society. 

Assman's work is a celebration of the religiosity of 

the poor. Like others, he believes that theological 

methodology is the key to open the window to a more just 

world. He thus utilizes Marxism, though not without 

reservations and qualifications, to analyze social 

structures and to uncover the foundation of oppression and. 

poverty. According to Ferm: 

For Assman, as for all Latin American 
liberation theologians, truth is found not in the 
realm of ideas, but in the realm of action. The 
criterion for an authentic theology is whether it 
reflects de facto historical praxis—there is no 
point in understanding a world of poverty and 
oppression unless one is also willing and prepared 
to change it. (1986, 33) 

Jon Sobrino, born and educated in Spain, is the only 

non-native Latin American to be included in this group of 

liberation theologians; however, he is a resident of El 

Salvador and has contributed extensively towards defending 

liberation themes. Like Leonardo Boff, Sobrino draws 

parallels between the environment in Latin America and the 

setting for the life of Christ in the New Testament. 



86 

Developing the concept of an "underside of history," he 

constructs a christology from the perspective of the 

oppressed in their concrete historical environment. 

Sobrino, like many other liberation theologians, goes 

to great lengths to differentiate Latin American theology 

from its European counterparts. He contrasts European 

theologians' reliance on the thought of Kant, which sought 

to free the mind from divine authority in order to 

understand reality, with that of Marx who sought to free 

persons from unjust oppression in order to change reality. 

Sobrino firmly favors the latter's approach and believers it 

is more relevant to Latin America. According to Ferm: 

...to bear witness to God in Christ is to 
affirm a life of justice and liberation. This 
affirmation must include in particular the 
economic, social, and political dimensions--in 
Sobrino's phrase, "the ongoing humanization of the 
human realm." This coalescence of "humanization 
and Christianization" continues as a major theme 
in Sobrino's writings.... If the church fails to 
lead in this process of humanization, it fails 
Christ. (1986, 43) 

Enrique Dussel, an Argentine and church historian, has 

written A History of the Church in Latin America: 

Colonialism to Liberation (1981), what many consider to be 

one of the best church histories. Highly critical of 

capitalism and opting ultimately for a form of socialism, 

Dussel also faults Marxism for failing adequately to take 

into account the Other. 
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In his most recent work. Philosophy of Liberation 

(1985), Dussel elaborates and expands the concept of 

otherness. This unknown, sometimes explicitly ignored, 

alternative awareness emerges from the oppressed. It is 

barbaric in the sense that it is outside of the mainstream, 

peripheral in the sense of exteriority and non-Being, and 

non-sensual as defined by dominant philosophical logic. In 

a word, it is radically "Other." According to Ferm: 

Dussel believes that the universalization of 
the particular is idolatrous, for it amounts to a 
denial of the Other. Acceptance of the Other 
relativizes all particular systems. To be sure, 
theology must be historically grounded, but we 
must beware of absolutizing the finite, whether it 
be in Europe or Latin America. (1986, 46) 

Jose Miguez Bonino, the only Protestant theologian in 

this group, has contributed to liberation themes a 

perspective that is supportive and yet qualified. He 

explores the relationship between religion and politics in 

his major work. Doing Theology in a Revolutionary Situation 

(1975), and like others, concludes that a new political 

theology must emerge from the oppressed themselves. As a 

majority of the oppressed. Christians engaged in 

revolutionary undertakings do so because of their faith 

rather than because of Marxist ideology. However, 

Christians may legitimately work with Marxists in creating a 

more just society. 
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Significantly, however, Miguez Bonino differs from 

other liberation theologians by asserting that there is no 

divine politics or economics. Decrying what he terms the 

radical "monism" of other liberation theologians, he 

believes that uniting Christianity with any particular 

political or economic system leads implicitly to 

immanentism.-^ This is an important distinction between 

Protestant and Catholic perspectives and, as we shall see, 

is one that other liberation theologians have become 

increasingly sensitive to. According to Ferm (1986, 41), 

"Miguez Bonino is especially important both for his concern 

to develop a Christian political ethic for Latin America and 

for his contribution to the Christian-Marxist dialogue." 

To sum up this brief history of Liberation Theology, 

then, all grapple with the main themes of the movement, and 

all of them implicitly address themselves to the three core 

concepts I have extrapolated from examining the literature. 

All of the theologians mentioned above are engaged in a 

profound debate concerning the nature of humanity, human 

dignity, and justice. Their inherent critique of modernity, 

born of frustration, impatience, and oppression is 

significant for representing as it does moral and 

humanitarian indictment of the political philosophies of 

dominant cultures. In the age of world system and socio

political transformation, such as what the former Soviet 
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Bloc nations and others are experiencing, the discipline 

more than ever before needs to confront the Other, the 

voices from the periphery, the rest of the human community. 



CHAPTER III 

GUSTAVO GUTIERREZ 

Introduction 

Of all the Liberation Theologians mentioned at the end 

of the preceding chapter, Gustavo Gutierrez best exemplifies 

the designation; by his life, work, and activities he has 

consistently concerned himself with the central themes of 

the movement. According to Leonardo Boff, 

The importance of Gustavo Gutierrez transcends 
the borders of Latin America because what he has 
created possesses a universal theological 
significance. His achievement has been to have 
helped to create a new epistemological field 
within Christian thought. Creators of an 
epistemological break—that is, of a new 
possibility of interpreting reality—are rare. In 
modern Western Philosophy such creators have 
included Decartes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Heidegger. 
In theology there have been Thomas Aquinas, 
Luther, Bultmann, Rahner. Gustavo Gutierrez has 
opened up a new and promising path for theological 
thinking. (1989, 38) 

The events and factors that motivated, and still 

motivate Gutierrez, to create a new field of theological 

inquiry are complex. As will be seen, the element 

underlying the entire process is a profound sense of crisis: 

personal, theological, social, and political. The purpose 

of this chapter is to explore each of these dimensions 

briefly and to justify the selection of Gutierrez, from the 

long list of Liberation Theologians, as the one who best 

90 
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exemplifies the movement and the one who can be most 

favorably analyzed from a Voegelinian perspective. Though 

Voegelin and Gutierrez do agree in many areas, there are 

important differences between the two and these differences 

will be explored. 

Gutierrez and Liberation Theology 

There are so many and at times such ridiculous 
myths about Latin American theology, especially 
about so-called liberation theology 
...[W]ithin what is labeled Latin American 
liberation theology, there could be and surely 
often are superficial, boastful, and excessive 
features. (Segundo 1990, 353) 

Fortunately, the origin of these myths and superficial, 

boastful, and excessive features is explainable: they are 

due to a paradox inherent in the movement from its 

beginning. Juan Luis Segundo (1990) in an important piece, 

from which the above quote was taken, discusses this paradox 

in terms of "two Theologies of Liberation." The first 

Liberation Theology was born in the universities of Latin 

America; it was an attempt to provide the foundation for a 

method of de-ideologizing theology. It was primarily 

intellectual and aimed at liberating the middle classes from 

a heritage of theological subordination to political 

control. In Segundo's words, 

...[The universities] became free to support 
any kind of political ideas, and above all to 
unmask, through all kinds of intellectual tools, 
the mystifying ideologies used by governments to 
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hide and justify the inhuman situation of the 
majority of our population. (1990, 354) 

Anyone familiar with the long history of church-state 

relations in Latin America can easily understand the goals 

of this first movement to liberate the church and its 

members from the historical domination of politics. This 

variety of Liberation Theology began many years before even 

Vatican II or the CELAM meetings spoken of in the preceding 

chapter. It responded to a contextual crisis: in Latin 

America, theology had become suborned to the interests of 

the state; as the political crisis worsened and became 

perceptually acute, intellectuals and students responded by 

creatively envisioning a solution in which theology could be 

rescued from ideology. 

Between the time in which this first Liberation 

Theology emerged and the time in which the second variety 

came to be the context changed. The second type of 

Liberation Theology to evolve emphasized a much more popular 

basis, to the extent that the masses came to dominate its 

efforts. To illustrate this change, Sobrino uses the case 

of Peronism in Argentina (1990, 358-59). When Peron first 

came to power and founded the movement known as Peronism, 

many students and most intellectuals were solidly against 

it. For understandable reasons, they were suspicious of 

this new populism and sought to fight it. In the interim 

between Peron's fall from power and his subsequent exile to 

Spain and the time of his triumphant return to power some 



93 

twenty years later, the attitudes of many students and 

intellectuals towards the movement had changed. They 

experienced a "conversion" that would lead directly to the 

second variety of Liberation Theology: 

...[T]his conversion of intellectuals and, 
hence of theologians (since the latter belong by 
definition to the former by their task, 
intellectus fidei) had its roots in a painful 
experience intellectuals often have. In Latin 
America and everywhere else, they try to think and 
create ideas for the sake of the common good. 
They sometimes speak against their own interests 
in the name of a voiceless people supposedly 
incapable of recognizing where their actual 
interest is. And finally they discover not only 
that they are not understood by the people for the 
sake of whom they have tried to think and speak, 
but also that the main stream of history cuts them 
off from popular victories. 

Conversion means, then, for many intellectuals, 
a kind of self-negation. Instead of teaching, 
they should learn. And in order to learn from 
common people, they should incorporate themselves, 
even mentally, with these common people, and give 
up the chronic suspicion among intellectuals that 
common people are always wrong. (Segundo 1990, 
359) 

In other words, the first Liberation Theology not only 

utilized the intellectual tools at its disposal to critique 

church-state relations but also to critique certain elements 

of popular religion that they knew were not only anti-

Christian, but that actually hindered liberation. In this 

change of context a new, important emphasis emerged: because 

of its "mosaic of cultures," and especially because of the 

fact that many of these cultures have pre-Colombian roots, a 

new respect for the popular sectors surfaced (Segundo 1990, 
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363-64) . Gutierrez, in fact, denies that liberation 

theology consciously changed the focus of its efforts in 

reaction to Peronism, asserting instead that in some 

approaches there are different foci (1983, 205) . 

Regardless, in his work Gutierrez continually emphasizes the 

perspective of the poor, and this emphasis pervades all of 

his works. 

As the shift occurred between the first and second 

Liberation Theologies and the subsequent "conversion" of 

Latin American intellectuals (and theologians) occurred, a 

fundamental problem remained. The problem is not new or 

unique to Latin America. It is a perennial problem that has 

dogged the history of the philosophical enterprise from the 

beginning and has been the source of much confusion and 

tragedy within this history (see Plato's Apology), The 

problem arises from the complex of communication between the 

thinker and his cultural environment. As will be seen, Eric 

Voegelin deals with this problem extensively (1987). 

In the Latin American context, the problem concerns the 

point at which a thinker ceases to criticize a subject in 

order to achieve a goal, for example, the idea of "popular 

values." For Gustavo Gutierrez and most other Liberation 

Theologians, the designation "popular" conveys an 

authenticity that other designations do not. But not all 

popular values are liberating. Many of these values have 

been shown to be "authoritarian" (Bastion 1993, 56). In 
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their quest to become "organic intellectuals," intellectuals 

committed to the popular liberation process. Liberation 

Theologians "...should live their faith by taking this 

historical task [the liberation of the poor] upon themselves 

as their own" (Gutierrez 1983, 54). Liberation Theology 

claims to be a critical reflection on praxis from the 

viewpoint of faith; and the relationship between criticism 

and commitment varies from one thinker to another. The 

intellectual challenge represented by the advent of 

"populism" per se in the twentieth century would indicate a 

need for caution and prudence. In the context of 

Liberation Theology in Latin America: 

The second liberation theology we have spoken 
about has given great importance to [indigenous 
and African values]. But perhaps it has not taken 
account of an important anthropological element of 
these cultures—namely, their monolithic 
character. They are such, partly because they are 
primitive, and partly in order to defend 
themselves better. Many efforts to "rescue 
Christian values" from values in these cultures 
which are not Christian, and especially the 
religions of these peoples, have failed because 
they have not realized that everything is bound to 
a unitary understanding of existence. It is a 
question of survival where any change (for 
example, in religion) is considered terribly 
dangerous. (Segundo 1990, 364) 

In responding to his perception of crisis, Gustavo 

Gutierrez embodies both physically, culturally, and 

cognitively the paradoxical nature of the quest of 

Liberation Theology: he is a mestizo with both European and 

Amerindian heritage; he is the product of and is focused on 
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a segment of his society that is dominated; and finally, he 

is a committed theologian steeped in the Western educational 

system. In other words, besides his extensive production 

concerning Liberation Theology, he authentically represents 

the major concerns of the movement. 

Gutierrez has published extensively, producing many 

books, articles, and other contributions. Beginning with 

his foundational work, A Theology of Liberation (1988) 

[1973], Gutierrez sets the task and rationale of the 

liberation perspective. This work is still the best 

philosophical justification of the movement and best example 

of the author's early works. As Segundo (1990, 362) notes, 

there is a marked difference between this work and 

subsequent efforts. This is due to the fact that its appeal 

is to a different audience, primary theologians, and 

subsequent works are aimed at a more popular audience. 

Gutierrez's second work. The Power of the Poor in 

History (1983) [1979], is a collection of eight selected 

texts that represent various aspects of the author's thought 

concerning the emergence of the poor in history. Though not 

of the same caliber as the previously discussed work, this 

volume does contain valuable explanations of key topics, 

such as "Theology From the Underside of History," and 

"Liberation Praxis and Christian Faith." It is, at times, 

repetitive but on the whole a valuable description of key 

elements in Liberation Theology. 
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We Drink From Our Own Wells: The Spiritual Journey of 

a People (1984) [1983] delivers on a promise made by 

Gutierrez in his first work, to develop a "spirituality" of 

liberation. This work delves into the non-material side of 

Liberation Theology, restoring the contemplative aspects to 

a theology primarily concerned with action. More 

traditionally theological than his other works. We Drink 

From Our Own Wells is perhaps Gutierrez's reply to some of 

his critics that think his theology too "worldly." However, 

there are important explorations of the relationship between 

commitment and contemplation, and Gutierrez begins to 

utilize scriptural exegesis as the foundation of the 

liberation perspective more than in his previous works. 

On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent 

(1987) [1986] studies the Book of Job, an Old Testament text 

that tells the story of an innocent man made to suffer 

torments he did not deserve. Gutierrez explores this 

Biblical text to understand the meaning of the suffering of 

the poor and the existence of good and evil in the world. 

Once again, the author offers a primarily theological work, 

but one with important contributions to the liberation 

perspective. 

The Truth Shall Make You Free: Confrontations (1990b) 

[1986] is a transcript of Gutierrez's dissertation defense 

plus essays on theology and the social sciences and truth 

and theology. This work is extremely helpful in that it 
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allows Gutierrez to defend himself and his positions against 

those of his European dissertation committee. This 

opportunity allows Gutierrez directly to rectify 

misunderstandings and false impressions some have deduced 

from his writings. 

The God of Life (1991) [1989]offers Gutierrez's 

treatment of the classic questions of theology from the 

perspective of the poor. He concludes that the love of God 

is inseparable from the love of one's neighbor and lays the 

foundations even more firmly for designating the poor as the 

locus of theological commitment. 

As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the 

key to understanding the political philosophy of Gustavo 

Gutierrez is to understand the environment of crisis that 

shaped his philosophy. His fundamental insight is that 

history is theologically significant, as are politics and 

economics; therefore, he understands liberation as a complex 

phenomenon. He discerns two major theological perspectives: 

that of the dominators and the other of the dominated; the 

expression of a theology of the oppressed signals the 

emergence in history of those who dwell in the "underside" 

of history and promotes the questioning of other aspects of 

the dominant ideology. The poor, because they are 

increasing alarmingly, as a class, in Latin American and 

other parts of the Third World, pose the greatest challenge 

facing Third World nations and ultimately the entire world. 
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In the face of this trend, Gutierrez identifies their 

struggles with the historical process that is made apparent 

by their presence. This historical process is that of 

universal human liberation and Gutierrez believes the poor 

have and will play a major role in it. However radical this 

might sound initially, a careful study reveals that his 

theology is orthodox and at the same time challenging. 

Gutierrez ultimately stays within the parameters of a 

Christian world view. If Gutierrez's theology seems radical 

and revolutionary, it is due to the environment from which 

it emerged. 

These facts, from a Voegelinian perspective, are 

critical for they provide the impetus Voegelin identified as 

the motivation for the original gnostic deformation: 

The collapse of the ancient empires of the 
East, the loss of independence for Israel and the 
Hellenic and Phoenician city-states, the 
population shifts, the deportations and 
enslavements, and the interpenetration of cultures 
reduce men who exercise no control over the 
proceedings of history to an extreme state of 
forlornness in the turmoil of the world, of 
intellectual disorientation, of material and 
spiritual insecurity. The loss of meaning that 
results from the breakdown of institutions, 
civilizations, and ethnic cohesion evokes attempts 
to regain an understanding of the meaning of human 
existence in the given conditions of the world. 
Among these efforts, which vary widely in depth of 
insight and substantive truth, are to be found: 
the Stoic reinterpretation of man (to whom the 
polls had become meaningless) as the polites 
(citizen) of the cosmos, the Polybian vision of a 
pragmatic ecumene destined to be created by Rome, 
the mystery religions, the Heliopolitan slave 
cults, Hebrew Apocalyptic, Christianity, and 



100 
Manichaeism. And in this sequence, as one of the 
most grandiose of the new formulations of the 
meaning of existence, belongs gnosticism. (1968, 
8) 

In other words, the conditions Voegelin lays out that 

tempt a thinker into a gnostic derailment are apparent in 

the environment of Latin America. Therefore it is important 

to consider Liberation Theology and the works of Gutierrez 

as an outstanding proponent of this theology from a 

Voegelinian perspective. I will argue that Gutierrez avoids 

this temptation and remains within the classical/Christian 

ambient. I will, now, discuss Gutierrez's background in 

order to show how the themes of imperialism, poverty, and 

theology come together in his personal history. 

Gutierrez's Background 

Gustavo Gutierrez Merino was born June 8, 1928 in the 

Montserrat Barrio of the city of Lima, Peru (Brown 1990, 

22) . His parents were meztizos, and the language of their 

household was "the language of the ancient Inca empire" 

(Betto 1989, 33) . Being a mestizo, part Hispanic and part 

Indian, he was thus born to the part of Peruvian society 

that suffered both discrimination and hostility. An early 

childhood bout with osteomyelitis left him permanently 

crippled, but also with an interest in medicine and 

psychology (Brown 1990, 24) . 

He later pursued these interests at the University of 

San Marcos. However, after several years he decided to drop 
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his study of medicine in favor of being priest and changed 

his course of study to philosophy. His continued interest 

in psychology was apparent in his thesis for a master's 

degree in philosophy and psychology (1955) from the Catholic 

University of Louvain, Belgium, entitled "The Psychic 

Conflict in Freud." In 1959, while serving on the 

theological faculty of the University of Lyons, France, he 

received a second master's degree, producing a thesis on 

"Religious Liberty." Finally, Gutierrez was granted a 

doctorate in theology in 1986 after defending the corpus of 

his writings (Brown 1990, 22). His academic teaching 

positions have included the Catholic Pontifical University 

(Lima, Peru), Union Theological Seminary (New York), Pacific 

School of Religion (Berkeley, California) and many other 

positions (Brown 1990, 23). From humble origins a poor 

barrio in Lima, Gutierrez has come a long way. 

The priesthood for Gutierrez has not been, as it has 

for some Latin Americans, a means of social mobility to 

escape one's roots in poverty and discrimination. Since 

being ordained a priest in 1959, Gutierrez has served as the 

pastor of the parish of Rimac, Lima, Peru, where he grew up 

and which is still a poor and underprivileged neighborhood. 

He is presently the founder and director of the Centre 

Rartolome de las Casas (Bartholomew de las Casas Center) in 

Rimac. The Center is a neighborhood study facility in a 

slum area that also doubles as Gutierrez's home. As will 
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become apparent, Gutierrez's service to the poor and 

marginated represents the focal point of his career. 

As a theologian, Gutierrez has been an active 

participant in the life of his church, attending numerous 

conferences and meetings. He was a forceful presence at the 

meeting of CELAM in 1968 at Medellin, Colombia and has been 

an important member of EATWOT (Ecumenical Association of 

Third World Theologians). The latter association (see Brown 

1990, 159-64) has been an important platform for applying 

the insights of Liberation Theology in contexts other than 

Latin America. 

In the foregoing brief biographical sketch I have 

sought to indicate the important factors that would lead to 

an understanding of where Gutierrez came from and some 

important influences in his life. Being a mestizo, a 

product of two cultures, a Catholic priest, and a highly 

educated and well-traveled theologian, he has forged a 

unique personality, and yet at the same time, a personality 

representative of the Latin American milieu. 

In Gutierrez there exist two traditions, two modes of 

thinking, and two personalities that often conflict, and 

this conflict is fundamental to understanding the sense of 

crisis that is dominant in Gutierrez's writings and life. 

Reconciling the different aspects of his heritage has led 

Gutierrez, as it has many other Latin American Christians, 

to reflect fundamentally on the relationship between the 
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role of the church and its Latin American environment. The 

existence of a relatively rich, primarily European, and 

powerful segment of society existing alongside a poor 

remnant of a once powerful and proud majority can, and has 

in the past, motivated an investigation into the causes of 

this situation. In such an environment it is not surprising 

that an intellectual, such as Gutierrez, would question this 

course of development and seek to explain it. Having roots 

in both worlds, but strongly oriented towards the world of 

the poor majority of his society, Gutierrez has set out to 

lay the foundations for reconciling the conflicting parts of 

his heritage. Thus, the bi-cultural roots of Gutierrez's 

thought are particularly important for the present study. 

Yet, he is not the only one to depart upon such an 

enterprise; therefore, what remains to be explained are the 

major intellectual influences upon his thought and writings. 

As a Peruvian intellectual Gutierrez was exposed to a 

problem that plagued, and continues to plague, many Latin 

Americans: the relationship between native Americans, those 

who conquered them, and the two traditions' offspring, the 

meztizos. Intellectually, the problem is one of 

integration; or how to reconcile the descendants of each of 

these groups in such a way as to overcome past injustice and 

to work for a unified future. History, for its part, offers 

disturbing patterns of political, social, and economic 

imbalance, and this imbalance has primarily benefited a 
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minority. The challenge issued by history in places such as 

Peru is to respond to it and to envision a future that is 

free of these circumstances. Stephan Judd reports a meeting 

in which these themes were acknowledged: 

...at a forum organized to analyze the causes 
of the violence and to look for alternative 
solutions, some intellectuals adopted a dim view 
of the prospects for peaceful change with at least 
a modicum of social justice. According to Luis 
Pasara, Peru is essentially a fratricidal society 
that derives from one of its founding myths dating 
back to the time of the Inca empire, that of the 
brothers Ayar, which "explains why we live in an 
authoritarian society, heading toward an 
inevitable blood bath, the result of not being 
able to solve our problems in a democratic 
fashion." (1989, 66)1 

This disquieting conclusion reflects the crisis facing 

thinkers in many Latin American countries, and some have 

responded by offering an alternative with less drastic 

results. It was, and is, their hope that if change from 

this dismal environment is to be possible, then it must 

include all of the societies in question in order to forge a 

new and less fratricidal order. 

The problem of fratricide, however, is not new and was 

especially prominent following the Conquest. Bartolome de 

Las Casas, according to Charles Gibson, became the most 

outspoken critic of conquest and the treatment of Indians: 

In his earlier life Las Casas had observed, and 
had even participated in, the uncontrolled Spanish 
exploitation of native peoples in the Antilles. 
Thereafter, as an advocate of colonial reform. Las 
Casas entered the Dominican order, promoted a 
number of humanitarian projects, became bishop of 
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Chiapas in southern Mexico, and devoted himself to 
the writing of tracts condemning the cruelty of 
the conquests and the whole of Spanish behavior in 
America.... Las Casas dismissed much of the 
traditional medieval and Renaissance literature on 
relations between Christians and non-Christians in 
the assumption that American Indians constituted a 
special class of non-Christians.... As rational 
beings Indians were entitled to retain their 
properties, and the Spanish monarch was duty bound 
to return America to its rightful Indian owners. 
(1966, 40) 

It is not hard to perceive why such a man would become a 

major influence on a person with a background such as 

Gutierrez's; indeed, considering Gutierrez's bi-cultural 

heritage, it is entirely natural for him to single out Las 

Casas as worthy of emulation: 

We must recover the memory of the "scourged 
Christs of America," as Bartolome de Las Casas 
calls the Indians of our continent. This memory 
never really died. It lives on in cultural and 
religious expressions, it lives on in resistance 
to ecclesiastical apparatus. It is a memory of 
the Christ who is present in every starving, 
thirsting, imprisoned, or humiliated human being, 
in the despised minorities, in the exploited 
classes (see Matt. 25:31-45). (1983, 21) 

Las Casas is prominent in many works on Liberation 

Theology, and Gutierrez is in the process of completing a 

four-volume work on the man (Brown 1990, 2 6) . Gutierrez 

summarizes the significance of Las Casas in his writings: 

For Bartolome de Las Casas, salvation—the 
great, lifelong concern of his, the ultimate 
motive for his missionary activity—was bound up 
with the establishment of social justice. And the 
link between the two was so profound, as he saw 
it, that he was led to invert the hierarchy of 
problems traditionally posed by missionaries, on 
at least two points. 
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First, Las Casas pointed out that the 

Spaniards were placing their own salvation in 
jeopardy by their behavior toward the Indians. If 
they did not cease their degradation, spoliation, 
and exploitation of the Indians, Las Casas said, 
they would without a doubt be damned: "for it is 
impossible for anyone to be saved who does not 
observe justice." For Las Casas, the salvation of 
the "faithful," the salvation of those who claimed 
to be Christian, was more in jeopardy than that of 
the "heathen." 

Secondly, Las Casas had the prophetic depth 
to see the Indians more as poor persons, in the 
gospel sense, than as heathen. Thus in a letter 
to the emperor he says that if the Indians' 
conversion to Christianity "could not take place 
without their death and destruction, as has 
happened until now," it would be better "for them 
never to become Christians." A live heathen 
Indian, in other words, was better than a dead 
Christian Indian. This is the attitude we hear 
characterized today as a "materialistic 
viewpoint." But Las Casas thought that salvation 
in Christ had to include social justice. (1983, 
195) 

Although Las Casas failed, in the long term, appreciably to 

improve the treatment of native peoples by the Spaniards, 

the spirit of what he tried lives on in the works of 

Gutierrez and others. 

A more contemporary influence, the Peruvian sociologist 

Jose Carlos Mariategui, had a profound impact upon the 

thought of Gustavo Gutierrez: 

...[T]he search for indigenous socialist paths 
continues. In this field, the outstanding figure 
of Jose Carlos Mariatequi, despite the 
inconclusiveness of his work, continues to chart 
the course. "We certainly do not wish," he wrote 
in an often-quoted text, "for socialism in America 
to be an exact copy of other's socialism. It must 
be a heroic creation. We must bring Indo-American 
socialism to life with our own reality, our own 
language. This is a mission worthy of a new 
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generation." According to Mariatequi, Marxism is 
not "a body of principles which can be rigidly 
applied the same way in all social latitudes.... 
Marxism, in each country, for each people, works 
and acts on the situation, on the milieu, without 
overlooking any of its modalities." For 
Mariatequi as for many today in Latin America, 
historical materialism is above all "a method for 
the historical interpretation of society. All his 
work, thought, and action—although not exempt 
from understandable limitations—was characterized 
by these concerns. His socialism was creative 
because it was fashioned in loyalty. He was loyal 
to his sources, that is, to the central intuitions 
of Marx, yet was beyond all dogmatism; he was 
simultaneously loyal to a unique historical 
reality. 

However--and Mariatequi predicted this--only a 
sufficiently broad, rich, and intense 
revolutionary praxis, with the participation of 
people of different viewpoints, can create the 
conditions for fruitful theory. (1990, 56) 

Mariategui, according to Gutierrez, is important because he 

realized, at least in the case of Peru, that an effective 

political change would have to involve all of society, not 

just a privileged few (1983, 81). He also recognized the 

"religious factor" in Latin American society. Religion, if 

it is a mere reflection of the dominant ideology, may appear 

as an obstacle to the people's advancing consciousness and 

must be avoided (Gutierrez 1983, 97). Mariategui was also 

sensitive to the problem posed by the Indians of Peru 

(Gutierrez 1983, 189). Judd summarizes the thrust of 

thinkers motivated by Mariategui: 

Like Mariatequi, the sole purpose of their 
intellectual endeavor is to create a vision of a 
just society based on what is original in the 
plurality of expressions of the Peruvian 
experience. Their life project hinges on the 
wager that the marginated masses of urban and 



108 
rural poor will become the protagonists in the 
transformation of the present society and prepare 
the foundations for a new one. Clearly, Gustavo 
belongs to the latest generation of committed 
intellectuals who in the 1960s and 70s injected a 
new thrust into the Mariatequi legacy. In turn, 
he will contribute to the formation of a yet newer 
generation that in this decade has moved to the 
forefront of national life and challenged existing 
social conditions. (1989, 67) 

Particularly important for understanding Mariatequi's 

impact upon the thought of Gutierrez are the three main 

defining characteristics of his thought: first, a search for 

an indigenous socialism; second, class struggle as an 

interpretive key; and third, the unity of theory and praxis 

(Brown 1990, 27) . An "indigenous socialism" would be 

presumably more authentic since its foundations would be 

derived from the perspectives and experiences of the poor, 

reflecting more popularly based values and cultural norms. 

The creation of a national identity based on the plural 

nature of Peruvian society is the goal of this search. In 

order to "indigenize" imposed foreign models of politics, 

social patterns, etc., a synthesis is sought in which the 

empowerment of the majority of the population is preferred 

over that of elites. Gutierrez never precisely defines this 

process of "indigenation," other than to refer to the 

existence of what are know as Christian Base Communities. 

The present study will discuss these communities in Chapter 

VI. 

The combination of class struggle with the attempt to 

overcome racism and other forms of oppression are the key to 
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understanding the use of Marxist analysis as an interpretive 

tool. Much of the focus of criticism of Gutierrez's work 

has resulted from the use of critical theory in his 

writings. By the use of these concepts, however, he is 

merely referring to the reality of Latin America; as he 

says. 

Let me pass to an especially burning issue: the 
questions of class struggle. It is a question 
that elicits a whole range of emotions. That is 
why on other occasions I have referred to it as 
"social conflict." Let me clear up a first point: 
in my writings I have never regarded this 
conflict, or class struggle, as "the motive power 
of history" or as a "law of history." I have 
never used such vocabulary. (Gutierrez 1990b, 37-
38) 

The question of class struggle and other Marxist concepts 

emerge in Gutierrez's writings rather sparsely, and usually 

as comparison or analogy. The point is that in some regards 

the concerns of the two (Christians and Marxists) come 

together, for example, in a concern for the poor and 

exploited. Liberation Theology, as it appears in 

Gutierrez's work, relies on Marxist analysis no more than 

does social science in general. 

In today's social sciences there are certain 
elements that come from Marxist analysis. This 
fact, however, does not in any way justify an 
identification of the social sciences with Marxist 
analysis It follows that the appeal to the 
social sciences in the theology of liberation has 
for its primary purpose to promote a better 
understanding of the social reality of the Latin 
American people (1990b, 11-12) 
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On the other hand, one rarely encounters a liberation 

theologian who advocates consumer capitalism! The socialist 

regimes imagined by liberation theologians have a 

fundamentally different basis from those envisioned by 

materialist thinkers. Justice and freedom, theologically 

defined, are the foundation upon which a new society can be 

created. However, to reduce Liberation Theology, and the 

works of Gutierrez, to its analysis of economic, social, or 

political problems is to confuse the context of Liberation 

Theology with its content: the content is orthodox Christian 

theology, the context is an environment of gross poverty. 

With the passage of time, however, Gutierrez's reliance upon 

the writings of Marx has diminished and become somewhat less 

pronounced: 

The socio-economic dimension is very important 
but we must go beyond it. In recent years there 
has been an insistent emphasis, and rightly so, on 
the contrast between a Northern world developed 
and wealthy (whether it be capitalist or 
socialist) and a Southern world undeveloped and 
poor. This approach yields a different view of 
the world scene, one in which it is not enough to 
focus on ideological confrontations or give a 
narrow interpretation of opposition between social 
classes. It also brings out the radical 
opposition that is the setting for the 
confrontation of East and West.... 

...The economic dimension itself will take on a 
new character once we see things from the cultural 
point of view; the converse will also certainly be 
true. (Gutierrez 1988, xxiv-xxv) 
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The point is to interpret the results of social scientific 

research in light of the Gospel and from the perspective of 

the oppressed. 

The unity of theory and praxis was another concept 

"indigenized" by Mariategui and retained by Gutierrez. By 

broadening the base and content of a revolutionary praxis 

both thinkers hoped to provide the foundation for a more 

inclusive and focused theory of social transformation. From 

Gutierrez's perspective, in an environment such as Peru, 

neutrality is not possible; therefore, a commitment to one 

side or another is called for. Theory became a reflection 

of that commitment. The two must be complementary and 

congruent: to strive to build a more just social order. 

These three factors, the search for an indigenous 

socialism, class analysis, and the unity of theory and 

praxis, however, are not sufficient for inculcating an 

effective program to change society: 

Mariategui saw myth as an important vehicle for 
social revolution; the power of revolutionaries, 
he believed, resides in "faith, passion, and 
will," rather than science. When focused on earth 
rather than a distant heaven, religion has the 
power to engender change. (Brown 1990, 27) 

In Peru, as in other locales in Latin American, the 

population exhibits a strong religiosity, albeit one that 

combines various traditions and norms reflecting the mixed 

nature of its heritage. The religious synthesis among the 

various cultures that has been a hallmark of Latin American 
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history tended, in the past, to produce a complacency, if 

not outright fatalism, in the population. By re-examining 

their religious tradition in light of a commitment to the 

oppressed, social critics can remake religious norms and 

customs so as to provide the basis of revolutionary hope for 

the future. Mariategui, being a sociologist, contributed 

little more than to point out the need to accomplish this 

goal. Another important influence in Gutierrez's life, 

however, provided him with the material to accomplish this 

task. 

Jose Maria Arguedas, a Peruvian novelist born to a 

wealthy and influential family, who early on experienced a 

formative encounter with an Amerindian family, developed 

through his novels a myth of the common man that would 

resonate in Gutierrez: 

Mariategui alone could not provide all the keys 
for Gustavo's interpretation of Peruvian reality. 
To complete his understanding of the role of the 
committed Christian in the complex Andean world, 
with its potential for "creating a different kind 
of society," Gustavo discovers in the novelist 
Jose Maria Arguedas another kindred spirit worthy 
of emulation. As with Mariategui, campesinos had 
to play a major role as protagonists if Peru was 
ever to achieve the elusive goal of national 
construction and identity. (Judd 1989, 70) 

Through his fiction Arguedas was able to articulate a vision 

of the future in which the contradictions of Peruvian 

culture were resolved from "below." According to Brown 

(1990, 28), "It was Arguedas's great gift—and the source of 

his inner malaise—that he could so accurately portray the 
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world of the oppressed from the 'inside,' even though he did 

not fully dwell there." By sharing a common commitment to 

understand the world of the oppressed, Arguedas and 

Gutierrez—the former an agnostic and the latter a priest— 

were able to find common ground and eventually became 

acquaintances. Arguedas spoke of a God of hope that 

inspired Gutierrez: 

But how can we sing to God in a continent, in a 
country, of oppression and repression? This is a 
serious faith-question. 

It leads us to a kind of new covenant, one that 
God makes "with us who are here, all living today" 
(Deut. 5:3). And we rip up the treaty struck by 
history with the culture and classes that have 
dominated us. It leads us to a covenant with the 
with the poor of this world. It leads us to a new 
sort of universality. Some will feel genuine 
terror. And all of us will feel a disquiet, as we 
are deprived of our age-old securities. For this 
is a path along which—to cite Arguedas once more-
-"what we know is much less than the great hope we 
feel." (Gutierrez 1983, 22) 

Six themes from Arguedas's writings are important in 

understanding Gutierrez's motivations: "(1) mythic time, (2) 

cleansing the soul, (3) subversive memory, (4) the universal 

humanity of the poor, (5) liberative consolation, and (6) 

idolatry as complicity with oppressors" (Brown 1990, 30) . 

The role of religion and especially of a deity in Arguedas's 

view is: "'. . . [T]he God of the masters is not the same'— 

is not the God of the poor, not the God of the Bible" 

(Gutierrez 1983, 19). The God of the Bible, ". . .is God 

who 'reincorporates himself,' as Arguedas says— 
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reincorporates himself into a history that bears the mark of 

the poor, into the popular struggles for liberation, into 

hope for the exploited" (Gutierrez 1983, 21). In other 

words, God takes sides. 

Mythic time, cleansing the soul, and subversive 

memories all reflect Gutierrez's attempt to "indigenize" or 

reinterpret history to include a neglected aspect of the 

past and make it part of the modern memory: 

It can be said that in recent decades the 
church's life and thought in its Latin American 
setting have been marked by what we may call "the 
irruption of the poor." This phrase means that 
those who until now were "absent" from history are 
gradually becoming "present" in it. This new 
presence of the poor and oppressed is making 
itself felt in the popular struggles for 
liberation and in the historical consciousness 
arising from these struggles. (Gutierrez 1990b, 
8) 

The universal humanity of the poor, liberative 

consolation, and idolatry as complicity with oppressors all 

reflect Gutierrez's preference for and faith in the poor and 

oppressed. By becoming conscious of their role in history, 

they begin to transform their lives and norms: 

Perhaps, then, even consolation can be 
redeemed. If, for Arguedas, consolation is more 
often a means of prolonging rather than 
alleviating suffering, the reverse can also be 
true The memory of the Amerindian reality, 
and the power latent in it, also consoles. This 
is a kind of consolation that involves solidarity 
with the poor, by resisting, rather than 
succumbing to, the inquisitor God, and exposes the 
worship of that God as idolatry, for it leads to 
complicity with the oppressor rather than 
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identification with the oppressed. (Brown 1990, 
31) 

Like Mariategui, Arguedas was interested in recreating 

a Peruvian national identity that would include all its 

citizens. Both thinkers believed that it could only occur 

through the realm of myth. Gutierrez followed their lead 

and, in the field of theology, attempted symbolically to 

describe the experience of those who had suffered from 

historical non-existence. In other words, the "other" which 

figures so prominently in the works of Gutierrez, or "the 

world of the poor, the oppressed, the exploited..." (1983, 

44) , would henceforth be incorporated into the history of 

salvation, national history, and world history. As will be 

seen in the following chapters, to do this Gutierrez 

integrates these three histories by identifying a common 

thread that connects all three: the symbol of the "poor." 

As was noted earlier, Gustavo Gutierrez has been taken 

to task over his use of Marxist methodology, and in his 

subsequent response to this criticism he has tried to 

downplay its influence in his work.2 Initially, Gutierrez 

appeared to consider Marxist thought a challenge that 

theology must take on. In his seminal work, A Theology of 

Liberation, Gutierrez explains: 

...contemporary theology does in fact find 
itself in direct and fruitful confrontation with 
Marxism, and 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 human action in history. Further, 
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this confrontation helps theology to perceive what 
its efforts at understanding the faith receive 
from the historical praxis of humankind in history 
as well as what its own reflection might mean for 
the transformation of the world. (Gutierrez 1988, 
8] 

What is significant for Gutierrez, however, was: "For Marx, 

to know was something indissolubly linked to the 

transformation of the world through work" (1988, 19). 

Marx's emphasis on active engagement in a world 

transformative process had much appeal. Faced with an 

environment in which many of his compatriots accepted 

Marxist analysis, Gutierrez attempted to reflect on the 

relationship between Marxism and Christianity: 

Moreover, because of close contact with those 
who see historical development from a Marxist 
viewpoint, we are led to review and revitalize the 
eschatological values of Christianity, which 
stress not only the provisional nature of 
historical accomplishments, but above all their 
openness towards the total communion of all human 
beings with God. (1988, 74-75) 

Some years later, as he defended his work before a 

dissertation committee, he declared, "At no time, either 

explicitly or implicitly, have I suggested a dialogue with 

Marxism with a view to a possible 'synthesis' or to 

accepting one aspect while leaving others aside" (1990b, 

63). Furthermore, 

...[W]e do not attempt, or claim, to make an 
exclusive and complete use of Marxist analysis. 
Furthermore, it seems to me for many reasons that 
such an attempt is meaningless. It goes without 
saying that the Marxist philosophy of the human 
person and of atheism has never played a part in 
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liberation theology. On this point, my position 
is clear and emphatic. (1990b, 37) 

Unfortunately, when a person crosses back and forth 

across the boundary between disciplines, he or she runs the 

risk of some ambiguity in the translation of key concepts, 

for example, the concept of "transformation." This is a 

highly charged term, one prone to misunderstandings. 

Gutierrez's use of this term and others is equivocal, and I 

will argue that this is a significant cause of 

misunderstanding of what he is trying to say. In reference 

to the Voegelinian matrix elaborated in Chapter I, since 

Marxism is a form of gnosis (probably the most important 

modern form), the present study must show that Gutierrez's 

works do not fall in that category if they are to be 

understood as an authentic quest for the meaning of 

existence. 

As was discussed in the previous chapter, McGovern 

(1989, 58-59) has identified two other general criticisms of 

Liberation Theology that apply specifically in the case of 

Gutierrez: first, Gutierrez argues that there is but one 

history of salvation. In other words, according to 

Gutierrez, God works within history to liberate humanity. 

Secondly, many critics feel that there is a tendency within 

his works to encourage the development of a schismatic 

"popular church." These two criticisms are of concern to 

the present study for they also relate to a Voegelinian 

analysis. Voegelin also maintains that there is but one 
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history and there are, from a Voegelinian perspective, 

irruptions of the divine into history. The revolutionary 

potential of the popular church, though, is possibly a point 

of contention between the two thinkers. Voegelin is wary of 

mass movements and tends to see their emergence as a symptom 

of the modern crisis. 

Thus far, this chapter has discussed and briefly 

sketched the background, formative influences, and foci of 

Gustavo Gutierrez; what remains is to expand on the 

discussions of him in the Introduction and Chapter II and to 

justify the analysis of his works from the perspective of 

political philosophy, and, specifically, from a Voegelinian 

perspective. 

From all of the foregoing, clearly Gutierrez transcends 

the narrowly defined borders of theology. His work goes 

beyond that discipline and encompasses others; however, it 

is important—in order to present his work in the fairest 

possible light—to identify exactly why I have chosen 

Gutierrez from a fairly large pool of Liberation Theologians 

to analyze. Also, I must discuss the limitations of this 

approach. Liberation Theology and Gustavo Gutierrez are not 

entities that have reached their ultimate development; 

indeed, they are very much alive and have yet to mature 

fully. The primary purpose of this study, as indicated in 

the Introduction, is to discover if, to date, Gutierrez's 

works constitute an authentic zetema, as defined by 
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Voegelin, or if they tend to fall into the gnostic 

derailment. Beyond this goal, the present study will not 

go. However, as will become clear, to accomplish this goal 

will require that I carefully establish, more precisely than 

I have done thus far, a common ground between Gutierrez and 

Eric Voegelin. 

The present study will now proceed to examine 

Gutierrez's treatment of the first two factors in the 

structure of existence according to the matrix elaborated in 

Chapter I: Man and God. According to Gutierrez, it is 

within history that the encounter between God and human 

beings occurs, and history can be seen as a process 

unfolding beyond itself. Gutierrez searches for and finds 

ample material in the Old and New Testaments that bolsters 

the Liberation Theology's argument towards this end. He 

also finds support for its insight that God favors the poor 

and that there is an evolving process of human liberation 

focused on them. 



CHAPTER IV 

MAN AND GOD 

The creation of a just and fraternal society is the 
salvation of human beings, if by salvation we mean the 
passage from the less human to the more human. 
Salvation, therefore, is not purely "religious." 

Gustavo Gutierrez 
"Toward a Theology of Liberation" (1990a) 

Introduction 

Man, God, World, and Society form what Eric Voegelin 

calls the "primordial field" of reality: 

God and Man, world and society form a 
primordial community of being. The community with 
its quarternarian structure is, and is not, a 
datum of human experience. It is a datum of 
experience in so far as it is known to man by 
virtue of his participation in the mystery of its 
being. It is not a datum of experience in so far 
as it is not given in the manner of an object of 
the external world but is knowable only from the 
perspective of participation in it. (Voegelin 
1974, 1) 

In other words, each of these symbols represents 

identifiable attributes of a reality that is universal and 

is comprehensible to every human being. Any perspective 

that denies these fundamental attributes of reality is 

suspect from Voegelin's perspective, especially if it 

reifies one of the symbols into the position of being the 

dominant attribute at the expense of the others. Such 

120 
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reification is the origin of the process that he labels the 

"gnostic" deformation of reality. His description of this 

deformation is worth quoting at length: 

In the variety of symbolic forms is 
recognizable the common substance of the 
metastatic will to transform reality by means of 
eschatological, mythical, or historiographic 
phantasy, or by perverting faith into an 
instrument of pragmatic action. This metastatic 
component became so predominant in the complex 
phenomenon of prophetism that in late Judaism it 
created its specific symbolic form in the 
apocalyptic literature. . . . Moreover, the 
recognition of the metastatic experience is of 
importance for the understanding not only of 
Israelite and Jewish order but of the history of 
Western Civilization to this day. While in the 
main development of Christianity, to be sure, the 
metastatic symbols were transformed into the 
eschatological events beyond history, so that the 
order of the world regained its autonomy, the 
continuum of metastatic movements has never been 
broken. It massively surrounds, rivals, and 
penetrates Christianity in Gnosis and Marcionism, 
and in a host of gnostic and antinomian heresies; 
and it has been absorbed into the symbolism of 
Christianity itself through the Old Testament, as 
well as through the Revelation of St. John. 
Throughout the Middle Ages, the Church was 
occupied with the struggle against heresies of a 
metastatic complexion; and with the Reformation 
this underground stream has come to the surface 
again in a massive flood—first, in the left wing 
of the sectarian movements and then in the secular 
political creed movements which purport to exact 
the metastasis by revolutionary action. (Voegelin 
1974, 454) 

In other words, the will metastatically to transfigure 

reality can take a variety of forms—the intent of a 

metastatic theology would be, as Voegelin says above, to 

"pervert faith into an instrument of pragmatic action."1 
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The gnostic impulse is most apparent in its attempt to 

immanentize the formerly unknown and unpredictable 

conclusion of history, derived from Christian eschatology, 

into a mundane existence. This can only be done, according 

to Voegelin, by denying the essential components of reality 

that would defeat the goal of a perfected world. The 

apocalyptic impulse, to immanentize the Kingdom of God, 

present in certain Biblical prophets, is appropriated by 

gnostic secular movements as a revolutionary impulse to 

transform the world by human action. Voegelin specifies 

modern examples of this deformation--Thomas More, Hobbes, 

and Hegel--and shows how each modern sought to perfect the 

world by denying an essential component of reality (1968, 

102-106). Though More and Hobbes do not directly concern 

the works of Gustavo Gutierrez, Hegel is important, for 

Gutierrez explicitly acknowledges his debt to the 

philosopher (1990a, 67-8). 

In Hegel Voegelin perceives a thinker not content with 

the world as it is (uncertain), nor patient enough to await 

a perfected world in the future, but who opts to give the 

world the certainty he seeks through the assumption that the 

revelation of God may be discerned from history and fully 

comprehensible to human beings (or at least to Hegel). The 

Hegelian dialectic replaces the formerly incomplete 

revelation of God with the action of humanity in history 

(Voegelin 1968, 104-105). The gnostic impulse, then. 
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emerges as the attempt to transfer faith in the future by a 

system that would allow humanity to assume the role of 

initiator of the Kingdom of God. 

As will be seen in what follows, there are good reasons 

for wondering if Gutierrez does not fall victim to the 

gnostic impulse to deform reality into a world immanent 

perfection. To argue that this is not the case, but that, 

in fact Gutierrez remains within the same ontic continuum as 

Voegelin, that is, within the confines of an classical 

zetema, I must show that even though significant differences 

exist between Voegelin's and Gutierrez's perspectives, the 

latter thinker does not fall outside of the parameters of 

the classical quest recovered by Voegelin. 

In this chapter, then, the first two rows of the matrix 

elaborated in Chapter I will allow me to begin to place 

Gutierrez within the analytical matrix. I will seek to show 

that both Gutierrez and Voegelin proceed from the same 

ontological foundation regarding Man and God. 

Gutierrez's Anthropology 

Gutierrez's anthropology is based on a historically 

derived human consciousness. It is an anthropology which 

apprehends both the sacred and mundane meaning of historical 

phenomena. Epochal events in history reveal for Gutierrez 

evidence of the presence of the Divine in history, not only 

in Biblical times, but in the world today. God is revealed 
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to him in the struggles of the oppressed to liberate 

themselves from inhuman situations. The poor (oppressed) 

person is, then, the focus and goal of Gutierrez's quest for 

order in an environment that denies the humanity of the 

majority of its inhabitants. For Gutierrez, this situation 

is not new, but an age old problem that has been understood 

from different perspectives in the past. What is new is the 

magnitude of the problem of oppression, which, in places 

like many Latin American nations, necessitates a radical 

transformation of the structures of oppression, not merely 

reform efforts. 

By opposing a truly humane order, the Kingdom of God, 

to the existent order as it appears in the case of Latin 

American, Gutierrez can construct an alternative theological 

interpretation of these situations of oppression. However, 

like all reformers and revolutionaries, he must distinguish 

his position from those that have served theologians in 

former times. In opposition to any attempt to bifurcate 

reality into two or more disconnected planes of existence or 

to collapse the different dimensions of differentiated 

reality into one—i.e., as in the case of materialist 

philosophies, Gutierrez poses an essential unity of reality 

that may be distinguished by levels that are but different 

aspects of one, fundamental unity or reality. Based on this 

ontic unity, Gutierrez can stress the relationship or 
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interdependence of each level of reality without violating 

the integrity of each: 

. . . the relationship between deed and word is 
asymmetric. What basically counts is the deed. 
Of course it will not do to overemphasize this or 
push it to extremes; its only purpose is the 
better to express a complex reality. Jesus 
Christ, the heart of the gospel message, is the 
Word made flesh, the Word become deed. Only in 
this unity of deed and word is there any sense in 
the distinctions we make in the task of 
proclaiming liberation in Jesus Christ. (Gutierrez 
1983,17) 

Context, however, is critical to Gutierrez. Thus, in an 

environment of pronounced domination/oppression, he argues 

that a commitment to act toward transforming the environment 

socially, politically, and economically, is called for, even 

from a religious perspective. This transformation is, 

however, only one side of a more profound quest for an order 

of existence that is not only compatible for Christians, but 

others as well. In a sense, then, the context determines 

Gutierrez's content; he must use a language that reflects 

the situation of the object of his concern. 

The language Gutierrez has chosen in which to express 

his thoughts, theology, is adequate for this task only to a 

certain degree: 

It seems, however, that contemporary theology 
has not yet fashioned the categories that would 
allow us to think through and express adequately 
this unified approach to history. We work, on the 
one hand, under the fear of falling back again 
into the old dualities, and, on the other, under 
the permanent suspicion of not sufficiently 
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safeguarding divine gratuitousness or the unique 
dimension of Christianity. (Gutierrez 1988, 86) 

Therefore, his theology must situate itself within a 

universal framework that avoids these pitfalls. His 

Christology provides the necessary framework since it 

emphasizes "the human face of Christ." As an admittedly 

anthropocentric theology, it necessarily borrows from the 

other "humane disciplines" concepts and categories that he 

can then, in turn, critique and interpret from the 

perspective of theology. In this sense theology supplements 

and fulfills a lack in humanistic social science with an 

eschatology and a political hermeneutic that accepts the 

modern, scientifically oriented world and humanist 

aspirations, but that is just beginning to articulate this 

criticism adequately. 

The universal framework in which Gutierrez situates his 

thought is a profound and radical "aspiration for 

liberation" that is universal, historically comprehensive, 

and divinely sanctioned (1988, 21). If the goal is a truly 

human life for all human beings, then a philosophy of 

politics must be constructed that would guide theologians 

like Gutierrez toward that end, or they must search existent 

theories in hopes of finding one that reflects their goals. 

Gutierrez finds a wealth of useful material in critical 

theories that emphasize dominant/oppressive structures. For 

example: 
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A key figure for understanding our era is 

certainly Hegel, who takes up the affirmation of 
subjectivity and brings it one step further: the 
human person is the agent of history, but, even 
more, history is nothing else 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. (1990a, 
67-8) 

As will become apparent in the following, however, 

Gutierrez goes beyond Hegel in his philosophy of history. 

He moderates Hegel's subjectivity by refusing to immanentize 

the Divine wholly into world history. 

The meanings of history and the lessons to be derived 

therein form the core of his understanding of the modern 

world within the Christian tradition: 

To conceive of history as a process of human 
liberation is to consider freedom as a historical 
conquest: it is to understand that the step from 
an abstract to a real freedom is not taken without 
a struggle against all the forces that oppress 
humankind, a struggle full of pitfalls, detours, 
and temptations to run away. The goal is not only 
better living conditions, a radical change of 
structures, a social revolution; it is much more: 
the continuous creation, never ending, of a new 
way to be human, a permanent cultural revolution. 

In other words, what is at stake above all is a 
dynamic and historical conception of the human 
person, oriented definitively and creatively 
toward the future, acting in the present for the 
sake of tomorrow. (Gutierrez 1988, 21) 

By emphasizing a dynamic and historical anthropology, 

Gutierrez hopes to reaffirm the autonomy of world history 

while at the same time showing that the divine is present in 

and active in this same history. 
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Gutierrez begins in the present, but is motivated by 

the future, a future in which the possibility of a just 

world remains alive. A just world is a worthy goal of any 

political perspective. Christian or not. Indeed, the 

establishment of a just world would be a sign of the coming 

of the Kingdom of God (1988, 170-71). Human action or work, 

is, then, an integral part of the salvific process. 

Gutierrez shares with many European theologians a 

fundamental concern with the direction Christian theology 

has taken over the course of its history; in particular he 

objects to the static interpretations of his faith that 

inhibit and restrain an understanding of the human person in 

his contemporary situation.2 The historical "other-

worldliness" of many believers is specifically the 

theological bias he wishes to avoid. Those who over

emphasize the transcendent, omnipotent, omniscient aspects 

of God, have been led to reject or to be strongly repelled 

by the world as it is. In the past this had led many to 

withdraw into ascetic modes of life and into less extreme 

responses, an existential fatalism being but one 

alternative. 

For Gutierrez, Christianity is a historical faith that 

evolves over time; an intellectual understanding of 

religious faith is always conditioned by the world in which 

the understanding of the individual is born, lives and dies. 

Institutions like the Church, on the other hand, can 
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obviously have a more prolonged impact on history than can 

any one individual. Because the Church is an institution, 

it assumes the responsibility of transmitting its religious 

message to future generations. Perhaps the temptation to 

define, once and for all, the essence of its teachings into 

a rigid dogma that can withstand the test off time is 

unavoidable. However, this goal is achieved at an 

unacceptable cost. What might have been a desirable 

conceptualization in a previous era, i.e., when Christianity 

was still in its infancy and at the mercy of a hostile 

environment, over the years has achieved a privileged status 

legitimized and authenticated through the status quo. A 

static, de-historicized and de-politicized Christology and a 

similarly rigid anthropology have become for progressives 

such as Gutierrez an obstacle that must be surmounted if 

theology is to address worldly concerns. 

Dis-incarnated, theocentric, and otherworldly 

theologies have over time become very comfortable with the 

modern world and its supposedly secular politics, for such a 

theology lends itself implicitly to the ideology of 

secularization. This is a temptation that Gutierrez and 

other like-minded contemporary theologians seek to overcome 

in the interests of establishing a more up to date and 

reliable intellectual understanding of the faith. From his 

perspective, traditional theology has failed to situate 

humanity correctly in the world. 
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The church as institution is oriented to the 
hereafter, to the absolute. . . .In a somewhat 
paradoxical manner, therefore, we have a church 
that preaches "my kingdom is not of this world" 
ending up very comfortably ensconced in that 
world. 

This position, this way of looking at reality, 
constitutes a brake of the presence and action of 
human beings in this world. But in our time we 
are in a new situation . . .[And]. . . there are 
basically two factors that have created this new 
situation. 

The first is the rise of science in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. . . .A second 
factor, derived from the first one, is that the 
human person has become the agent of his or her 
own destiny and the one responsible for his or her 
own development in history. (Gutierrez 1990a, 67) 

These two developments, or the beginning of the modern 

world, are subjects that theologians and the Church have 

experienced much difficulty in coming to grips with. They 

represent challenges to traditional theological 

understandings of hiamankind and its role in the world and in 

history. It is Gutierrez's contention that these historical 

events have placed certain clear choices before Christians— 

the laity, the priesthood, and the institution of the 

Church—choices that they may avoid only at the cost of 

losing their relevance in the modern world. 

Theology, as one of the human sciences, cannot hide 

behind orthodox formulations of its faith that were the 

products of a different place and time. Faith, the human 

characteristic that is the subject of theology, has another 

dimension that has been misunderstood: 
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The classic meaning of theology is an 

intellectual understanding of the faith—that is, 
the effort of the human intelligence to comprehend 
revelation and the vision of faith. But faith 
means not only truths to be affirmed, but also an 
existential stance, an attitude, a commitment to 
God and to human beings. (Gutierrez 1990a, 63) 

In other words, it is not enough to believe correctly, one 

must also to behave according to one's human options. 

Regarding the revelation of God and the eschatological 

vision of faith, interpretation must continue to build upon 

the fundamental truths in light of current historical 

developments. Interpretation itself, however, is motivated 

by not just commitment to understanding God, but also 

commitment to know and serve God through one's fellow human 

beings. Commitment to the full development of all human 

beings, as this development emerges and becomes evident 

throughout history, is the only option open to Christians if 

they correctly interpret scripture and history. 

The Impact of Modernity 

The impacts of science and humanism have made 

themselves apparent in much of Gutierrez's writings. They 

are challenges he takes seriously; however, unlike many 

theologians in the past and present, he does not deny the 

validity of science nor the goals of humanism. Quite the 

contrary, he explains and interprets them from a theological 

perspective that is not threatened by their success. 

Concerned, perhaps, but not threatened. In fact, he seeks 
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to integrate theology with both science and humanism. 

Science made humanity aware of its power to create a more 

human world by dominating nature and engineering a more 

abundant world, a process that Gutierrez understands as 

human liberation. Christians, he believes, must participate 

in this process (Gutierrez 1990a, 64). For Gutierrez, 

science and humanism are but two important aspects of modern 

reality that challenge the Christian consciousness; however, 

he is aware of the risk he is taking in pursuing this route: 

Are we passing from a theocentric theology to 
one that is anthropocentric? I think it is much 
more exact to say that we are passing from a 
theology that concentrated excessively on a God 
located outside this world to a theology of a God 
who is present in this world. That would be a 
Christian anthropocentrism. One would have to 
agree with the Protestant theologian Karl Barth, 
who said: "From the moment God became man, the 
human being is the measure of all things." 
(Gutierrez 1990a, 69) 

From this apex, as the "measure of all things," 

humanity is the focus and locus of the meaning of divine 

intervention in history. If Dietrich Bonhoeffer asked, in a 

modern, European context, "How are we to proclaim God in a 

world come of age?", the fact that in that particular 

context, the question made sense does not mean it will 

equally in others. Specifically, if certain parts of 

humanity have come of age, or modernized, how does one 

proclaim God in a world that has not yet "come of age?" In 

other words, if modern society represents the highest 

achievement on a humanistic index, what of the rest of 
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humanity, those who do not share in the full benefits of 

modernity? 

If humanity really is a unity, as Christian doctrine 

attests, it follows that if one part of humanity is able 

through its human talents to achieve a human life under the 

same fundamental conditions as any other humans exist, then 

the question becomes: why have the others failed to do the 

same? The question of the "other," then, becomes central to 

those who take universal humanity seriously. 

This seriousness provides the basis for a hermeneutic 

of history. In the words of John Pottenger, 

The essence of liberation theology which 
distinguishes it from other theologies is the 
critical function that hermeneutics serves. The 
critical use of hermeneutics allows for a moral as 
well as interpretative inspection of both 
theological claims and religious practices. (1989, 
56) 

One must add to this statement, as Pottenger does later 

(1989, 56 ff.), that the hermeneutic allows criticism not 

just of theology and religious practice, but of all human 

behavior. "Revelation and history, faith in Christ and the 

life of a people, eschatology and praxis: these are the 

factors that, when set in motion, give rise to what has been 

called the "hermeneutic circle" (Gutierrez 1988, xxxiii). 

This hermeneutic will be discussed in the following section. 

For now, it is enough to indicate one result of the new 

perspective: A reformulation of the traditional Christian 

attitude toward human agency. 
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The "free human person" through commitment to the 

process of human emancipation becomes an agent of history. 

Human agency, then, has salvific value if it is oriented in 

the right direction. Gutierrez believes that traditional 

theology failed to value human activity sufficiently: 

Work from this perspective had value if it was 
a sacrifice; the more sacrificial, the greater 
value work has. The more useless it was, the more 
sacrificial, since even one's intelligence was 
sacrificed. A God who crushes us, a life in the 
beyond that devalues the present life, a 
supernaturalized theology that swallows up natural 
values, all this is what we have lived for a long 
time. This has prevented us from appreciating the 
things of this world. But that is precisely the 
question: Do these things have a value in 
themselves? Is there a relationship between the 
kingdom of God and human work as such? (1990a, 66) 

Gutierrez clearly believes that the answer to this 

question would be affirmative. By including the "human 

vocation" within the economy of salvation, he shows that, at 

least on one level, human activity can have salvific value: 

Human beings are called upon to develop 
themselves. In this perspective, we understand 
development as liberation, with all this implies, 
even in the economic spheres. 

Human emancipation is included within this 
vocation. The vocation, as we know, is to 
communion with God, to being a child of God—it is 
to this that we have been called (Eph. 1:5). To 
have a vocation means to have been created and 
chosen to be children of God. 

. . .[A] 11 human beings are called to this full 
development, which in the strong biblical sense we 
call convocation. Human beings are convoked and 
the process of development lies within that 
convocation 

If this is true, if full, integral, and 
authentic development liberates human beings, then 
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it is included within the human vocation. (1990a, 
69) 

Traditionally, salvation was understood as personal 

communion with God in the "beyond, " and available 

exclusively to believers. Gutierrez asserts a more socially 

oriented understanding of the human vocation, thereby 

opening the possibility of salvation even without religious 

belief. He does this by linking the Christian idea of 

salvation with a universal process that gives value to the 

work even of non-Christians. This theological openness to 

the non-Christian world should not be misconstrued as a 

surrender or sublimation of religious demands to secular 

goals, but an admission that secular humanist thought is 

right about certain Christian attitudes. 

We are well aware that the Marxist and humanist 
critique of contemporary Christianity points out 
that there is something contradictory in our 
attitude. We have always said that we have only 
one economy of salvation for human beings, that we 
have a global view of the human person. . .. But 
often Christians, with their gaze fixed on the 
world beyond, manifest little or no commitment to 
the ordinary life of human beings. 

We say that the human person is our fundamental 
concern, but the contemporary non-Christian 
humanist believes correctly that Christianity is 
not interested in human values . . . . 

The absolute salvation provided by God in the 
hereafter, which diminishes the present life, has 
led to a very peculiar outlook: human institutions 
will be considered important if they are oriented 
to the hereafter. All other institutions have no 
value because they will pass away. (1990a, 66-67) 

The ordinary life of human beings, rather than the life 

hereafter, or the extraordinary life of asceticism, is the 
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milieu on which Gutierrez focuses his efforts. He does not 

deny these other aspects of life, but affirms the one aspect 

he believes has been woefully neglected: The true source of 

injustice and oppression in the real lives of his audience: 

It is a question, then, of human liberation, of 
human emancipation throughout history, which will 
pass through radical social change, revolution, 
and even beyond these. Therefore, the question 
changes. It is not merely a matter of knowing the 
meaning of earthly action, and what faith can say 
not only to human action in this world but to 
human liberation. What relationship exists 
between the kingdom of God and human emancipation? 
(1990a, 68) 

In other words, if salvation is possible only after the 

death of the individual, then it is much too remote to 

consider it related to human emancipation. If not, then it 

should be possible to distinguish phases or levels within an 

integral process that maintains the separateness while 

relating the two things. Gutierrez maintains the integrity 

and freedom of human action while at the same time relating 

it to ultimate salvation by differentiating separate but 

integral levels of salvation. Both may be seen as existing 

within the salvific horizon begun through creation, revealed 

through epochal events in history, and culminating beyond 

history. As will be discussed below, the Exodus event in 

this regard is paradigmatic, for in that event are various 

levels of meaning, some obvious, some requiring the 

evolution of a consciousness that apprehends the deeper 

meaning of the event. 
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The scientific and humanistic critiques of religion are 

accepted but also historically determined. For Gutierrez, 

traditional Christian anthropology was historically grounded 

in the environment in which it arose. As the historical 

environment has evolved, so must the Christian understanding 

of the human person. Ignoring the modern world, mundane 

reality, and concrete hiiman existence not only removes the 

Christian from the "world" but also from participation 

within the historical process and in struggles for human 

liberation. A new balance is sought between the unbalancing 

and tenuous articulation of these two powerful forces. The 

balance is to be found in conscious action or what Gutierrez 

refers to as commitment. 

From the beginning, the theology of liberation 
posited that the first act is involvement in the 
liberation process, and that theology comes 
afterward, as a second act. The theological 
moment is one of critical reflection from within, 
and upon, concrete historical praxis, in 
confrontation with the word of the Lord as lived 
and accepted in faith—a faith that comes to us 
through manifold, and sometimes ambiguous 
historical meditations, but which we are daily 
remaking and repairing. (Gutierrez 1983, 200) 

Gutierrez's takes as his point of departure the 

concrete historical context to which his thought applies. 

He asserts that traditional Christian anthropology has 

relied too heavily upon an understanding of the human that, 

though it is comprehensible and justifiable in the times and 

places in which it originated, has nonetheless failed to 

adjust adequately to the modern milieu. Modern humanity is 
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now aware, as it never has been, of its role as an agent and 

shaper of history. The human person is now seen positively, 

affirming the value of human action theologically, a way of 

"being" in the modern world, actively participating in the 

achievement of a more humane world. On the human level, 

then, one must situate oneself and confront the fact that 

the vast majority of humanity exists in a situation of 

inhuman oppression. To explain this paradoxical situation 

theologically, Gutierrez grounds himself in the situation of 

nonpersons, those who do not represent the apex, but the 

base of humanity, those who have not benefited from the 

modern world. 

Faith and Humanity 

Gutierrez's praxis and eschatology will be the topics 

of the following chapter. What remains is the significance 

of what Gutierrez has said from the perspective of Eric 

Voegelin. According to Voegelin, "The fallacy of gnosis 

consists in the immanentization of transcendental truth" 

(1975, 265). With respect to the actions of human beings, 

this would amount to transfiguring humanity into a species 

of God-humans that are able to perfect and bring history to 

its conclusion. As can be seen in the foregoing, Gutierrez 

treads a fine line in this regard. If, as he believes, the 

point of theology is a critical reflection on praxis in 

light of faith, then he would necessarily require a language 
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capable of accomplishing this goal. To address the lack of 

such a language in the traditional theology of Christianity, 

Gutierrez uses concepts derived from critical theory to 

describe a situation that demands such language. It is his 

hope that Christianity can re-penetrate and continue to 

participate in the liberative process in history, to be very 

much present in the world, and to contribute to the building 

of a just order. However, can Gutierrez legitimately use 

concepts and ideas drawn from a materialist philosophy— 

founded upon the thought of Hegel, whom Voegelin 

specifically identifies as a supreme example of the modern 

derailment into gnostic fantasy—and use them without 

falling victim to the same derailment? The answer, I 

believe, is affirmative. 

Early in his career when his theology of liberation was 

just beginning to take form, Gutierrez seemed to understand 

this problem well and to respond accordingly. After 

acknowledging that much is true in the Marxist critique of 

Christian "otherworldliness," he takes this critique as a 

challenge: 

The issue, then, is whether we are capable of 
realizing the prophecy of Isaiah [65:17-22] and of 
understanding the kingdom of God in its integral 
reality, or whether we are going to give the 
counter-testimony that is reflected in the 
statements of Marx. (Gutierrez 1990a, 76) 

By responding to and taking up this challenge, Gutierrez has 

been indicted by critics, it seems, for this fact alone (see 
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Pottenger 1993). But does this avoid or deny what Voegelin 

calls the "Christian Solution" to the problem of salvation 

(1968, 87)? In other words, is human salvation brought 

about only through grace after death? Does not human action 

in life have value in the economy of the Kingdom of God? If 

Gutierrez can establish that there is "room" or "space" 

within this ultimate solution for an intermediate 

perspective, one that does not deny ultimate salvation, but 

that acknowledges partial, historical, progress towards the 

Kingdom—would it be possible for Gutierrez to restore the 

meaning of earthly progress and to re-establish the presence 

of the Divine within the reality in which other forces 

operate? Voegelin poses the dilemma Gutierrez faces as it 

has evolved historically: 

The decisive consequence of the struggle 
between the spiritual and temporal powers over 
this question, going as far back as the 
Investiture Struggle, was the political tension 
between the Church and the state in the course of 
which the spiritual institution was finally 
relegated to the private sphere, while the 
autonomous political institution achieved the 
monopoly of publicity. This privatization of the 
spirit left the field open for a 
respiritualization of the public sphere from other 
sources, in the forms of nationalism, 
humanitarianism, economism both liberal and 
socialist, biologism, and psychologism. The 
growth of a plurality of counter spirits and 
counter churches to the traditional spiritual 
institutions is the most fateful consequence of 
the failure of the Church to find a compromise 
with the new pluralistic world of politics. 
(Voegelin 1975, 20) 
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This failure adequately to adjust to the modern world on the 

part of traditional Christianity in fact resulted in a form 

of historical abnegation of its presence in the living 

community of human beings. Voegelin goes on to say: 

If the Church is not able to see the hand of 
God in the history of mankind, men will not remain 
satisfied but will go out in search of gods who 
take some interest in their civilizational 
efforts. (Voegelin 1975, 22) 

Idolatry, then, results in ideologies and other systems that 

deform reality by denying divine participation and are anti-

civilizational in their effects. 

Is there, then, an alternative that restores the 

correct ontic balance, that is both relevant to the 

contemporary human condition and not a perversion of faith 

into a means of pragmatic action? Gutierrez tries to avoid 

this temptation by distinguishing different levels and 

aspects on one foundational, unified, and integral history. 

Recalling from Chapter 1 the factor that Voegelin has 

targeted as the essential characteristic of gnosticism, 

i.e., the immanentizing of the Beyond into pragmatic 

history, in the passages quoted above he seems to suggest 

the possibility of recovering a non-gnostic or authentic 

public faith. As will be seen, Gutierrez does, indeed, 

attempt such a recovery. 

The following statement provides some evidence that 

Gutierrez is not attempting to immanentize the transcendent 

in humanity itself: 
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It is important to keep in mind that beyond—or 
rather, through—the struggle against misery, 
injustice, and exploitation the goal is the 
creation of a new humanity, Vatican II has 
declared, "We are witnesses of a 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, no. 55). This 
aspiration to create a new man is the deepest 
motivation in the struggle that many have 
undertaken in Latin America. The fulfillment of 
this dream (if it can ever be completely 
fulfilled) can be only vaguely perceived by this 
generation, but this aspiration even now inspires 
their commitment. 

This quest poses questions and challenges to 
the Christian faith. What the faith says about 
itself will demonstrate its relationship to this 
goal of the people who are struggling for the 
emancipation of others and of themselves. Indeed, 
an awareness of the need for self-liberation is 
essential to a correct understanding of the 
liberation process. (1988, 81-2) 

This statement is also a good example of the difficulty 

Gutierrez encounters in developing a language to express 

adequately and succinctly his understandings of concepts 

like "a new humanity." A superficial reading of his text 

might conclude that he does, indeed, sound as though he were 

guilty of immanentism. In calling for the creation of a 

"new humanity" Gutierrez could be read as attempting a 

metastatic transformation of reality in reifying the action 

of humanity as producing its own salvation. However, this 

is not the case, as the rest of the above passage testifies. 

Human action, and the meaning thereof, are always contingent 

upon a future that is paradoxically near and far. Gutierrez 
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identifies this as an essential aspect to the prophetic 

view: 

But there is another facet of the prophetic 
message ... which will help us—despite its 
apparent opposition to the orientation toward the 
future...to pinpoint the notion of eschatology. 
We refer to the prophets' concern for the present, 
for the historical vicissitudes which they 
witness. Because of this concern the object of 
their hope is very proximate.... Indeed, the 
prophetic message proclaims and is realized in a 
proximate historical event; at the same time, it 
is projected beyond this event. 

. . . The eschatological prophecy refers, 
therefore, to a concrete event, and in it to 
another fuller and more comprehensive one to which 
history must open. What is especially important 
for an accurate understanding of eschatology is 
the relationship between these events. The 
relationship is found in the projection towards 
the future included in the present event. (1988, 
94) 

The "nearness" of the future Utopia is announced to humanity 

in certain events; the "distance" of the achievement is 

founded on the admission, that it has not, as yet, come to 

pass. This leads to a three-fold relativization: first, the 

relationship between events is critical; and second, the 

historical event is relative to the present; and, third, the 

event is relative to the future. From this perspective: 

Faith relativizes human work, because it 
prevents me from being content with what I am 
doing or what others are doing. Faith will 
continually move me further ahead. If God is 
before us, our journey will never cease. To a 
certain extent, a Christian remains unsatisfied, 
for the process of human liberation is never 
ending. (Gutierrez 1990a, 75) 
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Thus, there is no "metastatic" transformation of 

reality or the fundamental constitution of humanity. This 

paradoxical proximity and distance to and from the divine 

ideal establishes the "room" or "space" for human 

activities, both regressive and progressive in that the 

divine ideal never becomes identical with human achievement. 

Indeed, the process is very much left open-ended. When 

Gutierrez speaks of transforming reality, he is referring to 

changing the product of unjust social situations, not to 

changing the fundamental order of reality, or the primary 

field. 

In the classical zetema described by Eric Voegelin the 

questioning nature of man in a rational world that is open 

to the divine results in a metaxic existence, the condition 

of a life "in between" the material and spiritual. For 

Voegelin, the tension between the poles of metaxic 

experience creates in some humans an unbearable anxiety that 

results in their subsequent deformations of existence to 

resolve this tension. This is the hallmark of the gnostic 

derailment, wherein the attempt is made metastatically to 

transform an imperfect world by human praxis. To Voegelin, 

this can only be done by intentionally ignoring some 

fundamental datum of reality, one that would defeat the 

point of the process in the beginning; for example, ignoring 

the idea of "original sin." 
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In fact, Gutierrez has been indicted for having a 

faulty anthropology precisely because he does not primarily 

focus on this aspect of human nature (see McCann 1981). On 

the contrary, I believe Gutierrez is not only aware of this 

fundamental limitation, he expands the idea from the 

personal sphere to the social. Personal sin, emphasized by 

traditional theology, is supplemented by an emphasis on 

"institutional sin" in Liberation Theologians like Gutierrez 

(1988, 102-03) . The following quotation illustrates his 

view quite well: 

"For freedom Christ has set us free" (Gal. 
5:1), St. Paul tells us. He refers here to 
liberation from sin insofar as it represents a 
selfish turning in upon oneself. To sin is to 
refuse to love one's neighbors and, therefore, the 
Lord himself. Sin—a breach of friendship with 
God and others—is according to the Bible the 
ultimate cause of poverty, injustice, and the 
oppression in which persons live. It does, 
however, emphasize the fact that things do not 
happen by chance and that behind an unjust 
structure there is a personal or collective will 
responsible—a willingness to reject God and 
neighbor. It suggests, likewise, that a social 
transformation, no matter how radical it may be, 
does not automatically achieve the suppression of 
all evils. (Gutierrez 1988, 23-24) 

By supplementing the traditional emphasis on personal sin 

with a focus on collective sin, Gutierrez does not deny the 

reality of the former, but by emphasizing the latter, he is 

approaching the problem from a different angle, a different 

perspective: from the prophetic, not the philosophical. 

From this perspective, it is precisely the collective 
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capacity of humanity that is of concern—more than merely 

the personal. He is not trying to create a philosophy of 

liberation but a spirituality of liberation, an approach 

which speaks not just to philosophers, but to all of 

humanity. Sin is every bit as much a point of departure for 

Gutierrez as it has been for theologians in the past. 

Gutierrez's anthropology is best described as 

determined by humanity's capacity to aspire to or 

approximate the divine ideal by historically recreating the 

human relation or orientation to divine reality. Faith, 

then, represents this aspiration to live in the present, 

with its disorder and death, but also to have hope in the 

future, believing in the promise of the Eschaton. Gutierrez 

finds in the human response to divine revelation a basis for 

hope. 

Biblical faith, however, besides being memory, 
is freedom: openness to the future. Recalling the 
liberating deed of Yahweh is not the nostalgia of 
bygone days. All great love contains the memory 
of the first moment. In strong moments it is the 
font of gladness; in difficult moments it is the 
reaffirmation of hope. In either case the gaze is 
to the fore. The future is the task. Memory thus 
has the function of conditioning a creative 
liberty. What we are saying about the exile is a 
vigorous example of memory (of the flight from 
Egypt) and openness (to new paths of liberation). 
The faith of Israel moves in this dialectic of 
memory and liberty. (Gutierrez 1983, 12) 

In his view this focus on the future is tenuous, open to the 

future, open to history and to new understanding. In a 



147 

word, this perspective focuses on "life," not "death" as the 

fundamental orientation of the Christian message. Gutierrez 

stays within the differentiated reality, recovered by 

Voegelin, that is fundamentally one reality. He remains, 

unlike a gnostic thinker, within an ontology that maintains 

the presence of the Divine in concrete history. This will 

become clearer in the following sections as I proceed to 

describe Gutierrez's understanding of God's presence in 

history. 

Gutierrez's Theology 

As we have seen, Gustavo Gutierrez's anthropology 

stresses the contemporary human condition, especially from 

the point of view of the oppressed, and their faith in the 

future. From a context characterized by situations of 

inhuman oppression, his theology must respond to this 

concrete or existential reality by relating it to Biblical 

wisdom in a new and creative way. It is to find a language 

in which to express this reality: " . . . [H]ow are human 

beings to find a language applicable to God in the midst of 

innocent suffering?" (Gutierrez 1987, 12). In this regard, 

Gutierrez finds ample material in the Bible, such as the 

Book of Exodus, that speaks of God not only as the creator 

of the world, but also its redeemer—or as will be seen, as 

a Liberator. 
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In light of the suffering of the poor, then, Gutierrez 

perceives a need to take a new look at the Bible as the 

revelation of God. From the perspective of the poor who are 

becoming conscious of the causes of the death and despair 

that dominate their existence, God must become "real", i.e., 

present, even in the midst of human misery. To Gutierrez, 

evidence of God's presence in contemporary history, 

especially in environments like Latin American, is manifest 

in the consciousness, on the part of the poor, that the 

death and despair they experience are not the product of 

some divine plan, but are the product of sin or the 

misunderstanding of the true order of things revealed by 

God. The "irruption" of the poor into modern consciousness, 

then, represents an event comparable to the Exodus: it 

radically re-orders and re-directs the mode of human 

existence away from the contemporary situation and towards 

the future. 

It is not, then, how to speak of God to a world come of 

age, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it, but how to speak of God 

in a world of inhuman oppression and misery (Gutierrez 1991, 

7) . In other words, in a Europe come of age, the major 

theological challenge is atheism; in the context of Latin 

America, the challenge is not atheism or non-belief, but 

fatalism and hopelessness that result in conditions which 

deny a person's humanity. It cannot be emphasized strongly 

enough that the difference in contexts is fundamental. 
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Latin American theologians such as Gutierrez cannot 

ignore the importance of their environment. For a theology 

to reflect adequately the life of Christians in the region, 

it must address its particular problems: 

Theology done in such a setting has something 
in common with all theology: dialogue with the 
prevailing culture or, in our case, with the 
various cultures to be found in Latin America. 
This dialogue has barely begun, and it has a long 
way to go. In conducting it, we will be greatly 
helped if we adopt the view of theology as wisdom, 
which I mentioned above—that is, if we see 
theology as knowledge shot through with the 
"savored" experience first of God but then also of 
the people and culture to which we belong. (1988, 
XXXV) 

For Gutierrez, and those who share this perspective, 

loyalty to the Christian heritage, not to any immanentizing 

ideology, produces a commitment to the historical process of 

human liberation and motivates him to seek a new perspective 

from which to confront and transform the situation of 

poverty in Latin America. 

Despite the possibility that his effort, and the 

efforts of other Liberation Theologians, will be 

misunderstood and even mis-applied; he hopes that reflection 

on and criticism of this perspective, from all sources, will 

ultimately resolve these difficulties. 

All language is to some extent a groping for 
clarity; it is therefore necessary to deal 
respectfully with other person and with what they 
think they find in works written from [the 
liberation] perspective. Readers have rights that 
authors neither can nor ought to deny. At every 
stage, therefore, we must refine, improve, and 
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possibly correct earlier formulations if we want 
to use language that is understandable and 
faithful both to the integral Christian message 
and the reality we experience. (Gutierrez 1988, 
xviii) 

In other words, Gutierrez recognizes that the liberation 

perspective challenges the religious status quo, not only in 

Latin America, but in other parts of the world as well. He 

recognizes, in the quote above, the possibility of an 

activist faith becoming derailed, or disloyal to its source, 

and intends to prevent this by remaining open to criticism 

by others. 

Theology, then, if it is adequately to address Latin 

American reality and remain loyal to its roots must provide 

a platform from which a leap from the concrete present to a 

more humane future may proceed: 

We shall not have our great leap forward, into 
a whole new theological perspective, until the 
marginalized and exploited have begun to become 
the artisans of their own liberation—until their 
voice makes itself heard directly without 
mediations, without interpreters—until they 
themselves take account, in the light of their own 
values, of their own experience of the Lord in 
their efforts to liberate themselves. We shall 
not have our quantum theological leap until the 
oppressed themselves theologize, until "the 
others" themselves personally reflect on their 
hope of a total liberation in Christ. For they 
are the bearers of this hope for all humanity. 
(Gutierrez 1983,65) 

The concept of "The Poor" provides Gutierrez with the 

foundation for an alternative theology, one in which the 

possibility of a universal religious perspective might 

evolve. Theology done from the least of humanity, those who 
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are oppressed in whatever manner (see Gutierrez 1988, xix 

for a discussion of types of oppressed individuals and 

groups) is radical since it must fundamentally reflect upon 

and challenge the reality that impoverishes a majority of 

the world's population (Gutierrez 1983, 4). The 

universality of its appeal depends on this fact. 

A Different View of God 

From Gutierrez's perspective the god of the exploiters, 

the oppressors, is not the god of the poor (Gutierrez 1983, 

204). In Latin America, the god of death and destruction 

that arrived with the European Conquest must be replaced 

with the God of Life as proclaimed in the Christ of the 

dispossessed. "For some," Gutierrez writes, 

the effort to read the Bible may be directed 
toward simply adapting its message and language to 
men and women of today. For others, however, it 
is a matter of reinterpretation. We reinterpret 
the Bible, for the viewpoint of our own world— 
from our personal experience as human beings, as 
believers, and as church. This approach is more 
radical. It goes more to the roots of what the 
Bible actually is, more to the essence of God's 
revelation in history and of God's judgment on it. 
(Gutierrez 1983, 4) 

Only through the reinterpretation or reclamation of Biblical 

sources, Gutierrez believes, can the Gospel message be 

differentiated from the ideological and other temporal 

misuses it has suffered in the past and in the present. 
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From the perspective of the poor, the theology of the 

rich cannot retain its appeal in the face of an ever 

increasing majority of oppressed persons becoming conscious 

of their situation and struggling against it. For 

Gutierrez, particular Biblical themes such as Creation, the 

Exodus, the Kingdom of God, and the Resurrection are 

important motifs that share at least one all-important 

message. What distinguishes them from one another are the 

modes of delivering it. The message is the mystery of God 

unfolding in human consciousness; the modes are successive 

stages of apprehension that comprise the deep meaning of the 

integral historical perspective Gutierrez is seeking to 

articulate (Gutierrez 1987, xi). The meaning of each motif 

changes as history unfolds ,and this, in part, accounts for 

the uneven and partial manifestation of the message. 

In the following there emerges the symbol of God that 

speaks to Gutierrez in light of Latin American reality: 

Biblical faith is, above all, faith in a God 
who gives self-revelation through historical 
events, a God who saves in history. Creation is 
presented in the Bible, not as a stage previous to 
salvation, but as a part of the salvific process. 
. .. Moreover, creation appears as the first 
salvific act: "Creation," writes Von Rad, "is 
regarded as a work of Yahweh in history, a work 
within time. This means that there is a real and 
true opening up of historical prospect. No doubt, 
creation as the first of Yahweh's works stands at 
the very remotest beginnings—only, it does not 
stand alone, other works are to follow." The 
creation of the world initiates history, the human 
struggle, and the salvific adventure of Yahweh. 
Faith in creation does away with its mythical and 
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supernatural character. It is the work of a God 
who saves and acts in history; since humankind is 
the center of creation, it is integrated into the 
history which is being built by human efforts. 
(Gutierrez 1988, 86-87) 

From this perspective, there is a continuity and 

relevance attached to Biblical stories that is paradigmatic 

in nature. If human beings are the center of creation, and 

if creation is an on-going process, then according to 

Gutierrez, "The Bible establishes a close link between 

creation and salvation. But the link is based on the 

historical and liberating experience of the Exodus" 

(Gutierrez 1988, 86) . Creation, then, is multi-faceted and 

means much more than the origin of things. It may be seen 

as an ongoing process within history as the "People of God" 

seek to articulate and make real the divine mystery revealed 

in the process and culminating beyond history. 

The continuing process of creation of the People of God 

reveals for Gutierrez a God that is not only Creator, but 

Redeemer. Thus, creation is intimately linked to salvation, 

"The stress," he says, ". . . is on the saving action of 

Yahweh; the work of creation is regarded and understood only 

in this context" (1988, 87). The creation of a community of 

faith, a people, then, is one of the manifestations of the 

intervention of God in mundane history: 

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 comradely society. It 
is the suppression of disorder and the creation of 
a new order. (1988, 88) 
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The historical event initiates a process that is ongoing and 

complex in meaning: 

The Exodus is the long march towards the 
promised land in which Israel can establish a 
society free from misery and alienation. 
Throughout the whole process, the religious event 
is not set apart. It is placed in the context of 
the entire narrative, or more precisely, it is its 
deepest meaning. It is the root of the situation. 
In the last instance, it is in this event that the 
dislocation introduced by sin is resolved and 
justice and injustice, oppression and liberation 
are determined. . . . The God of Exodus is the 
God of history and of political liberation more 
than the God of nature. Yahweh is the Liberator, 
the goel of Israel. . .. The Covenant gives full 
meaning to the liberation from Egypt; one makes no 
sense without the other: "The Covenant was a 
historical event," asserts Gelin, "which occurred 
in a moment of disruption, in an atmosphere of 
liberation; the revolutionary climate still 
prevailed: an intense spiritual impulse would 
arise from it, as often happens in history." The 
Covenant and liberation from Egypt were different 
aspects of the same movement, a movement which led 
to encounter with God. The eschatological horizon 
is present in the heart of the Exodus. Casalis 
rightly notes that "the heart of the Old Testament 
is the Exodus from the servitude of Egypt and the 
journey towards the promised land. . . . The hope 
of the people of God is not to return to the 
mythological primitive garden, to regain paradise 
lost, but to march forwards towards a new city, a 
human and comradely city whose heart is Christ." 
(Gutierrez 1988, 89) 

This rather lengthy quotation illustrates how Gutierrez 

can remain loyal to Christian tradition while emphasizing an 

alternative meaning to events found in scripture. In the 

Exodus experience Gutierrez perceives an event that marks 

the beginning of a "new age" for humanity, one in which 

there is to be redemption from misery (Gutierrez 1988, 89). 
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"If the Exodus had not taken place," Gutierrez writes, 

"marked as it was by the twofold sign of the overriding will 

of God and the free and conscious assent of men, the 

historical destiny of humanity would have followed another 

course" (1988, 89-90). Thus, the Exodus experience is 

paradigmatic: "It remains vital and contemporary due to 

similar historical experiences which the People of God 

undergo" (Gutierrez 1988, 90). 

An important result of the event lies in the response 

by human beings to the appeal of God: 

The liberation from Egypt, linked to and even 
coinciding with creation, adds an element of 
capital importance: the need and place for human 
active participation in the building of society. 
If faith "desacralizes" creation, making it the 
area proper for human work, the Exodus from Egypt, 
the home of a sacred monarchy, reinforces this 
idea: its is the "desacralization" of social 
praxis, which from that time on will be the work 
of humankind. By working, transforming the world, 
breaking out of servitude, building a just 
society, and assuming its destiny in history, 
humankind forges itself. (Gutierrez 1988, 90) 

The "desacralization" Gutierrez refers to here is not 

equivalent to what is understood as secularization in the 

contemporary understanding, but is a stage in the process in 

which human responsibility for the state of the world is 

differentiated from the responsibility of God. Social 

praxis, therefore, becomes an appropriate expression of 

human freedom. From out of the "sacred monarchy" of Egypt, 

emerges the understanding of God as different from, but not 

ontologically separate from the creation, the world, and the 
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course of its history. As the Liberator who desires that 

the people be able to worship in freedom, he emancipates the 

chosen from not only political bondage, but spiritual 

bondage to Egypt, representing as it does here, the prior 

ontological consciousness. 

After the event and the revelation of its significance, 

the eschatological horizon opens: humanity becomes aware of 

new possibilities, a new order based on the projection into 

the future represented by the "promise" revealed through the 

event. Irruptions of the Divine presence in pragmatic 

history produce "partial fulfillments," that are pregnant 

with eschatological hope for the future, but are only 

partially realized in history up to the present. According 

to Gutierrez: 

The historical implementations of promises in 
the present are—insofar as they are ordered 
toward what is to come—as characteristic of 
eschatology as the opening to the future. More 
precisely, this tension toward the future lends 
meaning to and is expressed in the present, while 
simultaneously being nourished by it. It is thus 
that the attraction of "what is to come" is the 
driving force of history. The action of Yahweh in 
history and at the end of history are inseparable. 
It has been said often in recent years that the 
expression used in Exod. 3:14 . . .is 
correctly translated not as "I am who I am," which 
can be interpreted within our categories in the 
sense of a vigorous but static assertion of God's 
transcendence, but rather as "I will be who will 
be." A new kind of transcendence is emphasized: 
God is revealed as a force in our future and not 
as an ahistorical being. (1988, 95) 
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The promise, the future, is present in the event and is 

part of a continuing process of creation that can be 

discerned in history. By "desacralizing" social praxis, 

humanity is now free to fulfill its part in the process that 

will culminate beyond time. That humanity has failed to 

achieve complete implementation of the eschatological vision 

testifies to the fact that the process is ongoing. 

It was only later that the full import of Exodus came 

to light: the God of the Exodus was not the tribal god of 

the Jews but of all of humanity. In other words, besides 

political liberation in the particular circumstances 

surrounding the Exodus event, a deeper, more universal 

liberation becomes apparent in the subsequent failure of the 

chosen to maintain a separate and ultimately superior 

existence in worldly affairs. 

In particular, according to Gutierrez, by the time the 

Book of Isaiah was compiled, a new, universal consciousness 

had evolved in the prophetic tradition as evidenced in 

Isaiah (61:1-2) 

The spirit of the Lord Yahweh 
has been given to me, 
for Yahweh has anointed me. 
He has sent me to bring good news to the poor, 
to bind up hearts that are broken; 
to proclaim liberty to captives, 
freedom to those in prison; 
to proclaim a year of favor from Yahweh, 
a day of vengeance for our God. 
(Gutierrez 1983,19) 



158 

The language of the prophets, in this case, Isaiah, is in 

the process of changing from the particular (i.e., the 

Jewish Nation) to the universal (humanity). The poor, those 

with broken hearts, captives, and the imprisoned are the 

focus of the theophany. 

The prophets announce a kingdom of peace. But 
peace supposes the establishment of justice, the 
defense of the rights of the poor, the punishment 
of oppressors, a life without the fear of being 
enslaved by others. A poorly conceived 
spiritualization has often made us forget the 
human task and the power to transform unjust 
structures that the messianic promises contain. 
The elimination of misery and exploitation is a 
sign of the coming of the messiah. (1990a, 72) 

The re-ordering and re-directing consequences of the 

Exodus are continued by the Prophetic Tradition. Through 

this tradition the universal import of the theophany 

gradually enters human consciousness. 

For Christians, such as Gutierrez, the full meaning and 

structure of the process culminate in the advent of Jesus 

Christ. "The work of Christ," Gutierrez writes, 

is a new creation. In this sense, Paul speaks 
of a "new creation," in Christ (Gal. 6:15; 2 Cor. 
5:17). Moreover, it is through this "new 
creation" that is to say, through the salvation 
which Christ affords, that creation acquires its 
full meaning (cf. Rom.8). But the work of Christ 
is presented simultaneously as a liberation from 
sin and from all its consequences: despoliation, 
injustice, hatred. This liberation fulfills in an 
unexpected way the promises of the prophets and 
creates a new chosen people, which this time 
includes all humanity. (1988, 90) 
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In other words, the Kingdom of God is not some otherworldly, 

ahistorical, metaphysical entity, but it has only been 

partially fulfilled in key historical events. Thus, the 

events themselves are relative to and judged by their 

proximity to the end or the fulfillment of the Kingdom of 

God as it is progressively revealed in universal history. 

This relativization is necessary for Gutierrez to break 

away from hypostatized theological emphases to a more 

mundane and historical understanding of the deity: 

The Promise is not exhausted by these promises 
nor by their fulfillment; it goes beyond them, 
explains them, and gives them their ultimate 
meaning. But at the same time, the Promise is 
announced and is partially and progressively 
fulfilled in them. There exists a dialectical 
relationship between the Promise and its partial 
fulfillments. The resurrection itself is the 
fulfillment of something promised and likewise the 
anticipation of a future (cf. Acts 13:23); with it 
the work of Christ is "not yet completed, not yet 
concluded"; the resurrected Christ is "still 
future to himself." The Promise is gradually 
revealed in all its universality and concrete 
expression: it is already fulfilled in historical 
events, but not yet completely; it necessarily 
projects itself into the future, creating a 
permanent historical mobility. The Promise is 
inexhaustible and dominates history, because it is 
the self-communication of God. (1988, 92) 

The response on the part of human beings to the self-

communication of God is, then, historical and spiritual. 

The process does not culminate in the Biblical account, in 

the Old or New Testaments, but is revealed as the historical 

and progressive quest for a deep order that is incompletely 

present but that is promised in the future. The progressive 
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evolution of meaning and direction apparent in the spiritual 

history of the "People of God" continues to the present and 

into the future. 

Gutierrez believes that though the Biblical message 

appeals to all of humanity, it has a special message to 

those that are oppressed, not just spiritually, but 

materially. A subversive reinterpretation of the Bible 

questions profoundly many historical developments in the 

modern world, and not just the economic, that have resulted 

in human beings being forced to live in situations of 

inhuman oppression. Gutierrez believes the Bible calls into 

question all situations of human injustice and likewise 

condemns oppressive social structures. 

For Gutierrez God is revealed in the struggles of human 

beings to free themselves from such situations of injustice. 

In passing from the old oppression to the new freedom, the 

struggles of the oppressed are all related in a fundamental 

way: 

What is at stake in the South as well as in the 
North, in the West as well as the East, on the 
periphery and in the center, is the possibility of 
enjoying a truly human existence, a free life, a 
dynamic liberty which is related to history as a 
conquest. We have today an ever-clearer vision of 
this dynamism and this conquest, but their roots 
stretch into the past. (Gutierrez 1988, 18) 

Where the theology of the Conquest was the justification of 

oppression, the Theology of Liberation sees a different 
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conquest—the achievement of a truly human existence, a 

historical struggle of an entirely different sort. 

History and Theophany 

Thus, the God of the poor is discovered in history. 

According to Gutierrez, "God is revealed in the works of 

God" (1991, 3) . God's presence in history has the character 

of an "irruption" of the divine into mundane existence that 

is an event that provides an opportunity for a new way of 

being for human beings (Gutierrez 1988, xx; xxix). The 

relative, or contingent, nature of these events is 

determined by the call for a response on the part of human 

beings. "The God of life," Gutierrez explains, 

is present in human history; this presence 
reaches its supreme and unsurpassed expression in 
the incarnation of the Son. As James Cone rightly 
says, "to ask 'Who is God?' is to focus on what he 
is doing," on God's liberating action in history. 
But it is important not to go astray here. God is 
not a liberator because God liberates; rather God 
liberates because God is a liberator. God is not 
just because God establishes justice, or faithful 
because God enters into a covenant, but the other 
way around. I am not playing with words here, but 
trying to bring out the primacy and transcendence 
of God and to remind ourselves that God's being 
gives meaning to God's action. According to the 
Bible, God's interventions in the life of God's 
people do not imply any kind of immanentism or any 
dissolution of God into history; rather they 
emphasize that God is the absolute and 
transcendent source of being. 

God is simultaneously near and distant. We 
know God through God's action in history; knowing 
who God is, we know what we ought to do if we 
believe in God. We find repeatedly in the Bible a 
pattern that is summed up concisely in a passage 
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of Deuteronomy: "Remember, you were once slaves in 
Egypt, and the Lord, your God, ransomed you from 
there; that is why I command you to observe this 
rule." (1991, 2) 

It is apparent here that Gutierrez is not challenging the 

primacy and transcendence of God; on the contrary, he 

affirms this conception of the divinity's being. On the 

other hand, he is trying to show how, at the same time, this 

transcendence may be perceived differently. God's actions 

in history form a pattern that is summed up in the Exodus 

event: freedom from slavery is the core that reveals the 

mode of God in history as a Liberator. 

The theophanic event, such as the Exodus, through the 

medium of its interlocutors, begins the process of re

ordering and redirecting the lives of those who respond and 

understand the message. 

God wants justice indeed, and desires that 
divine judgment {mishpat) reign in the world; but 
God cannot impose it, for the nature of created 
things must be respected. God's power is limited 
by human freedom; for without freedom God's 
justice would not be present within history. 
(Gutierrez 1987, 77) 

The fulfillment of the process, however, is not automatic, 

deterministic, or predictable; in fact, in a sense it is 

never achievable, since the human response to the event is 

limited by the fact that its meaning may not be wholly 

understood or implemented for a long time afterwards, if 

ever. What is important in this regard is to recognize 

that, for Gutierrez, God is the source of the continual 
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renewal of human consciousness, the "leaps in Being" that 

can potentially restore order to a disordered existence. 

The events through which God reveals himself to his 

people do not stop with Biblical events but continue to 

present themselves at critical times in history when the 

eschatological horizon opens and human beings are more 

receptive of the message. 

The "new epoch in the history of Latin 
America," of which Medellin spoke, continues to be 
our vital context. In the language of the Bible, 
we are in a kairos, a propitious and demanding 
time in which the Lord challenges us and we are 
called upon to bear a very specific witness. 
During this kairos Latin American Christians are 
experiencing a tense and intense period of 
solidarity, reflection, and martyrdom. 
(Gutierrez 1988, xx) 

The situation of oppression in Latin America, according to 

Gutierrez, has reached just such a point, a kairos, where 

the eschatological horizon is beginning to open. Through 

the "irruption of the poor," the hope of a truly human life 

is becoming historically present. In this sense the poor 

can be seen as "closer" to God through their common 

experience of solidarity, reflection, and martyrdom. 

The kairos reveals the continuing presence and identity 

of God as Liberator, and the Kingdom of God as an 

eschatological promise to become manifest in the future. 

Gutierrez believes that in all such times, though the 

circumstances may change, the message remains the same: 
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In accordance with the method of synonymous 

parallelism, the good news preached to them [the 
poor] is given concrete form in the three 
statements that follow: release for captives, 
sight for the blind, and freedom for the 
oppressed. In all these instances we find one and 
the same proclamation, the dominant idea being 
freedom. (Gutierrez 1991, 8) 

Synonymous parallelism, according to Gutierrez (1991, 193) 

is a method borrowed from Hebrew poetry. It "means the 

repetition of the same idea in equivalent terms." That the 

message is repeated, over and over, indicates, for 

Gutierrez, its authenticity. Freedom, from this 

perspective, is the millennial quest of humanity, and God is 

the source through revelation of the Eschaton. 

That total fulfillment has not occurred should not mean 

that it is not possible, only that it is unpredictable: 

...[I]n this statement of the problem there is 
an assumption which should be brought to the 
surface, namely a certain idea of the spiritual 
characterized by a kind of Western dualistic 
thought (matter-spirit), foreign to the Biblical 
mentality. This is a disincarnate "spiritual," 
scornfully superior to all earthly realities. The 
proper way to pose the question does not seem to 
us to be in terms of "temporal promise and 
spiritual promise." Rather ..., it is a matter of 
partial fulfillments through liberating historical 
events, which are in turn new promises marking the 
road towards total fulfillment. (Gutierrez 1988, 
96) 

The category of "partial fulfillments," then, allows 

Gutierrez to approach the Bible as collection of narratives 

that represent an ongoing process, unfinished, still a 

future possibility. Hence, the process is open-ended. For 

him, the Bible is a spiritual history, a record of the 
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historic evolution of the "people of God", conscious of 

their status and committed to the realization of a truly 

human life for all. 

This is Yahweh. His might is at the service of 
justice. His power is expressed in the defense of 
the rights of the poor (see Ps. 146:7-9). The 
real theophany, or revelation of God, is in the 
liberation of the person who is poor. (Gutierrez 
1983, 7) 

For Gutierrez, God does act in history and on the side of 

the oppression, the least of humanity. His presence in 

history is the millennial quest for human liberation, or as 

will be seen in Chapter VI, the quest for integral 

liberation. 

Gutierrez's response, then, to the atheistic humanist 

critique of traditional Christian other-worldliness is to 

show an alternative that does value particular human values 

and at the same time redirects and transforms humanism. 

"Human beings believe in God, " in his perspective, 

in the context of a particular historical 
situation; after all, believers have their place 
in a cultural and social fabric. For a long time, 
for example, the consciousness of their own 
limitations and their realization of their 
dependence of the external world, both natural and 
social, led human beings to emphasize the divine 
power and omnipotence. The consciousness of their 
finiteness sensitized them to the infinity of the 
supreme being. In our age, the assertion of the 
human person as subject of its own history, as 
well as its increasing ability to transform 
nature, have gradually led to a different approach 
to God. In the context of the phenomenon we call 
"secularization" (there is no need here of 
introducing nuances and distinctions) there is a 
growing sensitiveness to a God who is revealed in 
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humility and suffering. Confronted with human 
beings who are conscious of their strength, 
theologians speak of a God who is "weak." (1991, 
XV) 

In other words, in the developed nations, the appeal of 

the Biblical message is conditioned and filtered through the 

contemporary situation. In an age that is dominated by 

human strength and power, this very achievement tempts 

humans to turn from God and to worship the products of their 

powers: 

For two centuries now, human beings have been 
beginning to experience their capacity to 
transform, with increased rapidity and control, 
the world they live in. The experience has 
changed the course of history, and it is the 
outstanding characteristic of our era. Undreamed
of possibilities have opened up for human life on 
earth. But these possibilities have been 
cornered, monopolized, by a minority of the human 
race, provoking frustration and exasperation on 
the part of the dispossessed masses. (Gutierrez 
1983,48) 

In the face of the undeniable achievements of humanity which 

can be seen as a challenge to the existence of God at all, 

the counter pull represented by faith in the Divine may grow 

weak. It does not, though, disappear. In environments such 

as Latin America, a much different understanding of God 

emerges, one that emphasizes God's strength. 

Gutierrez asserts that, under these circumstances, the 

perseverance of faith is being made possible through a shift 

from a "quantitative" to a "qualitative" theological 

approach that posits the universality of salvation open to 

all of humanity. 
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. . . the whole problem of salvation made a 
qualitative leap and began to be perceived 
differently. Indeed, there is more to the idea of 
the universality of salvation than simply 
asserting the possibility of reaching it while 
outside the visible frontiers of the Church. 
. . .persons are saved if they open themselves to 
God and to others, even if they are not clearly 
aware that they are doing so. This is valid for 
Christians and non-Christians alike—for all 
people. (Gutierrez 1988, 84) 

The Promise of salvation, therefore, is open to all 

humanity. Gutierrez asserts if, ". . .[They] renounce their 

selfishness, and seek to create an authentic fellowship 

among human beings" the possibility of salvation is open 

even to non-believers (1988, 85) . Those now committed to 

the liberation of humanity are acting more authentically 

Christian than those who profess belief or merely outwardly 

manifest Christian trappings: 

Christ is the place of interchange, for in him 
a human person gives a human face to God and God 
gives a divine face to human beings. The historic 
adventure and the meaning of history will be the 
revelation of God. To believe in Christ, 
therefore, is to believe at the same time in 
history. To believe in eschatology, in the final 
times, is the motor of the historical process. 
(Gutierrez 1990a, 74) 

From this Christological foundation, Gutierrez builds 

his theology of liberation that is committed to not only 

correctly understanding the human condition in the present 

day, but also to changing it. He insists that, "the first 

and fundamental objective is the commitment of Christians. 

.The first step is action"(Gutierrez 1990a, 64). Hence, 
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theology is a reflection on action. It is a second act that 

informs and directs future action. The object of this 

action is to work actively for the fulfillment of all human 

beings. 

What Gutierrez refers to as the "messianic inversion" 

provides the foundation for a truly radical perspective: 

Jesus, the Messiah, turns the reigning order 
upside down. In his effort to help his disciples 
advance along the way they have entered upon, he 
tells them that the truly great one among them is 
the one who serves and that he who would be first 
must be "the slave of all." This is the 
"messianic inversion" that is a central element in 
the gospel message. The inversion begins with the 
Lord himself who, when he became one of us, 
intended not to be served but to serve. Service 
does not mean passively accepting the present 
state of affairs. Rather it implies initiative 
and creativity, the knowledge and strength needed 
to build a human, a just, and fraternal world. 
What the Gospel rejects is power viewed as 
domination, as the quest to have others 
acknowledge us as "rulers"; it does not reject 
power understood as service. (Gutierrez 1991, 88) 

Human action oriented in the direction of the revelatory 

Eschaton is the mode of God's liberation in history. The 

process is a partnership and should not be viewed as 

exclusively one-sided or deformed. The God of life 

liberates from within the concrete existence of humanity 

through the actions of those in conformity with future 

Eschaton. Total liberation, total fulfillment of the 

eschatological promise lies in the future and is ultimately 

a gift of God. God liberates in the present through the 



169 

achievement of an eschatological consciousness that 

motivates the human quest for order. 

To sum up Gutierrez's theology, God is seen as 

"present" in history through his deeds in history—through 

the liberating events that reveal, although incompletely or 

partially, the full presence that will end history sometime 

in the future. His intent is to recover the eschatological 

perspective not just for theology, but for all human self-

understanding. The recovery of this deeper meaning to 

historical events, and the human responses to them, allows 

Gutierrez to balance overindulgence in either 

transcendentalism or immanentism. 

Consciousness of the source of meaning as ultimately 

beyond is the consciousness of a mystery unfolding in time: 

If there is a finality inscribed in history, 
then the essence of Christian faith is to believe 
in Christ, that is, to believe that God is 
irreversibly committed to human history. To 
believe in Christ, then, is to believe that God 
has made a commitment to the historical 
development of the human race. 

To have faith in Christ is to see the history 
in which we are living as the progressive 
revelation of the human face of God. "Who sees me 
sees the Father." This holds to a certain extent 
for every human being according to the important 
text of Matthew 25, which reminds us that an 
action on behalf of a human being is an action on 
behalf of God. (Gutierrez 1990a, 74) 

Biblical paradigms provide Gutierrez, and other Liberation 

Theologians, with formidable symbols through which the 

meaning of theophanies become comprehensible. The 
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liberation from Egypt is seen as the mode through which the 

revelation of the mystery of God becomes manifest, and due 

to partial, incomplete, and inadequate interpretations of 

the event, the process is not fulfilled and continues into 

the foreseeable future. In the meantime however, the 

continuing quest for understanding goes on unabated. The 

future is still, ultimately, a mystery. 

Conclusion 

For Eric Voegelin, also, the Exodus event is epochal. 

In the Introduction to the first volume in his magnum opus. 

Order and History (Voegelin, 1974,) sub-titled, Israel and 

Revelation, Voegelin states that this event marks the 

beginning of a new human consciousness, a new ontic 

awareness of the presence of the Deity as a response to the 

revelation of its identity. The "I am" of the thorn bush 

episode in Exodus reveals a God beyond the previous 

intracosmic understanding of the divine represented by 

Egypt. In other words, a transcendent, autonomous presence 

utterly "Beyond" the reality previously understood as 

intracosmic in nature: 

The break with the earlier tolerance results 
not from the profounder insight that no 
symbolization through analogies of existential 
order in the world can even fairly be adequate to 
the divine partner on whom the community of being 
and its order depend. Only when the gulf in the 
hierarchy of being that separates divine from 
mundane existence is sensed, only when the 
originating, ordering, and preserving source of 
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being is experienced in its absolute transcendence 
beyond being in tangible existence, will all 
symbolization by analogy be understood in its 
essential inadequacy and even impropriety. The 
seemliness of symbols—if we may borrow the term 
from Xenophanes—then will become a pressing 
concern, and a hitherto tolerable freedom of 
symbolization will become intolerable because it 
is an unseemly indulgence betraying a confusion 
about the order of being and, more deeply, a 
betrayal of being itself through lack of proper 
attunement. The horror of a fall from being into 
nothingness motivates an intolerance which no 
longer is willing to distinguish between stronger 
and weaker gods, but opposes the true god to the 
false gods. This horror induced Plato to create 
the term theology, to distinguish between true and 
false types of theology, and to make the true 
order of society dependent on the rule of men 
whose proper attunement to divine being manifests 
itself in their true theology. (Voegelin 1974, 9) 

One of the impacts of the theophany, then, is to make men 

aware of the inadequacy of previous symbols. In other 

words, there is an awareness surrounding the event of a 

"before" and an "after" period, and the quest to protect the 

new insight from a collapse back into its former inadequacy 

requires a new symbolism to preserve it in the future. The 

bearers of this insight form a new community that, in turn, 

seeks not only to project this insight into the true order 

of reality, but seeks to act within tangible existence based 

on its meaning. Thus, the "peculiar" status, as Voegelin 

calls it, is remarkable in that: 

The major theoretical issues arising in a study 
of Israelite order have their common origin in the 
status of Israel as a peculiar people. Through 
the divine choice Israel was enabled to take the 
leap toward more perfect attunement with 
transcendent being. The historical consequence 
was a break in the pattern of civlizational 
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courses. With Israel there appears a new agent of 
history that is neither a civilization nor a 
people within a civilization like others. (1974, 
116) 

The consciousness of this new political status, of being a 

"community," subsequently undergoes further differentiation 

in the interim and eventually comes to full realization in 

the idea of a universal mankind. In the meantime, however, 

through the process of conversion, the new insight into 

being is preserved as a distinct group identity. "And this 

turning around," Voegelin writes, 

. . .[T]his conversion, results in more than an 
increase of knowledge concerning the order of 
being; it is a change in the order itself. For 
the participation in being changes its structure 
when it becomes emphatically a partnership with 
God, while the participation in mundane being 
recedes to second rank. The more perfect 
attunement to being through conversion is not an 
increase on the same scale but a qualitative leap. 
And when this conversion befalls a society, the 
converted community will experience itself as 
qualitatively different from all other societies 
that have not taken the leap. Moreover, the 
conversion is experienced, not as the result of 
human action, but as a passion, as a response to a 
revelation of divine being, to an act of grace, to 
a selection for emphatic partnership with God. 
The community, as in the case of Israel, will be a 
chosen people, a peculiar people, a people of God. 
(1974, 10). 

The focus of the Divine-human partnership is preserved by 

those who are conscious of the change. Later on the 

consciousness that potential membership in this group is 

open to all human beings is a result of the evolution of 

theology in the wake of the event. Voegelin asserts that 
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something real has happened, but that it did not happen in a 

vacuum: 

. . .[T]he leap upward in being is not a leap 
out of existence. The emphatic partnership with 
God does not abolish partnership in the community 
of being at large, which includes being in mundane 
existence. Man and society, if they want to 
retain their foothold in being that makes the leap 
into emphatic partnership possible, must remain 
adjusted to the order of mundane existence. 
Hence, there is no age of the church that would 
succeed an age of society on the level of more 
compact attunement to being. Instead there 
develop the tensions, frictions, and balances 
between the two levels of attunement, a dualistic 
structure of existence which expresses itself in 
pairs of symbols, of theologia civilis and 
theologia supranaturalis, of temporal and 
spiritual powers, of secular state and church. 
(1974, 11) 

This, then, is the result of the articulation of the mystery 

of God present in history: consciousness of the conflict 

between the old cosmology and the new existential 

differentiation produces a conflict that awaits the solution 

to this problem in time. The potential for unbalancing the 

understanding of existence, as the new consciousness 

conflicts with the old consciousness, can result in worse 

disorder than before the event occurred. The two must be 

reconciled through the slow, progressive realization in 

history: 

there is an awareness that the new truth about 
being is not a substitute for, but an addition to 
the old truth. . . . Moreover, there is a new 
awareness that an attack on the unseemly 
symbolization of order may destroy order itself 
with the faith in its analogies, that it is better 
to see the truth obscurely than not at all, that 
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imperfect attunement to the order of being is 
preferable to disorder. (1974, 11) 

The new truth emerges from the context of the old, and if it 

is not to undermine completely the order of the old 

consciousness by its radicality, the full and radical 

implications of the insight must be veiled to prevent the 

loss of the very thing which makes the new understanding 

possible, human faith. What emerges in the interim is the 

history of this process, but also a history that 

comprehends, in the manner available at that time—i.e., the 

level of cognitive differentiation—the fullest meaning of 

the event within its own historical horizon. When this 

historic horizon changes, so will the meanings of the 

insights gained to that point. 

What, for Voegelin, begins in Exodus is the progressive 

consciousness of the divine presence in history and the 

community formed by that consciousness. Over history, 

further differentiations of the structure of existence, 

through the pneumatic theophany in Christianity and the 

noetic theophany achieved in classical Greek philosophy 

serve to clarify the process that was initiated in the Old 

Testament event. Gutierrez, as should be clear in the 

foregoing, follows same path. God's liberating action in 

history, beginning with Creation, continuing through the 

Exodus, the Prophets, and Jesus Christ becomes, in the 

present, manifest in the poor. Thus, the "irruption of the 
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poor" into the consciousness of believers represents a new 

consciousness of order that is truly universal. 

However, one important difference between Voegelin and 

Gutierrez becomes problematic if we remember Voegelin's 

caveat concerning the mode of articulation of the divine 

presence in history: That of perverting faith into an 

instrument of pragmatic action. Thus, their differences lie 

essentially in potentially conflicting perspectives over the 

role of the community in relation to the end of history. 

Specifically, does the symbolization of God in Gutierrez's 

work as "Liberator" derail his faith in the manner Voegelin 

warns against? 

In Volume Four of Order in History: The Ecumenic Age 

(1974), Voegelin examines the impact and significance of 

Pauline Christianity in the context of the emergence of 

Ecumenic Empires down to the Roman. Of the many ethnic 

cultures to fall before the Roman onslaught, the Greeks and 

the Jews shared the experience of domination. In these 

cultures its particularly disheartening effects negated many 

of their achievements and accomplishments before the 

conquest. After the noetic and pneumatic theophanies that 

constituted these achievements seemed to be eclipsed by the 

success of the empire, the need for a new balance become 

clear, and one of its manifestations was the emergence of 

Christianity, in which a universal consciousness that 

comprehended and transformed this potentially chaotic event 



176 

in such a way that the insights gained earlier in history 

could be preserved and further clarified. Along with 

Christianity, however, there emerged alternative responses; 

in particular. Gnosticism emerged as the major challenge to 

the Christian understanding to the meaning of history by 

attempting to absolutize the Divine into pragmatic history. 

In other words, in the wake of the imperial destruction of 

the order of dominated societies, especially Israel and 

Hellas, the temptation to escape the apparent disorder of 

imperial destruction through a denial of reality is 

understandable. However, by attempting to deform the order 

of existence in order to escape it, the gnostics engendered 

a process that continues to plague human consciousness down 

to the present. 

Gutierrez, coming from a culture that has experienced 

the disorder of conquest and imperialism, could easily fall 

into the gnostic temptation. However, he does not. As 

should be clear in the foregoing two sections, Gutierrez 

maintains the order of existence, differentiated by the 

classic philosophers, insofar as he maintains the boundaries 

between Man and God. Humankind, though it has achieved much 

in history, has not become for him the determinant of the 

meaning of history. Gutierrez does not attempt to destroy 

the tension of existence, or the Unrest of the classical 

philosophers, but to liberate the oppressed from situations 

that are caused by human action. The faith of humanity, as 
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he understands it, is the hope that in the future, and 

according to the will of God, human beings will become 

universally liberated from the disorder they have 

historically experienced. Unlike the gnostic, he remains 

open to the future perfection his faith promises. 

God remains for Gutierrez the source of order and hope 

in this future. He does not attempt to immanentize God in 

history, or otherwise to deform or do away with the divine 

sphere of existence. God remains wholly "Other," beyond 

human consciousness, but at the same time working within 

this consciousness to lead history to the Eschaton. God 

becomes present in history through his people, those who 

respond to the millennial message of liberation. Hence, he 

liberates through those who respond, in faith, to the 

revelation of God. 

As should be apparent in Gutierrez's anthropology and 

theology, he remains within the boundaries set by the 

classic philosophers. In Table 2, therefore, I have 

indicated Gutierrez's understanding of "Man" as being 

constituted by "Faith." What I mean by this is that in 

Gutierrez, faith is not complacent, but neither is it 

hostile to the order of being. It is not unreasoned or 

blind, and is open to concrete historical situations. It 

respects both the noetic and spiritual aspects of humanity. 
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Table 2. Man and God 

Factors 

Man 

God 

Classical 

Unrest 

Nous 

Zetema 

Gnostic 

Alienation 

Illusion 

Gutierrez 

Faith 

Liberator 

Gutierrez's understanding of "God" I have labeled as a 

"Liberator." The designation Liberator refers to the 

comprehensive understanding of the deity as beyond, yet also 

acting within human history. Divine liberation (discussed 

at length in Chapter VI) is more akin to a leap in being, 

rather than being political, economic, or social liber

ation—though the concept includes these aspects also. What 

is important to recognize here is that God, not Man, is the 

source of full liberation, though the latter also 

participates in the process. Theophanic events in concrete 

history—such as the Exodus, the Prophetic Tradition, and 

the Epiphany of Christ—illustrate the mode of God's 

presence and the essence of revelation: "For freedom Christ 

has set us free" (Gal. 5:1). 

The theophanic event, then, with its dual meaning—on 

the one hand, as a concrete event in the history of mankind, 

and, on the other hand, as an event revealing a new 
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consciousness of God and the meaning of existence, is for 

Gutierrez the basis of a critical understanding of the 

relationship between the human and divine poles of 

existence. The major difference between the classic 

understanding and Gutierrez's lies in the aftermath of the 

theophany. Where the classic philosophers reacted to the 

epochal event (theophany) by articulating a new 

consciousness based on Reason, Gutierrez, following in the 

tradition of Christianity, reacts by attempting to 

articulate a new spirituality. The new spirituality will be 

examined in Chapter VI; what remains is to proceed with 

Gutierrez's understanding of the World and Society, the 

topics to be covered in the following chapter. 



CHAPTER V 

WORLD AND SOCIETY 

Every world is the work of the gods, for it was 
either created directly by the gods or was 

consecrated, hence cosmicized, by men ritually 
reactualizing the paradigmatic act of Creation. 
This is as much as to say that religious man can 

live only in a sacred world, because it is only in 
such a world that he participates in being, that 

he has a real existence, 

Mircia Eliade 
The Sacred and the Profane (1959, 64) 

Introduction 

As Mircia Eliade asserts that for religious persons all 

worlds are created by the gods or by people recreating the 

world through ritual imitating the paradigmatic act of 

creation. A sacred world view, then, validates particular 

forms of existence that allow a partnership to emerge in 

which God (or the gods) and humans share in a real 

existence. Alternatively, for the non-religious, the modern 

world is the product of social, scientific and technical 

achievements. What is at stake is the meaning of the modern 

world: why have things happened the way they have and for 

what purpose? For the Christian West especially, the 

historical event that initiated modern teleology was the 

180 
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resurrection of Jesus Christ. According to Eric Voegelin, 

St. Paul's vision of the resurrected Christ gave a new 

meaning to history and world development: 

The theophanic event constitutes meaning in 
history; it reveals reality as moving toward a 
state undisturbed by forces of disorder; and 
imagination, following the directional movement, 
will express its goal by such symbols of 
transfigured reality as "a new heaven and a new 
earth." That is the point at which apocalyptic 
imagination can endanger the balance of 
consciousness by tampering with the mystery of 
meaning. For the directional movement in reality 
has the character of a mystery indeed: Though we 
can experience the direction as real, we do not 
know why reality is in such a state that it has to 
move beyond itself or why the movement has not 
been consummated by an event of transfiguration in 
the past; neither can we predict the date for such 
an event in the future or know that form it will 
assume. The event, as it can happen any time, 
hangs as a threat or hope over every present. 
(1974, 239) 

For St. Paul, and the succeeding generations of believers, 

the resurrection of Christ meant the assurance that death 

was not final. It also meant the beginning of the 

transformation of the world and reality by divine 

intervention. The early Christians, including St. Paul 

believed this intervention would come in their lifetimes; 

when it did not, and has not yet, the event was, and is 

still, projected into the future. 

This new possibility, the hope of perfectibility of the 

world and society, has engendered a variety of responses in 

both believers and non-believers alike. According to 

Voegelin, 
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In the cosmological [pre-Christian] style of 
truth, the anxiety of existence over the abyss of 
non-existence engenders the rituals of cosmogic 
renewal; in the style of existential truth 
constituted by theophanic events, the anxiety of 
falling into the untruth of disorder can engender 
the vision of a divine intervention that will put 
an end to disorder in time for all time. When the 
conflict between the revealed truth of order and 
the actual disorder of the times becomes too 
intense, the traumatic experience can induce the 
transformation of the mystery into metastatic 
expectations. The aura of possibility surrounding 
the mystery can be condensed into an expectation, 
with certainty, of a transfiguring event in a not 
too distant future. (1974, 239-40) 

Yet for many, especially in the modern era, awaiting the 

parousia is unacceptable. They are impatient for the 

liberation to arrive and are therefore tempted to make it 

happen in their lifetimes. 

For pre-modern Gnostics, the revelatory experience 

engendered an esoteric gnosis which empowered the individual 

to escape the disorder and evil of the world and society. 

Over the succeeding centuries this quest changed from one of 

escape to one of transformation.1 The Modern gnostic like 

Hegel, according to Voegelin: 

. . . [R]ejected the dogma but continued to use 
its language. An ingenious device: By rejecting 
the dogma he could throw out the theophanic event 
it was meant to protect; by retaining its 
language, he could use it as a cover for his far-
reaching egophanic enterprise.^ (1974, 263) 

In other words, gnostics use the language of the experience 

of St. Paul to undergird their own work while at the same 

time fundamentally altering its meaning to suit their own 
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purposes. In this chapter I will argue that Gutierrez 

restores the correct balance to the order of being that has 

been corrupted, from Voegelin's perspective, by modern 

gnostics such as Hegel. 

The modern world and modern society have long been a 

problem for Christian theologians. Economic, political and 

social developments during the modern period of history have 

undermined many traditional Christian teachings. The order 

of existence, or the "primordial field" of existence as 

discovered by the classical philosophers, reaffirmed by St. 

Paul, and stressed by Eric Voegelin, is challenged by world 

events such as modernization and secularization. The 

challenge, for Liberation Theologians such as Gutierrez, is 

to maintain allegiance to the traditional order of existence 

while applying it to explain modern developments. In order 

to avoid the horns of Voegelin's dilemma, Gutierrez's vision 

must therefore transcend both the fundamentalist's denial of 

modern reality and the gnostic's temptation to assume the 

role of God in transfiguring this reality. In articulating 

this vision of the world and society Gutierrez treads a fine 

line; because of this his work is open to misunderstanding 

and misinterpretation. The chapter will first examine 

Gutierrez's understanding of the "World" and "Society," and 

compare this understanding to the authentic zetema discussed 

in Chapter I. 
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Gutierrez's Worldly Theology 

In 1968 Gustavo Gutierrez delivered a speech to a group 

of Peruvian pastors in which he outlined the program which 

would later be called Liberation Theology. 1^ this talk he 

identified a primary concern that would motivate his quest 

to understand the relation of religious faith and the world: 

The gospel is primarily a message of salvation. 
The construction of the world is a task for human 
beings on this earth. To state the question of a 
theology of liberation means, therefore, to ask 
about the meaning of this work on earth, the work 
that human beings perform in this world vis-a-vis 
the faith. In other words, what relationship is 
there between the construction of this world and 
salvation? (Gutierrez 1990a, 65) 

He proceeds to discuss the traditional answer to this 

question, that humans are here on this earth to be tested 

and this, in turn, determines their individual salvation. 

In this traditional answer, human action is considered 

secondary; the primary concern is salvation. "The 

fundamental objective was to place oneself in the presence 

of God, for this automatically gave value to the work" 

(Gutierrez 1990a, 66). This theocentric understanding of 

human action ultimately produced frustration in many modern 

minds, for "Work from this perspective had value if it was 

sacrifice; the more sacrificial, the greater the value. The 

more useless it was, the more sacrificial, since even one's 

intelligence was sacrificed" (Gutierrez 1990a, 66). Over 

the centuries, this attitude produced an otherworldly 
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emphasis that, as I have argued in the previous chapter, has 

been challenged profoundly by modern global developments. 

Science and humanism since the beginning of the modern 

era have empowered many human beings and engendered a hope 

that the world may, perhaps soon, become a much better 

place. In the post-World War II era, various strategies of 

development had evolved to produce a better life for the 

inhabitants of less fortunate regions of the world. As one 

of the human sciences, theology itself had to update its 

understanding of current developments and to ascertain its 

role in this global aspiration: 

It means that theology faces the sign of the 
times, which is human liberation, and scrutinizes 
it profoundly. This leads us to take a definite 
perspective in judging economic and political 
domination. When we talk of economic domination, 
we touch the sore point, especially if we say that 
what is important is to free the human person, as 
the pope says, from every form of domination, 
whether it be natural or human. Economic and 
political domination not only imprison people 
economically, but they also prevent them from 
being human. Thus we must commit ourselves with 
respect to this great sign of the times. 
(Gutierrez 1990a, 68) 

Gutierrez here is not just announcing his personal 

conviction but echoing the sentiments of many religious 

persons sensitive to the modern world. As was discussed in 

Chapter II, his words reflect an important shift in 

theological emphasis which more or less began with the 

papacy of John XXIII and Vatican Council II. In fact, in 

his Introduction to the fifteenth anniversary edition of A 
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Theology of Liberation, Gutierrez quotes a statement made by 

John XXIII in which the Pope proclaims: 

Today more than ever, certainly more than in 
previous centuries, we are called to serve 
humankind as such, and not merely Catholics; to 
defend above all and everywhere the rights of the 
human person, and not merely of the Catholic 
Church. Today's world, the needs made plain in 
the last fifty years, and a deeper understanding 
of doctrine have brought us to a new situation, as 
I said in my opening speech to the Council 
[Vatican II]. It is not that the Gospel has 
changed; it is that we have begun to understand it 
better. Those who have lived as long as I have 
were faced with new tasks in the social order at 
the start of the century; those who, like me, were 
twenty years in the East and eight in France, were 
enabled to compare different cultures and 
traditions, and know that the moment has come to 
discern the signs of the times, to seize the 
opportunity and to expand the view. (Gutierrez 
1988, xlv-xlvi) 

This statement by the Pope affirms a new openness to the 

world and to society that did, indeed, motivate may 

theologians, like Gustavo Gutierrez, to re-examine their 

awareness of the world and modern developments. The new 

sensitivity included an awareness of the oppression, not 

just of Catholics and the Church, but of non-Christians and 

marginalized cultures also. 

In this same vein, Gutierrez quotes Pope Paul VI as 

reaffirming John XXIII's understanding, "Pope Paul VI said 

that what the church can appropriately contribute is a 

global vision of the human being and of humanity, a vision 

that situates the process of development within the human 

vocation" (1990a, 69). This spirit of inclusiveness, of a 
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new universalism, has as its goal the full emancipation of 

all persons ". . . [A] 11 human beings are called to this full 

development, which in the strong biblical sense we call 

convocation. Human beings are convoked and the process of 

development lies within that convocation" (Gutierrez 1990a, 

69) . The move away from the ecclesiocentrism—the placing 

of the interest of the church first and foremost—and an 

other-worldly salvation is further elaborated in the 

following: 

The very heart of the question was touched in 
the search for a means to widen the scope of the 
possibility of salvation: persons are saved if 
they open themselves to God and to others, even if 
they are not clearly aware that they are doing so. 
This is valid for Christians and non-Christians 
alike—for all people. . . . A qualitative and 
intensive approach replaces a quantitative and 
extensive one. Human existence, in the last 
instance, is nothing but a yes or a no to the 
Lord: "Persons already partly accept communion 
with God, although they do not explicitly confess 
Christ as their Lord, insofar as they are moved by 
grace {Lumen gentium, no. 16), sometimes secretly 
{Guadium et spes, nos. 3, 22), renounce their 
selfishness, and seek to create an authentic 
fellowship among human beings. They reject union 
with God insofar as they turn away from the 
building up of this world, do not open themselves 
to others, and culpably withdraw into themselves 
(Mt. 25: 31-46)." 

From this point of view the notion of 
salvation appears in a different light. Salvation 
is not something otherworldly, in regard to which 
the present life is merely a test. Salvation—the 
communion of human beings with God and among 
themselves—is something which embraces all human 
reality, transforms it, and leads it to its 
fullness in Christ . . . . (Gutierrez 1988, 84-85) 
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It should be apparent in the foregoing that Gutierrez is 

laying the foundation for a very different theological 

understanding of the world and salvation. In fact, he 

mentions approvingly a highly contentious concept, that of 

an anonymous Christianity (1988, 45). Anonymous 

Christianity exists beyond the frontiers of the Church and 

comprises those who, whether conscious of it or not, are 

moved by grace into a personal relationship with God. 

Though Gutierrez notes that the concept lacks a full 

development and is far from being universally accepted 

(1988, 194n.33), it does convey the idea that " . . . all 

persons are in Christ efficaciously called to communion with 

God" (1988, 45) . Thus, the exclusivity and ecclesiocentrism 

of the past are rejected in favor of a new openness to and a 

re-valuation of work and human life. 

In Gutierrez's theology, then, the telos of the world 

and human action is transformed: 

The idea of a universal salvation, which was 
accepted only with great difficulty and was based 
on the desire to expand the possibilities of 
achieving salvation, leads to the question of the 
intensity of the presence of the Lord and 
therefore of the religious significance of human 
action in history. One looks then to this world, 
and now sees in the world beyond not the "true 
life," but rather the transformation and 
fulfillment of the present life. The absolute 
value of salvation—far from devaluing this world-
-gives it its authentic meaning and its own 
autonomy, because salvation is already blatantly 
there. To express the idea in terms of Biblical 
theology: the prophetic perspective (in which the 
Kingdom takes on the present life, transforming 
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It) is vindicated before the sapiential outlook 
(which stresses the life beyond). (1988, 85) 

Gutierrez here makes several important points: first, he is 

attempting to recover a spirituality that is more open to 

the worldly oriented; secondly, he is stressing the freedom 

of human beings to participate collectively in the salvific 

process; and third, he recognizes the concrete achievements 

of the modern world as having salvific value—in other 

words, there is a theological purpose to modern 

developments. This recovery, or recognition, whichever one 

wishes to call it, represents, not just his personal 

understanding but that of other like-minded theologians that 

attempt seriously to understand modern reality (see, for 

examples, Metz, Moltmann and others, in Kee 1978). 

The emphasis on context, then, is critical and is what 

distinguishes Gutierrez's theology from other efforts, 

particularly the efforts which emerge from many theologians 

in Europe and North America. In the latter contexts, where 

populations have responded to their world in many cases with 

a loss of faith of the presence of the Divine in the reality 

of their lives (secularization), in the poor nations this 

phenomenon has yet to become as pronounced. 

The world of the poor represents not only the greatest 

challenge to Christian theologians, the Church, and to 

believers in general, but also to secularized individuals of 

whatever variety, be they Marxists, socialists, or humanist 

progressives. Even non-believers, if they are 
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humanistically oriented, are concerned to alleviate the 

plight of the poor. Once this fact is recognized, 

Gutierrez's emphasis on an intrahistorical salvation, or an 

"integral salvation," is more comprehensible: 

These developments have manifested themselves 
in the gradual forsaking of such expressions as 
supernatural end, supernatural vocation, and 
supernatural order and in the ever-increasing use 
of the term integral, Martelet rightly observes 
regarding Guadium et spes, "This term integral is 
perhaps one of the key words of this constitution. 
In any case, this how the Council constantly 
characterizes its way of approaching the vocation 
of all persons and of the whole person." Integral 
vocation , , , and integral development . , , are 
expressions which tend to stress the unity of the 
call to salvation. (1988, 45) 

It is apparent in the above that Gutierrez is attempting 

both a synthesis and a theological interpretation of events 

that, for others, represent nothing sacred. As discussed 

earlier in this section, the concept of an Anonymous 

Christianity provided a theological category for things that 

were not nominally religious or sacred, but that may 

ultimately have religious importance. In his doctoral 

defense Gutierrez was asked (1990b, 39-40), in so many 

words, whether or not he was basing his understanding of 

salvation on human works alone. His reply (40-41) was to 

quote his A Theology of Liberation (1988) in which he 

clearly stated that certain events might foreshadow the 

coming of the Kingdom—which to Gutierrez is clearly an 

unmerited gift of God—but are not the coming of the 
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Kingdom, "not all of salvation" (104). Here Gutierrez is 

applying a distinction (as discussed in the previous 

chapter) that allows him to, in effect, speak of different 

levels of salvation without falling into the sort of dualism 

that has been condemned earlier in the history of the 

Church. In other words, he can, and does, speak of secular 

salvation without separating it from salvation as understood 

in the traditional religious sense. 

An anonymous Christian working to make the world a 

better place might see her efforts as anything but 

religious, though they might from a religious perspective be 

moving towards the same goals a believer would pursue. The 

believer would be aware that the effort is motivated by 

grace, and the anonymous Christian would not be aware of 

this, though in the end it would not matter. Conscious or 

unconscious efforts on the part of human beings to build a 

better world signify the presence of the Lord in the midst 

of human history, but do not precipitate the coming of the 

Kingdom, which is ultimately a gift and cannot be predicted 

with certainty. Universal salvation, then, is for Gutierrez 

an index: it may be partially achieved by the efforts of 

humans working to better the world; yet, important and 

worthy as these efforts are, they still do not constitute 

the totality of salvation that became manifest in the advent 

of the Christ. The action of God, in the work of Gutierrez, 

has not been replaced by the actions of humanity. 
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The spirit of inclusivity, unity, and direction is 

manifest in all of Gutierrez's works, yet is not overly 

simplistic or dualist. He recognizes problems and 

differences while maintaining his essential task, which is: 

[The] affirmation of the single vocation to 
salvation, beyond all distinctions, gives 
religious value in a completely new way to human 
action in history. Christian and non-Christian 
alike. The building of a just society has worth 
in terms of the Kingdom, or in more current 
phraseology, to participate in the process of 
liberation is already, in a certain sense, a 
salvific work. (1988, 46) 

Henceforth, in Gutierrez's view, to build up the world has 

religious value, but these efforts must be just. Gutierrez 

is aware that many efforts in the past as well as the 

present have culminated not in justice, but in the 

continuation of injustice. 

The Hamartiosphere 

Gutierrez is wary of any efforts to eradicate human 

misery which do not recognize the essential limitation 

inherent in all human effort, which is sin. However, he 

looks beyond the individual aspects of sin to the more 

universal or integral: 

. . . [In] the liberation approach sin is not 
considered as an individual, private, or merely 
interior reality—asserted just enough to 
necessitate "spiritual" redemption wliich does not 
challenge the order in which we live. Sin is 
regarded as a social, historical fact, the absence 
of fellowship and love in relationships among 
persons, the breach of friendship with God and 
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with other persons, and, therefore, an interior, 
personal fracture. When it is considered in this 
way, the collective dimensions of sin are 
rediscovered. This is the Biblical notion that 
Jose Maria Gonzales Ruiz calls the 
"hamartiosphere," the sphere of sin: "a kind of 
parameter or structure which objectively 
conditions the progress of human history itself." 
Moreover, sin does not appear as an afterthought, 
something which one has to mention so as not to 
stray from tradition or leave oneself open to 
attack. Nor is this a matter of escape into a 
fleshless spiritualism. Sin is evident in 
oppressive structures, in the exploitation of 
humans by humans, in the domination and slavery of 
peoples, races, and social classes. Sin appears, 
therefore, as the fundamental alienation, the root 
of a situation of injustice and exploitation. It 
cannot be encountered in itself, but only in 
concrete instances, in particular alienations. 
(1988, 102-103) 

Sin, then, is the root of injustice. As he says, "An unjust 

situation does not happen by chance; it is not something 

branded by a fatal destiny: there is human responsibility 

behind it" (1988, 102). The "hamartiosphere," or the world 

since the Fall, is the parameter of the world of human 

action and effort. Human efforts to struggle against sin, 

in any of its particular manifestations, are valuable, but 

the total eradication of sin would mean the coming of the 

Kingdom, which as he has said, is ultimately a gift of God. 

In between a naivete that foolishly expects the eradication 

of sin by human effort alone and a fatalist cynicism that 

not only accepts the existence of sin, but in a way embraces 

it (to further one's own interests), there lies a position 

Gutierrez is attempting to promote: a mature awareness that 
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sin infects all human effort, without discouraging the 

continual struggle against it. 

. . . [All] struggle against exploitation and 
alienation, in a history which is fundamentally 
one, is an attempt to vanquish selfishness, the 
negation of love. This is the reason why any 
effort to build a just society is liberating. And 
it has an indirect but effective impact on the 
fundamental alienation. It is a salvific work, 
although it is not all of salvation. As a human 
work it is not exempt from ambiguities, any more 
than what is considered to be strictly "religious" 
work. But this does not weaken its basic 
orientation or its objective results. (1988, 103-
104) 

The goal, then, is one of complete liberation from sin; 

however, this goal is not achievable through human effort 

alone. The teios of the World, since Christ, is inseparable 

from its Eschaton, and this fact makes the history of the 

world and the universal process that leads this history 

beyond itself comprehensible. There are not two orders of 

the salvific process, but one, and this process is universal 

(1988, 104). 

Gutierrez certainly recognizes that complete liberation 

from the hamartiosphere is not within the possibility of 

human action, but he does not stop with this recognition. 

Human responsibility, freedom, and dignity require a 

continual struggle against concrete manifestations of sin, 

and this, in his view, is a precondition for the coming of 

the Kingdom. In other words, human beings must do their 

part, perform their role, and await the gratuity of God's 

promise. He offers, as evidence, that this goal is a part 
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of reality, even in the modern, secular world. It is part 

of the continuing struggle of the least of humanity, the 

poor, to liberate themselves, to participate in the 

construction of a just and fraternal world, a better place 

for all of humanity. 

The universality of the process of salvation becomes 

poignant and enlightening for Gutierrez in that they, who 

represent a truly universal category of humanity, the 

wretched of the earth, attempt to struggle against the 

sometimes overwhelming obstacles put in their path. For 

anyone truly attempting to understand what Gutierrez and 

Liberation Theology are trying to say they must listen to 

his encounter with the world of the poor. Through his 

encounter with their world, he has formulated his ideas 

concerning justice and human dignity and the means by which 

the Kingdom might be announced and made manifest. 

The World of the Poor 

The world of the "other," the poor, is the primary 

(although not exclusive—as will be seen) concern of Gustavo 

Gutierrez, "The poor person, the other, becomes the revealer 

of the Utterly Other" (1983, 52). His encounter, a first 

hand experience, with the crushing and life-denying poverty 

that exists in most of Latin America is as compelling as it 

is informative. The subject of poverty will receive a more 

comprehensive treatment in the following chapter, however, 



196 

it will be helpful to outline its characteristics here in 

order to describe Gutierrez's goal of a just and fraternal 

world. 

For Gutierrez the world of the poor is universal, 

though he has concentrated mainly on poverty in Latin 

America, and is the cause for both the great despair and 

aspiration he feels for the modern world. In characterizing 

this world as the world of the "other," he is alluding to 

the fact that the poor, in most places, are barely 

considered human by the non-poor. 

The predominant characteristics of the complex 
and widespread world of the poor are, on the one 
hand, its unimportance in the eyes of the great 
powers that rule today's wider world and, on the 
other hand, its vast human, cultural, and 
religious wealth, and especially its capacity for 
creating new forms of solidarity in these areas. 
(Gutierrez 1988, xxii) 

This unimportance in the eyes of the great powers of the 

world, however, has been shaken in recent decades . Voices 

have arisen from the underside of history that have 

challenged and denounced this unjust attitude, and this 

reminder that the poor still exist today—in fact, their 

numbers have never been higher—calls into question all 

modern claims of human progress. Based on the things they 

do possess, i.e., "human, cultural, and religious wealth," 

the poor are becoming conscious of their situation and of 

the need not only to understand this situation but to change 

it. As Gutierrez states. 
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As a matter of fact, the increasingly numerous 

commitments being made to the poor have given us a 
better understanding of how very complex their 
world is. For myself, this has been the most 
important (and even crushing) experience of these 
past years. The world of the poor is a universe 
in which the socio-economic aspect is basic but 
not all-inclusive. In the final analysis, poverty 
means death: lack of food and housing, the 
inability to attend properly to health and 
education needs, the exploitation of workers, 
permanent unemployment, the lack of respect for 
one's human dignity, and unjust limitations placed 
on personal freedom in the areas of self-
expression, politics, and religion. Poverty is a 
situation that destroys peoples, families, and 
individuals; Medellin and Puebla called it 
"institutionalized violence" (to which must be 
added the equally unacceptable violence of 
terrorism and repression). At the same time, it 
is important to realize that being poor is a way 
of living, thinking, loving, praying, believing, 
and hoping, spending leisure time, and struggling 
for a livelihood. Being poor today is also 
increasingly coming to mean being involved in the 
struggle for justice and peace, defending one's 
life and freedom, seeking a more democratic 
participation in the decisions made by society, 
organizing "to live their faith in an integral 
way" (Puebla, 1137), and being committed to the 
liberation of every human being. (Gutierrez 1988, 
xxi-xxii) 

In the above it is significant that Gutierrez uses the term 

"situation" to characterize the milieu of the poor. He is 

referring to a condition that is ameliorable, not a 

permanent condition, certainly not a desirable condition (as 

in the sense of "spiritual" poverty). Most importantly, the 

poverty he speaks of is not willed by God: its cause is sin, 

and the cause of this poverty lies in human concupiscence.^ 

Poverty caused by selfishness and greed and the structures 
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which support its continuation are the target of Gutierrez's 

challenge. 

His support of the poor and popular movements aimed at 

changing this situation have drawn no small amount of 

criticism—as has been noted previously in Chapter II of the 

present study. Evidently he has struck a nerve in those who 

have a vested interest in the status quo or that only 

partially understand what he is saying. In either case, the 

process he describes as the "irruption of the poor" is 

making itself felt not just in Latin America, but around the 

world: 

What we have often called the "major fact" in 
the life of the Latin American church—the 
participation of Christians in the process of 
liberation—is simply an expression of a far-
reaching historical event: the irruption of the 
poor. Our time bears the imprint of the new 
presence of those who in fact used to be "absent" 
from out society and from the church. By "absent" 
I mean: of little or no importance, and without 
the opportunity to give expression themselves to 
their sufferings, their comraderies, their plans, 
their hopes. (1988, xx) 

The means which the poor and their supporters have utilized 

to make their presence felt are various, but by no means can 

they be lumped together under the label of "Marxist 

revolutionaries," as many are wont to do. In the context of 

Latin America, the fact that the majority of the poor are 

also Christians further complicates the matter, at least 

from the perspective of those that believe or use the 

traditional other-worldly theology to condemn believers 
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seeking to make the world a better place. This is not to 

say that Gutierrez is not aware of the pitfalls and dangers 

inherent in following his theology: 

This new Christian participation in the 
liberation process has various degrees of 
radicality and different nuances in different 
Latin American countries. It is expressed in 
languages that are still tentative, that grope 
their way forward by trial and error. Sometimes 
these modes of expression become lost in byways 
along the route, and sometimes they quicken their 
pace as the result of a particular occurrence. 
(1983,37-38) 

Yet the fact remains that religious persons who are poor and 

others who support these poor believers are mobilizing to 

better their lives. Armed revolution may be one part, and 

in some places and times it undoubtedly has been part of the 

process that Gutierrez refers to as the irruption of the 

poor. This, though, is not the whole of which he is 

speaking. In The Power of the Poor in History (1983) 

Gutierrez speaks specifically of the "theology of 

revolution" that arose in the 1960's as "the tree that hid 

the forest" (43). Initially it served as a motive and 

justification for the involvement of believers in the 

revolutionary process. Gutierrez notes that its major merit 

was to disassociate the faith from an unjust social order; 

its drawbacks, however, were that the price this theology 

paid was to become too intertwined in the process to 

extricate itself when the revolution took turns away from 
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the original expectations of the theology's proponents (43-

44) . 

In fact, he has criticized all categories of what he 

has termed "developmentalism," whether they be radical or 

capitalist: 

Further—and this is important for our 
purposes—in the theology of development as well 
as in the theology of revolution, the point of 
departure, and consequently the mode of 
theological reflection, was the same as it had 
been in all the theologies before. The 
development enterprise, or revolutionary activity, 
was still merely the field of application of a 
given theological reflection, this time one 
concerned with certain facets of the political 
world. It was still not a theological reflection 
from within the liberation process. It was not a 
critical reflection from within, and upon, the 
concrete historical praxis of liberation. It was 
not theology done from within and upon faith as 
liberating praxis. When theology is finally done 
in this locus, perspectives will change. (1983, 
44) 

In other words, any theology which is merely applied to the 

world of the poor without having emerged from this world 

itself misses the mark. Radical revolution and capitalist 

development have failed for the most part because they were, 

in effect, "top-down" strategies that objectified and 

dehumanized the poor they supposedly were trying to save. 

From this perspective any strategy that ignores the right of 

participation of the poor themselves is doomed. 

Neither revolution, then, nor development is the major 

focus of Gutierrez's theology though both may be part of the 

process he refers to as liberation. This topic will be the 
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subject of the following chapter of the present study. What 

remains is to distinguish what exactly the contribution an 

encounter with the world of the poor has to offer that is 

different from the prevailing strategies. Earlier in this 

section I quoted Gutierrez as saying that a predominant 

characteristic of the world of the poor was their religious 

wealth and their capacity for creating new forms of 

solidarity based on this fact. If Gutierrez is correct, 

then an encounter with the world of the poor has the 

potential to recover a presence of the Divine that a world 

dominated by modern, secular societies has, for the most 

part, lost. 

As the poor make their presence known in the world, 

they bring with them their religiosity. As they enter the 

social, political, and economic spheres, they enter them as 

believers. This fact represents perhaps the most important 

aspect of popular movements and is the source of their 

motivation to enter these spheres and to seek to change 

them. As Gutierrez states. 

In contradistinction to a pessimistic approach 
to this world which is so frequent in traditional 
Christian groups and which encourages escapism, 
there is proposed in [Third World]...countries an 
optimistic vision which seeks to reconcile faith 
and the world and to facilitate commitment. But 
this optimism must be based on facts. Otherwise, 
this posture can be deceitful and treacherous and 
can even lead to a justification of the present 
order of things. (1988, 101) 
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According to Gutierrez the world view of the poor is 

necessarily subversive for they have been unjustly denied a 

role and a presence in the construction of the contemporary 

world. The existing social order denies their very humanity 

and their right to determine their lives, (1983, 48). 

Ultimately, then, there will be no world peace without 

justice. Yet, as he states in the quote above, the new 

optimism must be based on facts. To ascertain the facts, 

the poor and their supporters must understand the 

contemporary world: 

Structural analysis has . . . played an 
important part in building up the picture of the 
world to which Liberation Theology addresses 
itself. The use of this analysis has had its 
price, for although the privileged of this world 
can accept the existence of human poverty on a 
massive scale and not be overawed by it (after 
all, it is something that cannot be hidden away in 
our time), problems begin when the causes of this 
poverty are pointed out to them. Once causes are 
determined, then there is talk of "social 
injustice," and the privileged begin to resist. 
This is especially true when to structural 
analysis there is added a concrete historical 
perspective in which personal responsibilities 
come to light. But it is the conscientization and 
resultant organization of poor sectors that rouse 
the greatest fears and the strongest resistance. 
(Gutierrez 1988, xxiii-xxiv) 

As I turn now to Gutierrez's social theology it is worth 

repeating that for him, religion is neither a palliative, 

nor a state that has to be transcended before one can enter 

the modern world; it is the modern, secular world of 

injustice that he is attempting to transform, to recover 
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from the most dehumanizing structures that it has evolved. 

In his effort, he is not attempting to transfigure reality, 

but to return to a true ontology that, through the course of 

modern history, has been deformed. 

In sum, then, we have seen that Gutierrez maintains the 

integrity of the order of being by refusing to immanentize 

the Eschaton in the present, though he does leave its 

possibility open to the future. The world remains as it 

was, in the time of the classic philosophers, a realm of 

order and disorder. Despite this fact, Gutierrez believes 

that the world can become a better, if not perfect, place 

and that believers should participate in making it so. He 

thus rebalances traditional Christian theology that, in the 

past—and even continuing in the attitudes of many 

contemporary Christians--undervalues the World and human 

progress. By taking the World and human progress seriously, 

he is able to address these concerns theologically. In a 

word, the World remains a "Hamartiosphere," a world 

structured by sin, but in the process of moving beyond sin. 

Gutierrez argues that the liberation from sin, represented 

by Jesus Christ, is not only a personal liberation, but 

social one as well. Still, as will be apparent in the 

following section, this liberation is not a gnostic 

immanentization of the Eschaton either in the World or in 

Society. 
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Gutierrez's Social Theology 

Gutierrez's theology explicitly rejects the situation 

in which religion is used to justify inhumane social 

structures where the powerful few dominate other human 

beings. On the other hand, Gutierrez is aware that the same 

thing may happen if religion is used to justify revolution. 

Although asserting that Christianity cannot be ultimately 

tied to any one specific political practice, there are some 

forms of politics that are more compatible with, but not 

identical to, the religious truth in Christianity. 

Gutierrez necessarily, then, if he is not to reduce 

Christianity to any specific course of action, must remain 

rather abstract. In the following chapter, his specific 

prescriptions are discussed, but for now I will proceed to 

describe the general outlines of his social theology. 

From Gutierrez's perspective, politics designed to 

empower the poor are not only compatible with but are 

demanded by the Gospel. 

The poor, the wretched of the earth, are not, 
in the first instance, questioning the religious 
world or its philosophical presuppositions. They 
are calling into question first of all the 
economic, social and political order that 
oppresses and marginalizes them, and of course the 
ideology that is brought in to justify this 
domination. Only within this framework can we 
appreciate the challenges to the faith that come 
from within the world of the exploited. (1983, 
191) 

Gutierrez's framework, as he says above, is the structure of 

a society that oppresses the poor and marginalized. That 
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the poor should have a subversive attitude towards this 

order should be no great surprise considering the fact that 

they have little to benefit from it. In Latin America, as 

in many parts of the world, religion in the past served to 

support this order and if the poor are to remain religious 

and at the same time to better their lives, it should be of 

no surprise that they read the Gospel from a subversive 

perspective. 

A subversive reading of the Bible provides the poor 

with an understanding of their situation that motivates them 

to seek more than mere reform or piecemeal social 

adjustment. It radicalizes them, in that they seek the root 

of the problem, sin. Specifically, the poor have become 

aware, through their subversive reading of the Bible, that 

there are other dimensions to sin besides the personal one. 

Social sin, or what has been termed "institutional 

violence," is held responsible for the misery and injustice 

with which they are forced to live. On the other hand, 

their biblically based faith relativizes their actions in 

that they are aware that the goal they seek ultimately, the 

Kingdom of God, is not the product of human action alone: 

The radicalization and relativization of my 
task in history is a dialectical interplay that 
will comprise my originality as a Christian. It 
will keep me from falling into sectarianism or 
being content with my human efforts, but it will 
also permit me to undertake that task with radical 
seriousness. (1990b, 75) 
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What Gutierrez is expressing here, referring to the 

relativization above, is the historical "depth" that is his 

foundation for understanding the Bible's message—the 

consciousness of a continuing process of liberation that 

relativizes human action, preventing a derailment into 

messianic immanentism. By recalling the past and projecting 

contemporary efforts into the future, the Eschaton is 

maintained as a future event. From Gutierrez's perspective, 

a Christian's work is never finished, for the Kingdom is not 

brought about by human action alone. This, however, should 

not prevent the Christian from forging ahead with "radical 

seriousness." 

As Gutierrez says, "This is why they [the poor] go in 

search of liberation, not developmentalism; they call for 

socialism, not some updating of the system in effect" (1983, 

191) . By this he is alluding to the frustration, on the 

part of many Latin Americans, concerning the apparent 

failure of efforts to develop and democratize the region 

since the turn of the present century: 

The failure of reformist efforts has 
strengthened this attitude. Among more alert 
groups today, what we have called a new awareness 
of Latin American reality is making headway. 
. . .It is become more evident that the Latin 
American peoples will not emerge from their 
present status except by means of a profound 
transformation, a social revolution, which will 
radically and qualitatively change the conditions 
in which they now live. (1988, 54) 
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This statement was published in 1971 (the original 

publication date for A Theology of Liberation) and, of 

course, things have changed since that time. Even then, 

however, Gutierrez talked of a socialism very much oriented 

toward a brand of Latin American indigenous socialism of the 

type sought by Jose Carlos Mariategui (see Chapter II). 

This socialism should not be "an exact copy" socialism 

understood from, say, a European or North American 

perspective (Gutierrez 1988, 56). What he means here is 

that socialism, if it is to be successfully pursued as a 

goal in the context of Latin America, must root itself in 

the unique history of the region—this includes the history 

of racial relations—and the historical absence of the 

Amerindian in the cultures, economies, and societies of the 

area. Gutierrez writes, "But in order for this liberation 

to be authentic and complete, it has to be undertaken by the 

oppressed themselves and so must stem from the values proper 

to them" (1988, 57) . One of these values, to Gutierrez and 

other Liberation Theologians, is popular religion. Though 

he notes that popular religion is often looked down upon by 

the "enlightened bourgeois mentality, " it is through popular 

religious experience that the values of protest, resistance, 

and liberation have persevered (1983, 193). 

To assert this point, Gutierrez delves into the past 

and reminds us that since the very beginning of the Conquest 

the native American peoples rebelled against the conquerors. 
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just as Blacks imported from Africa would rebel against 

their masters (1983, 188ff.). Tracing the history of these 

rebellions reveals the perseverance of this spirit upon 

which Liberation Theology builds its case: 

Recorded history has little to say in this 
regard. Nevertheless, little by little we are 
recovering the memory of the struggles for 
liberation in Latin America. Depending on the 
moment. Christian motives might well have been 
present in those rebellions. 

Indians, blacks, and meztizos who had received 
the gospel found reasons in it for resisting the 
oppression to which they were subjected. Reading 
the gospel from within their own situation and 
culture, they sometimes departed from traditional 
orthodoxy, but often times their understanding of 
the Bible enabled them to grasp the depth of its 
meaning of justice. (1983, 189) 

Examples of these movement are the revolutionary ferment in 

the history of Mexico, Bolivia, Guatemala, and Cuba. For 

Gutierrez, "Camilo Torres and 'Che' Guevara symbolized so 

many others—anonymous, committed, setting an indelible seal 

on the Latin American process, raising questions and 

exerting definitive influence in Christian circles" (1983, 

190) . Once these groups received the gospel, the 

ambivalence of the situation become manifest in that two 

classes were created, one poor and oppressed the other 

wealthy and dominant, but both professing the same faith. 

This contradiction is the basis of the dual nature of the 

societies in question. This breeds class conflict, with 

religious overtones, and it is from within this conflict 

that ideas of social justice emerge. 
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Gutierrez's embrace of socialism, however, is less than 

total. Besides a vague identification with and call for, ". 

. . a change from the capitalistic mode of production to the 

socialistic mode. . .to one oriented towards a society in 

which persons can begin to live freely and humanly" (1988, 

20) , he is attempting to articulate a vision of society that 

has heretofore not been realized in history. As I have 

said, Gutierrez's vision is the product of a profound 

encounter with the world of the poor, the wretched, and the 

marginalized. The point to remember is that his vision and 

quest for a better world is motivated by the presence of God 

in the world of the poor. On the other hand, he is wary of 

any form of "political messianism" that does not respect the 

autonomy of the political realm. 

Gutierrez's wariness is founded on his understanding of 

the role of Jesus vis-a-vis the political situation of his 

time, specifically in respect to Christ's response to the 

Zealot movement that he faced: 

Jesus is opposed to all political-religious 
messianism which does not respect either the depth 
of the religious realm or the autonomy of 
political action. Messianism can be efficacious 
in the short run but the ambiguities and 
confusions which it entails frustrate the ends it 
attempts to accomplish. This idea was considered 
as a temptation by Jesus; as such, he rejected it. 
(1988, 132) 

This understanding motivates Gutierrez to assert the 

following: 



210 
To assert that there is a direct, immediate 

relationship between faith and political action 
encourages one to seek from faith norms and 
criteria for particular political options. To be 
really effective, these options ought to be based 
on rational analysis of reality. Thus confusions 
are created which can result in a dangerous 
politico-religious messianism which does not 
sufficiently respect either the autonomy of the 
political arena or that which belongs to an 
authentic faith, liberated from religious baggage. 
As Blanquart has pointed out, politico-religious 
messianism is a backward-looking reaction to a new 
situation which the messianists are not capable of 
confronting with the appropriate attitude and 
means. This is an "infrapolitical movement" which 
"is not in accord with the Christian faith 
either." (1988, 138) 

In other words, what Gutierrez is attempting to articulate 

is not politico-religious messianism, but something that is 

forward looking and that respects the autonomy of politics. 

In the following I will attempt to describe the impact of 

Gutierrez's political philosophy in his sociology. 

Social Conflict and Agape 

Gutierrez uses of categories and concepts derived from 

critical theory as a means of analyzing situations of 

injustice (his call for a rational analysis of reality in 

the quote above). In doing so he is no different from 

social scientists in general who use the same categories 

(Gutierrez 1990b, 60). His solutions to remedy injustice, 

however, are motivated by an entirely different ontology and 

eschatology. Gutierrez, unlike many critical theorists, 

does not propose to do away with religion or God; on the 
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contrary, he believes that theology is a corrective to 

critical theory and other secular ideologies. He does not, 

however, deny their utility in understanding social 

development (1990b, 61). 

In particular, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, 

class analysis and the structures of oppression play a large 

role in his epistemology: 

In . . . A Theology of Liberation, and in other 
writings, I speak of the social conflict not only 
between classes but also between races and 
cultures. But in order to tackle the problems in 
question, I thought it expedient to take the case 
that seemed the most difficult from the pastoral 
viewpoint, that of confrontation between social 
classes. The answer I developed in those pages 
(where I accepted the fact that the reality of 
class struggle, like all social conflict, exists 
at the level where it is subject to analysis by 
the social sciences, with all the nuances and 
evolution proper to these sciences) was that 
social conflict cannot be allowed to justify a 
denial of, or exception to, the universality of 
Christian love. (1990b, 38-39) 

The fact that Gutierrez broadens class conflict into a 

concern for all forms of oppression or "social conflict," 

conditioned by the requirement of universal Christian love, 

allows him to move beyond any totalitarian or systematic 

solution to one based on the enjoinder to "love one's 

enemies." The requirement of Agape, furthermore, is 

distinctive in his political philosophy, distinguishing his 

approach from immanentizing perspectives that do not respect 

the dignity of the individual. 
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In order to understand this requirement, I think it 

important to allow Gutierrez to speak, in his own words, 

concerning its implications. 

The deep human impact and the social 
transformation that the Gospel entails is 
permanent and essential because it transcends the 
narrow limits of specific historical situations 
and goes to the very root of human existence: 
relationship with God in solidarity with other 
persons. The Gospel does not get its political 
dimension from one or another particular option, 
but from the very nucleus of its message. If this 
message is subversive, it is because it takes on 
Israel's hope: the Kingdom as "the end of 
domination of person over person; it is a Kingdom 
of contradiction to the established powers and on 
behalf of humankind." And the Gospel gives 
Israel's hope its deepest meaning; indeed it calls 
for a "new creation." The life and preaching of 
Jesus postulate the unceasing search for a new 
kind of humanity in a qualitatively different 
society. Although the Kingdom must not be 
confused with the establishment of a just society, 
this does not mean that it is indifferent to this 
society. Nor does it mean that this just society 
constitutes a "necessary condition" for the 
arrival of the Kingdom nor that they are closely 
linked, nor that they converge. More profoundly, 
the announcement of the Kingdom reveals to society 
itself the aspiration for a just society and leads 
it to discover unsuspected dimensions and 
unexplored paths. The Kingdom is realized in a 
society of fellowship and justice; and, in turn, 
this realization opens up the promise and hope of 
complete communion of all persons with God. The 
political is grafted onto the eternal. 

This does not detract from the Gospel news; 
rather it enriches the political sphere. 
Moreover, the life and death of Jesus are no less 
evangelical because of their political 
connotations. His testimony and his message 
acquire this political dimension precisely because 
of the radicalness of their salvific character: to 
preach the universal love of the Father is 
inevitably to go against all injustice, privilege, 
oppression, or narrow nationalism. (1988, 134-135) 
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In the foregoing, I believe it is clear why Gutierrez 

remains on a rather abstract level when it comes to 

specifying concrete political options and social structures. 

He is explicitly avoiding the pitfalls that gnostic, 

ideological thinkers have fallen victim to. He explicitly 

keeps history open to a continuing process that avoids any 

metastatic transformation or reduction of the eternal into 

the present. 

Gutierrez's political philosophy is motivated, 

ultimately, not by critical theory, though he uses it, but 

by a tradition which has been latent in Christianity since 

its conception: a radical prophetic critique of human 

situations of injustice.^ As I stated in the previous 

chapter, for Gutierrez, history is both the arena for the 

self-revelation of God and, at the same time, the arena for 

human fulfillment. Biblical events, such as the Exodus, 

reveal for him evidence of this divine participation in the 

continuing process of human evolution. The prophetic 

critique of society in Gutierrez's works is a synthesis of 

the social attitude of both the Old and New Testaments: from 

the Old Testament, Gutierrez draws on the Jewish Prophets' 

concern for social practice and the Law; from the New 

Testament, he draws on Jesus Christ's preference for the 

poor and the requirements of Agape. Both of these 

traditions come together for him in pursuing the historical 

task of human liberation. 
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The continuing process of history reveals for Gutierrez 

a movement for human liberation that is universal, 

directional, and that is revealed in its concreteness in the 

struggles of the poor and oppressed in the process of their 

taking charge of their own destiny. It is in history that 

God reveals himself, his ultimate plan for humanity, and 

both of these factors coincide with divine promises that 

give hints of what the conclusion of history will be like. 

The history of revelation, then, discloses ontologically a 

"present" god, one who is actively, though not always 

predictably, involved in the unfinished business of 

creation. Creation is an ongoing process that renews the 

divine-human bond; its ultimate expressions and goals are 

salvation and redemption of the soul. Yet, this is an 

integral process, one that includes pragmatic goals and 

expressions, and these are summed up in the concept of 

"integral liberation." 

This concept includes liberation from all dimensions of 

social oppression, personal transformation, and liberation 

from sin, or ". . .the breaking of friendship with God and 

other human beings. . ." (Gutierrez 1988, xxxviii). The 

following chapter will address the topic of "liberation" and 

will explain how Gutierrez derived this process from 

Biblical sources; for the time being, however, it is enough 

to establish the point that though Gutierrez uses much of 

the language of the social sciences and even critical 
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theory, his purposes in doing so are not to "Christianize" 

them, but to strengthen his argument and to base its appeal 

on concrete facts. It is to recognize the fact of conflict 

in history, to interpret this conflict rationally, and to 

restore the proper autonomy to the social sphere. 

The Hermeneutic Circle 

By including the social dimension in the process of 

salvation history, the adherents of Liberation Theology hope 

to broaden and enrich their fundamentally theological 

enterprise. The relationship between the various pertinent 

factors is not a rigid hierarchy, but a process that 

Gutierrez describes as a "hermeneutic circle": 

This is the basic circle of all hermeneutics: 
from the human being to God and from God to the 
human being, from history to faith and from faith 
to history, from love of our brothers and sisters 
to the love of the Father and from the love of the 
Father to the love of our brothers and sisters, 
from human justice to God's holiness and from 
God's holiness to human justice, from the poor 
person to God and from God to the poor person. 
(1983, 15) 

As can be seen, this hermeneutic is not only dialectical and 

open-ended, but dynamic, moving forward towards the future. 

Gutierrez goes on to say, "For Jesus is the irruption into 

history of the one by whom everything was made and 

everything was saved" (1983, 61) . Once the irruption 

occurred, God becoming man, this event gave a new 

significance to human existence. With Christ, God becomes 
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fully human, and henceforth human existence is transformed. 

This Biblical message becomes explicit in Gutierrez and 

results in his re-valuation of human life and aspirations. 

The "hermeneutic circle," then, is the foundation that 

allows Gutierrez and other Liberation Theologians to 

criticize modern society and social institutions. According 

to Gutierrez: 

Theology must be critical reflection on 
humankind, on basic human principles. Only with 
this approach will theology be a serious 
discourse, aware of itself, in full possession of 
its conceptual elements. But we are not referring 
exclusively to this epistemological aspect when we 
talk about theology as critical reflection. We 
also refer to a clear and critical attitude 
regarding economic and socio-cultural issues in 
the life and reflection of the Christian 
community. To disregard these is to deceive both 
oneself and others. But above all, we intend this 
term to express the theory of a definite practice. 
Theological reflection would then necessarily be a 
criticism of society and the Church insofar as 
they are called and addressed by the Word of God; 
it would be a critical theory, worked out in the 
light of the Word accepted in faith and inspired 
by a practical purpose—and therefore indissolubly 
linked to historical praxis. (Gutierrez 1988, 9) 

Even the Church, then, as a social institution, is not 

immune from criticism. Any institution that denies human 

freedom and dignity, in light of faith, must be denounced 

and criticized. No human works escape this critique. To 

Gutierrez, as for Aristotle, the political world is the 

arena, par excellence, for the fulfillment of human beings 

in the world. He asserts that there can be no true 

separation of religion and politics and challenges any 
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assertion to this effect (1988, 32). In this regard, he 

agrees with the proposition of European "political 

theology," that faith must be de-privatized and made present 

once again in the political life of human beings. 

For Gutierrez the gospel contains a political 

hermeneutic: one based on praxis and discovered in history 

(1988, 9-10) . By participating in the political process, 

one can attempt to make the world a better place to live. 

For religious persons, participation is a way to verify 

faith and commitment. Political involvement by Christians 

in this process marks a new stage of church-state relations 

insofar as this involvement is in the true interests of 

mankind, especially its poorest members. 

The goal of politics from the liberationist 

perspective according to Gutierrez: 

. . . [In] the South as well as in the North, 
in the West as well as in the East, on the 
periphery and in the center, is the possibility of 
enjoying a truly human existence, a free life, a 
dynamic liberty which is related to history as a 
conquest. (1988, 18) 

Implicit in this goal is the assumption that there are some 

political practices that are more congruent with the 

Christian faith than others; conversely, however, there is 

no incongruity between the Christian faith and political 

practices that are in the true interests of all human 

beings. The denunciation of an intolerable state of 

affairs, a call for their alleviation, commitments to 
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authentic struggles for liberation, the creation of a vision 

(Utopia) of a more just society, are, for Gutierrez, all 

legitimate practices if they result in the world becoming a 

better place. If Gutierrez seems vague here, it is because 

he accepts, as discussed in earlier chapters, many of the 

humanist goals of the Enlightenment, such as democracy, 

individual freedom (religiously understood, of course), and 

others. 

To make this leap from religious faith to political 

practice Gutierrez must first establish the criteria for a 

Christian political ethic and then show how this ethic is 

related to non-Christian political ethics. A common concern 

for the interests of the oppressed and a call for economic, 

political, and social justice are the primary ground from 

which Christian and non-Christian alliances could possibly 

be formed. From this ground, believers and non-believers, 

however they might conflict over specific options, can at 

least agree that both goals are desirable. 

The Anthroposphere 

Gustavo Gutierrez does incorporate humanist views into 

his theology. In describing the political evolution of 

Christian political action in Latin American, he describes 

the efforts of "Christian humanists" approvingly as an 

attempt to open the minds of believers to new approaches 

(1983, 43) . These efforts, however, did not adequately 
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respond to the situation of the poor and failed to perceive 

the fact that a more radical approach was called for. In 

any case, recalling Gutierrez's definition of liberation 

quoted earlier in this section—there are distinct levels of 

the "integral liberation" process, and it is apparent that 

humanist concerns would fit in only the first level, or 

liberation from social oppression. In other words, the 

humanist approach and especially the atheistic versions of 

it do not go far enough in addressing the problems facing 

the world today. Only by placing these problems in the 

liberation perspective, Gutierrez argues, can the true roots 

and causes be made clear. 

For Gutierrez, only the idea of an integral liberation 

deals sufficiently with the social dimension of the Bible by 

adding to the two traditional concerns of theology, personal 

redemption (or conversion) and salvation of the soul. 

Therefore it is able to accommodate the older schools of 

thought, but also go beyond them. The social dimension, 

which includes politics, is the proper sphere of human 

activity, and it is here that religious persons properly 

engage in politics in solidarity with other human beings 

that share the same goals—even though they may not share 

the same faith. 

The goal that dominates the social aspect of integral 

liberation is justice, with human freedom and participatory 

democracy defining what is just: 
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Only by overcoming a society divided into 
classes, only by installing a political power at 
the service of the great popular majorities, only 
by eliminating the private appropriation of the 
wealth created by human toil, can we build the 
foundation of a more just society. (1983, 46) 

It is apparent here that Gutierrez does not go into 

specifics concerning particular social practices, and I have 

argued that this is implicitly his purpose. His point is to 

motivate Christians to participate in the pursuit of a just 

society and to leave the rest up to them and others. As a 

theologian, he is maintaining the integrity of the political 

sphere, while, at the same time, indicating what theology 

can appropriately contribute to it. 

As appropriate contributions, peace, love and justice 

(Biblical) are concepts that figure prominently in 

liberationist political philosophy. As terms used to 

describe the history of Divine-human relations, these 

concepts have particular meanings. However, as the 

foundation of the liberationist political ethic, they must 

be treated cautiously.^ To span this gap between faith and 

politics these concepts need to become politically relevant. 

Gutierrez attempts a bridge between theological and 

political discourse by trying to develop a politically 

oriented theology which reflects both theological 

understanding and political understanding. To accomplish 

this he focuses primarily upon a dimension common to both: 

historical practice. Historical practice is not separate 
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from, but is understood in light of the faith, as are 

politics. 

Politics, to Gutierrez, is composed of two aspects: 

first, "[Politics] is the sphere for the exercise of a 

critical freedom won through history. It is the universal 

determinant and the collective arena for human fulfillment"; 

secondly, and only after understanding the first aspect, can 

politics be understood as ". . .an orientation to power" 

(1990b, 129). The political arena includes the use of 

power, but is not limited to this understanding—it is also 

the arena in which human beings are recognized as such and 

have a right to participate and contribute. Broadly 

speaking, then, all of life has "a political color" 

(Gutierrez 1990b, 130). 

Gutierrez develops a rationale for those who, being 

Christians, are actively engaged in the process of human 

liberation that enables them both to maintain their 

Christian identity and to participate on a wider basis in 

their respective political culture. In The Power of the 

Poor in History, (1983) Gutierrez explains the relationship 

between commitment and theology in the context of Latin 

America: 

Theology in Latin America today will be a 
reflection in, and on, faith as liberation praxis. 
It will be an understanding of the faith from a 
point of departure in real, effective solidarity 
with the exploited classes, oppressed ethnic 
groups, and despised cultures of Latin America, 
and from within their world. It will be a 
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reflection that starts out from a commitment to 
create a just society, a community of sisters and 
brothers, and that ought to see that this 
commitment grows more radical and complete. It 
will be a theological reflection that becomes 
true, veri-fied, in real and fruitful involvement 
in the liberation process. (60) 

The radical commitment to create a just society composed of 

brothers and sisters is the goal of a praxis motivated by 

faith and love. It is an effort to make real one's theology 

and recover the presence of God in the midst of human 

history. Efforts towards this end are described in the 

following chapter. 

Theologians themselves must also become involved in 

this process to gain an authentic understanding of it and to 

express concretely their solidarity with its aims: 

Theologians will be personally and vitally 
engaged where nations, social classes, and peoples 
struggle to free themselves from domination and 
oppression by other nations, classes, and peoples. 
In the last analysis, the true interpretation of 
the meaning revealed by theology is achieved only 
in historical praxis. "The hermeneutics of the 
Kingdom of God," observed Schillebeeckx, "consists 
especially in making the world a better place. 
Only in this way will I be able to discover what 
the Kingdom of God means." We have here a 
political hermeneutics of the Gospel. (Gutierrez 
1988, 10-11) 

Theologians will accomplish this task with the help of the 

social sciences. The experimental sciences have enabled 

human beings to play an even more active role in the 

understanding and transformation of the world they inhabit. 

What has become increasing apparent since the birth of 

the social sciences is the fact that knowledge has been 
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linked to the ability to change things (Gutierrez 1983, 58-

59) . In this sense Gutierrez thinks Marx was correct: 

...[T]he reality of history ceases to be the 
object of the application of abstract truths and 
idealist interpretations and becomes rather the 
privileged locus, the point of departure and 
return, of the process of knowledge itself. The 
praxis that transforms history is not a moment in 
the feeble incarnation of a limpid, well-
articulated theory, but the matrix of authentic 
knowledge and the acid test of the validity of 
that knowledge. It is the place where human 
beings recreate their world and shape themselves. 
It is the place where they know the reality in 
which they find themselves, and thereby know 
themselves as well. (1983, 59) 

History, then, and the social sciences are a challenge 

from the liberation perspective. By utilizing the social 

sciences theology does not loose its identity, it merely 

broadens its concerns, provides an alternative meaning to be 

found in history and in social research, and makes its own 

contributions to each of these fields. Theology perseveres 

and accepts the challenges posed by history and the social 

sciences and can move in areas that the other two fields 

neglect. Eschatological concerns, especially, mark the 

ability of theology to help define the result of the process 

of history. By radically opposing the Kingdom of God to 

existing regimes, Gutierrez is able to recreate the tension 

between what "is" and what is "hoped for." Thus the 

dialogue between faith and political development can be a 

fruitful interchange that is mutually enriching. This 



224 

dialogue occurs within one history, a history that leads 

beyond itself. 

The dialogue with politics does not necessarily lead 

theology to an identification with a political system: 

...[T]he gospel message is a message that can 
never be identified with any concrete social 
formula, however just that formula may seem to us 
at the moment. The word of the Lord is a 
challenge to its every historical incarnation and 
places that incarnation in the broad perspective 
of the radical and total liberation of Christ, the 
Lord of history. (Gutierrez 1983, 70) 

As was noted earlier, political, social and economic 

liberation are the first stage in the process of integral 

liberation. Therefore, theology also challenges the social 

sciences by critically approaching social practice in light 

of the Bible. 

Essential to accomplishing what John Pottenger calls 

"the reconvergence of social values and social science" 

(1989) is the social environment from which social values 

are derived. In an environment of widespread religiosity, 

political liberation assumes a particular role: 

The concept of political liberation—with 
economic roots—recalls the conflictual aspects of 
the historical current of humanity. In this 
current there is not only an effort to know and 
dominate nature. There is also a situation—which 
both affects and is affected by this current—of 
misery and despoliation of the fruit of human 
work, the result of the exploitation of human 
beings; there is a confrontation between social 
classes and, therefore, a struggle for liberation 
from oppressive structures which hinder persons 
from living with dignity and assuming their own 
destiny. This struggle is the human activity 
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whose ultimate goal must in the first place be 
enlightened by faith. Once this has been 
achieved, other facets will likewise be 
illuminated. The horizon of political liberation 
allows for a new approach to the problem, it 
throws new light on it, and it enables us to see 
aspects which had been but dimly perceived; it 
permits us also to get away from an alleged 
apolitical science and provides a different 
context for the crucial role of scientific 
knowledge in the historical human praxis. 
(Gutierrez 1988, 102) 

The nexus then, between faith and politics, is found through 

praxis. However, in order to discern between liberating and 

non-liberating political practice Gutierrez restores the 

critical aspects of the concept of Utopia. Gutierrez' 

understanding of Utopia is based upon Paolo Friere's use of 

the concept (Gutierrez 1988, 135). Utopia both denounces 

the present order and announces a new one: 

Moreover, denunciation and annunciation can be 
achieved only in praxis. This is what we mean 
when we talk about a Utopia which is the driving 
force of history and subversive of the existing 
order. If Utopia does not lead to action in the 
present, it is an evasion of reality. (1988, 136) 

Ultimately, the significance of Utopian thought is 

characterized by its authenticity and its use in real 

situations: 

Authentic Utopian thought postulates, 
enriches, and supplies new goals for political 
action, while at the same time it is verified by 
this action. Its fruitfulness depends upon this 
relationship. (1988, 136) 

The ability to change history, as it were, is a complex 

phenomenon; one the one hand, one may speak of practical 

transformations and on the other a change of perspective. A 
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new theoretical perspective has significance only in so far 

as it impacts, informingly, the real actions of human 

beings. As such, it can be said to transform conditions by 

motivating such actions. As will be seen, the achievement 

of the new consciousness is, besides a new perspective, an 

event that, though objective conditions continue, provides a 

new self-understanding that is, at the same time, also an 

event in pragmatic history. Revelation, the pragmatic event 

in history, provides the ultimate source of this Utopia— 

from a Christian perspective—and it is on this basis that 

believers are motivated to act. 

However, the significance of Utopian thinking becomes 

more acute in times of crises: 

Utopias emerge with renewed energy at times of 
transition and crisis, when science has reached 
its limits in its explanation of social reality, 
and when new paths open up for historical praxis. 
Utopia, so understood, is neither opposed to nor 
outside of science. On the contrary, it 
constitutes the essence of its creativity and 
dynamism. (1988, 137) 

Situations or conditions motivate the attempt creatively and 

dynamically to describe a future that is the salvation of 

the present. The most cursory examination of the conditions 

in Latin America in the modern epoch would conclude that the 

region, or at least the majority of the region, is either in 

or potentially subject to profound crises. 

The environment and history of Latin America are 

different from other contexts in that it is both undergoing 



227 

crises of transition from one existence to another, and the 

majority of its inhabitants are existentially in a cultural 

milieu that has yet to pass through all of the stages of 

more developed societies. Does political development 

necessarily entail an accompanying de-sacralization of 

society, or secularization? Gutierrez believes not: 

This fact gives the Third World, and Latin 
America in particular, an opportunity. Today we 
are under the impact of the "third industrial 
revolution." The problem and historical 
possibility for the church, then, is knowing how 
"to evangelize urban-industrial society so as to 
transfigure it without negating it"—that is, how 
to "generate a new type of urban-industrial 
society," because this new civilization must also 
overcome poverty and guarantee justice and 
participation. The church is called to assist in 
"the overcoming of modernism, integrating the 
values it has provided, but in the context of a 
new civilization." These values can be redeemed 
if we can separate industrialization from 
secularism. (1983, 111-112) 

In other words, in Latin America the essential 

theological problem is different. In Europe theology has 

concerned itself with the existence of non-believers, and 

its theology reflects this fact. In Latin America, the 

problem is not one of disbelief, but one of dehumanizing 

conditions. In the latter, the majority of the populations 

are poor and Christian. Industrial development is not 

necessarily a bad thing, once it is severed from an 

accompanying secularism. There exists in this environment 

the possibility of a "quantum theological leap," from an 

industrializing to a post-industrial society without passing 
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through the secularization stage (Gutierrez 1983, 65) . 

There are, however, roadblocks: 

To proclaim a "post-modern era" while the 
pillars of the economy are still standing and the 
representatives of the social class—the 
bourgeoisie—who sustain the modern ideology are 
still in charge, is to entertain illusions. It is 
to deceive ourselves and unfortunately to deceive 
others as well. (Gutierrez 1983, 113) 

Though the possibility of transformation exists, it is a 

long way from being achieved. 

The dialectics between salvation and liberation, faith 

and politics, praxis and revelation, determine the 

boundaries of the zetema of Gustavo Gutierrez. The search 

is motivated primarily by the conviction that evangelical 

demands are fundamentally incompatible with an "unjust and 

alienating society" (1988, 81). This conviction, and the 

hope that there are other more human possibilities in the 

future, informs the liberationist perspective: 

It is important to keep in mind that beyond—or 
rather, through—the struggle against misery, 
injustice, and exploitation the goal is the 
creation of a new humanity, ...This aspiration to 
create a new man is the deepest motivation in the 
struggle which many have undertaken in Latin 
America. The fulfillment of this dream (if it can 
ever be completely fulfilled) can be only vaguely 
perceived by this generation, but this aspiration 
even now inspires their commitment. 

This quest poses questions and challenges to 
the Christian faith. What the faith says about 
itself will demonstrate its relationship to this 
goal of the people who are struggling for the 
emancipation of others and of themselves. (1988, 
81) 
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A person does not need the inspiration of Karl Marx to 

perceive conflict and competition in history. The tension 

which develops in the Old Testament between the people of 

God (the Jews) and the world is maintained through the New 

Testament (Church) into the present by the contemporary 

people of God (the Poor). The continuing revelation in 

history of the story of the people of God and their relation 

to the world is the key to understanding the subversive 

nature of Gutierrez's contribution to political philosophy. 

What he attempts to subvert, however, is not the order of 

existence, but human manifestations of disorder. Motivated 

by the Utopia of the Kingdom of God, Gutierrez maintains the 

autonomy of the social sphere as the appropriate arena for 

alleviating inhuman social conditions. Society, therefore, 

remains an "anthroposphere" (my term). This sphere, though 

mostly determined by human efforts, is open to irruptions by 

the Divine in the form of reordering theophanies, such as 

the "irruption of the poor." This openness of the world, 

Gutierrez believes has the potential of fundamentally 

reordering human existence. 

Conclusion 

The existence of evil in the world and in society has 

long been a challenge to both theology and political 

philosophy. Attempts to eradicate evil in the world and 

society are temptations to which both theologians and 
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political philosophers fall victim. To eradicate evil, the 

nature of reality must be altered either through apocalyptic 

or revolutionary transformations of reality. To Eric 

Voegelin, either purpose is essentially a doomed attempt to 

escape the burden of existence in the Metaxy, the In-Between 

of imperfection and perfection. Reflecting on the purposes 

of the gnostic, Voegelin identifies a profound sense of 

existential alienation that prompts Gnostics to rebel: 

Why should a cosmos exist at all, if man can do 
no better than live in it as if he were not of it, 
in order to make his escape from the prison 
through death? This is the critical question that 
brings the mystery of reality into full view: 
There is a cosmos in which man participates by his 
existence; man is endowed with cognitive 
consciousness of the reality in which he is a 
partner; consciousness differentiates in a process 
called history; and in the process of history man 
discovers reality to be engaged in a movement 
toward the Beyond of its present structure. A 
cosmos that moves from its divine Beginning toward 
a divine Beyond of itself is mysterious indeed. . 
..(Voegelin 1974, 18-19) 

Unable to await the orthodox Christian reconciliation of 

alienation through grace after death, the gnostic thinker 

impatiently searches for ways of impelling the goals he 

seeks. A gnostic's profound experience of alienation 

prompts him to dream of an escape from the world that is so 

utterly irredeemable that he actively seeks to escape this 

world or to transform it into a place more to his liking. 

This will to escape the world and society through magical 

evocation or revolutionary transformation represents, 
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according to Voegelin (1974, 454), a tendency that is 

recognizable in any of these movements, ancient or modern. 

For the gnostic, then, the world is an alien place. 

Human beings, who are essentially good, must escape this 

evil milieu and ascend to their true home beyond the 

apparent world. Many secular ideologies, such as Marxism, 

according to Voegelin, follow the same logic, though they 

lack the spiritual corollaries: evil is overcome by the 

reconstruction of society through revolutionary action. In 

either case, reality is overcome by their vision of the good 

and through their own efforts. In Christianity, on the 

other hand, though there are ample indications that 

Christians should be wary of the world and society, these 

are givens, at least until God acts decisively in history, 

bringing it to its end. In other words, traditional 

Christianity solved the problem of evil in the world and in 

society by gradually coming to accept the fact that the 

eradication of evil will have to await the Eschaton, the end 

of time and historical reality. But what about the 

meantime? 

In the meantime, between creation and culmination, the 

situations of human misery and oppression demand a response. 

For Christians such as Gutierrez the response must be 

compelling and based on a true ontology. His hopes and 

calls for a better world and society are founded in a 

profound religious encounter with the world of the poor. 
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His response to their situation is to struggle against these 

conditions, but in full knowledge that the ultimate 

eradication of evil is not within the power of human beings. 

As a man of faith, his mode of "waiting for God," to 

paraphrase Simone Weil, is to struggle against and resist 

evil in every way possible, within the limitations and 

confines of human existence. 

I find no evidence to suggest that Gustavo Gutierrez 

seeks either a "spiritual" escape or a revolutionary 

transfiguration, or perfection, of the world or society. On 

the contrary, he argues that only rational analyses of 

situations of oppression and conflict can provide a 

realistic means of overcoming them. He does not glorify 

revolution nor indicate that it is the only means of 

overcoming oppression. As will be seen in the following 

chapter, he offers instead a praxis that remains within the 

boundaries of the classic zetema and Christian orthodoxy. 

In Table 3, I have labeled Gutierrez designation of the 

"World" as a "Hamartiosphere." By doing so I mean to 

indicate that his attiutude towards the mundane is not to 

undervalue or overvalue it. I think that, considering his 

response to the modern world, he has a very balanced and 

prudential view of it. 
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Factors Classical 

Zetema 

Gnostic Gutierrez 

World 

Society 

Cosmos 

Ecumene 

Disorder 

Immanent 

Hamartiosphere 

Anthroposphere 

I think that, considering his response to the modern world, 

he has a very balanced and prudential view of it. The World 

remains for Gutierrez what it was for the classic 

philosophers, the universe apparent to humans as the reality 

in which they participate and which they seek to understand. 

Unlike the gnostic, Gutierrez is not hostile to the world; 

in fact, he values mundane existence as the locale of human 

fulfillment and happiness. I find no indication that he 

calls for a flight from an evil world into some monastic 

redoubt or any attempt to perfect the world, though he does 

leave this option—as understood in the Christian faith— 

open to the future. He is aware of the power of modern 

humanity as well as its weaknesses. In contradiction to 

fatalist and dualist deformations, he values the ongoing 

humanization of the world. Unlike many progressive Utopians 

and mystics, he avoids becoming intoxicated by these 

efforts. 
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From a Voegelinian perspective, then, Gutierrez 

comprehends the World in its integral reality. Nature, 

Reason, and Revelation comprise this integral reality, and 

Gutierrez neither immanentizes nor reduces his conception of 

the world into any of its constituent parts. These form for 

him the fundamental boundaries of an ongoing process, 

history, leading beyond itself into the future Eschaton. 

Nature, Reason, and Revelation each have their particular 

attractions or pulls, and Gutierrez recognizes this fact; 

indeed, he maintains the authenticity of each of these 

attractions while maintaining the essential truth that is 

the foundation of each. In other words, he avoids the 

fundamentalist pitfall of dogmatizing truth into a 

possession rather than an experience, an experience in need 

of reinterpretation and exegesis over time. 

Regarding "Society," I have labeled Gutierrez's 

understanding of it the "Anthroposphere." By this I mean 

that he believes that all human beings, including religious 

persons, should work to build a more just and fraternal 

society. Furthermore, this is the appropriate realm of 

human action. He notes and is well aware of past failures 

to achieve a just society and is wary of an exuberant 

utopianism or a political messianism that, in their own 

ways, deform existence in society. His Utopia, the Eschaton 

or kingdom of God, is the source and impetus of the process 

in which humanity recreates itself through responses to 
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theophanies in pragmatic history. His understanding of the 

good society is progressive, based on Christian eschatology, 

one in which persons are not systematically excluded from 

its benefits. This society in turn, determines his ideas 

concerning justice and peace. By removing unjust barriers 

to the full enjoyment of the benefits of society on the part 

of the majority of humanity, the poor, he seeks to extend, 

not merely to transform social structures. By recovering 

the political connotations of religion, particularly 

Christianity, he affirms the dignity of the individual 

through the requirements of Agape, 

From a Voegelinian perspective, most importantly, 

Gutierrez does not attempt to pervert faith into a pragmatic 

political program or ideology. Though Latin America is the 

product of imperial-ecumenic expansion, Gutierrez does not 

fall into pre-Colombian chauvinism or a rejection of all 

Western culture, but seeks to synthesize the two, bringing 

the dominated culture back to modern consciousness, and to 

assert the right of oppressed and dominated cultures to 

participate in the building of a just society. 

In sum, for Gutierrez, the "primordial field" of 

consciousness—of man and God, world and society--is 

essentially the same as it was for the classical 

philosophers and Eric Voegelin. The key to Gutierrez, I 

believe, is to read him, not in light of Karl Marx or other 

European thinkers—though he undoubtedly acknowledges his 
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debt to them—but in light of thinkers produced by 

marginalized cultures, such as Mohandas Gandhi or Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Now is not the time to delve into this 

comparison, but it will be taken up in the conclusion of the 

present study. In the following chapter, in which I 

describe Gutierrez's response to and prescription for life 

lived between creation and culmination, the grounds of this 

comparison will be discussed. 



CHAPTER VI 

LIBERATION AND PRAXIS 

The attempt to come to grips with the problems of 
personal and social order when it is disrupted by 

gnosticisms, however, has not been very successful, 
because the philosophical knowledge that would be 

required for the purpose has itself been destroyed by 
the prevailing intellectual climate. The struggle 

against the consequences of gnosticism is being 
conducted in the very language of gnosticism. 

Eric Voegelin 
Science, Politics, and Gnosticism (1968, vi) 

Introduction 

For the modern intellectual, communication of the 

meaning of existence has become a challenge indeed. If 

Voegelin is correct concerning the penetration of the 

language of gnosticism into modern consciousness, then it 

should be no surprise that any effort attempting to remedy 

this condition should begin with the deformed language 

itself. Thus, I turn to a discussion of the two remaining 

categories of the analytical matrix elaborated in Chapter I: 

Response and Prescription. 

Gustavo Gutierrez responds to the order of being (God 

and Man, World and Society) with a call for "liberation." 

Liberation is an ambiguous term and has a long history. As 

will be seen, however, he goes to great efforts to define 
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exactly what he means by using it. His prescription for the 

achievement of liberation is "praxis," a likewise suspect 

concept. What I hope to show in the present chapter is that 

although Gutierrez does use language symbols that, though 

they may seem on first reading to be leaning toward 

gnosticism (in the Voegelinian sense), his intent and 

purposes in doing so are not gnostic. 

Eric Voegelin's use and understanding of the terms 

liberation and praxis are in contradiction to modern usage. 

Voegelin believes that liberation in modern usage refers to 

gnostic deformations: 

In the construction of Gnostic systems, the 
immediate experience of divine presence in the 
mode of the Beyond is speculatively expanded to 
comprehend a knowledge of the Beginning that is 
accessible only in the mode of mediated 
experience. In the imagery of the expansive 
speculation, the process of reality becomes an 
intelligible psychodrama, beginning with a fall in 
the pneumatic divinity, continuing with the 
imprisonment of parts of the pneumatic substance 
in a cosmos created by an evil Demiurge, and 
ending with the liberation of the imprisoned 
substance through its return to the pneumatic 
divinity. The knowledge, the Gnosis, of the 
psychodrama is the precondition for engaging 
successfully in the operation of liberating the 
pneuma in man from its cosmic prison. The 
imaginative game of liberation derives its 
momentum from an intensely experienced alienation 
and an equally intense revolt against it; Gnostic 
thinkers, both ancient and modern, are the great 
psychologists of alienation, carriers of the 
Promethean revolt. (Voegelin 1974, 19) 

Here the philosopher describes liberation as an "imaginative 

game," one that connotes a rebellion against the order of 
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existence. It is a symptom of the gnostic's deformation of 

the tension of existence into a system to escape this 

primordial tension. In other words, for gnostic liberators, 

the anxiety caused by the paradox of existence is 

remediable, and gnosis (knowledge) will liberate through its 

application. 

For Voegelin the philosopher, however, the tension of 

existence is a given—it is inherent in the order of being: 

Well, existence is not a fact. If anything, 
existence is the nonfact of a disturbing movement 
in the In-Between of ignorance and knowledge, of 
time and timelessness, of imperfection and 
perfection, of hope and fulfillment, and 
ultimately of life and death. From the experience 
of this movement, from the anxiety of losing the 
right direction in this In-Between of darkness and 
light, arises the inquiry of the meaning of life. 
But it does arise only because life is experienced 
as man's participation in a movement with a 
direction to be found or missed; if man's 
existence were not a movement but a fact, it not 
only would have no meaning but the question could 
not even arise. (1990b, 176) 

For a gnostic, this "disturbing movement" is critical in 

that it produces an anxiety so terrible in its ambiguity 

that the gnostic attempts to transfigure this disturbing 

reality into a more comfortable realm of being. This 

inability to accept the paradox of existence is, for 

Voegelin, not only the hallmark of gnostic deformations but 

of the mainstream of modern intellectual inquiry. 
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The person responsible for much of the modern 

intellectual confusion according to Voegelin is Decartes, 

who in 

The Meditations, . . . has deformed the 
movement by reifying its partners into objects for 
an Archimedean observer outside of the search. In 
the conception of the new, doctrinaire 
metaphysics, the man who experiences himself as 
the questioner is turned into a res cogitans whose 
esse must be inferred from its cogitare; and the 
God for whose answer we are hoping and waiting is 
turned into the object for an ontological proof of 
existence. (1990b, 176-77) 

From this fact of existence, in Decartes, Voegelin (1990b, 

177) draws three conclusions: First, God is imaginatively 

removed from the search for meaning and is no longer 

available to guide it; Second, the "cogitare" of the 

"Archimedean observer" has grown into the "monster of 

Hegel's Consciousness" which, in turn, has given birth to a 

"God, man, and a history of its own"; third and finally, 

there is the concomitant diminution of humanity from the era 

when it could "demonstrate not only [itself] but even the 

existence of God" to a humanity that, "is condemned to be 

free" and seeks meaning only in this deformed existence 

itself. 

The "Promethean revolt" against the order of existence 

is how Voegelin understands and classifies the revolutionary 

praxis of the gnostic. For contemporary gnostics, this 

revolt is predicated on the power of science and technology. 

At the time when the reality of science and 
power was gained, the reality of existential 
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tension was lost, so that from the combination of 
gain and loss, with the libido dominandi as the 
catalyst, the new dream could arise. The 
technique by which the symbols of the dream are 
produced is well known. The shell of doctrine, 
empty of its engendering reality, is transformed 
by the libido dominandi into its ideological 
equivalent. The contemptus mundi is metamorphosed 
into the exaltio mundi; the City of God into the 
City of Man; the apocalyptic into the ideological 
millennium; the eschatological metastasis through 
divine action into the world-immanent metastasis 
through human action; and so forth. The center 
from which the particular symbols receive their 
meaning is the transformation of human power over 
nature into a human power of salvation. (1990f, 
76) 

The transformation of human life, through the power of 

science, is the goal of the gnostic. Through this 

transformation, the tension of existence recedes and the 

realm of human perfection emerges. History culminates in 

this human Eschaton. 

Without the balancing structures of the partnership in 

existence, i.e., God and man, world and society, existence 

as the In-Between of being and becoming disintegrates truly 

into "a war of all against all," to paraphrase Hobbes. If 

the Nietzschean "Will to Power" is all there is, then life 

is truly meaningless. The eclipse of the Divine pole in the 

partnership of existence, in this view, has real and 

manifest implications--i.e., the loss of the true search for 

the ground of being and, along with this search, the 

inherent dignity of humanity itself. 

As I now turn to the final, crucial elements of the 

political philosophy of Gustavo Gutierrez, I will argue that 
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Gutierrez, like Voegelin, is not offering anything new, per 

se, but recovering something that has been lost, or 

eclipsed. This loss is due to the deformation of reality by 

individuals, mostly intellectuals, who do not have the 

honesty, stamina or faith to bear the sometimes terrible 

weight of the tension of existence. There are no easy, 

fast, or certain answers—no formulae or systems—that can 

dissolve this tension; I will argue that there is only the 

millennial quest for the meaning of existence, in the 

process of leading beyond itself. This is the most valuable 

contribution that seekers such as Voegelin and Gutierrez 

have to offer contemporary political philosophy. 

Gutierrez's Response 

We have seen in the foregoing chapters that the term 

liberation is at once both Gutierrez's goal and major 

obstacle to understanding Gutierrez's point of view, for he 

must both define what he means by using it and distinguish 

his understanding and utilization of the term from other, 

possibly erroneous uses. In other words, if Gutierrez is to 

avoid the deformation of reality described by Voegelin, he 

must not fall victim to using the concept in the way 

gnostics do—that is, as a flight from reality through 

metastatic transfiguration of reality itself. 

Gutierrez defines liberation in the context of 

salvation. In an his essay, "Toward a Theology of 
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Liberation," Gutierrez (1990a) begins his inquiry by 

discussing the relationship between development and 

salvation. He recognizes that the Gospel is primarily a 

"message of salvation," but that world development is the 

work of "human beings on this earth" (1990a, 65) . After 

noting the effects of centuries of overemphasizing the 

former at the expense of the latter, he concludes that, 

" . . . often Christians, with their gaze fixed on the world 

beyond, manifest little or no commitment to the ordinary 

life of human beings" (1990a, 66). Accordingly, Gutierrez's 

theology and his political philosophy begin with, and 

proceed from, a grounding in concrete reality. 

Gutierrez believes that, in the modern world, this 

other-worldly attitude is becoming increasingly hard to 

maintain, for world events mitigate against an attitude 

which seeks to remain aloof from the "ephemeral, the 

contingent, the temporal" (1990a, 66). Against maintaining 

this attitude, he cites the Marxist and humanist critique of 

Christian other-worldliness, two challenges not only to the 

church, but to Christianity itself. Gutierrez (1990a, 66) 

quotes Engels's distinction between communists and 

Christians as—at least concerning the question of human 

liberation—a matter of eschatology: communists want 

liberation here and now; Christians want a liberation beyond 

this world. This attitude, in the end, impoverishes the 

world for refusing to take it seriously. The practical 
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outcome of this attitude has been that ". . .we have a 

church that preaches 'my kingdom is not of this world' 

ending up very comfortably ensconced in that world" (1990a, 

67) . This has led Christians to value earthly institutions 

only in as far as they contributed to salvation in the 

hereafter, or governments by their generosity and aid to the 

church. 

The paradoxical nature of this attitudinal development 

has not prevented Christians from dirtying their hands in 

politics; indeed, it has made them contributors to the 

promulgation of injustice through inaction. Therefore, the 

torch in the competition to define the limits and 

understanding of human purposes has passed to others who 

have no such attitude, i.e., those involved and 

participating actively in the building up of the world, many 

being non-Christians. 

As discussed in Chapter IV, the rise of science in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries changed the human 

environment in fundamental ways; what was once attributable 

to Divine providence was henceforth to be sought through the 

development of science and technology. With the 

complementary development of human consciousness of its 

subjectivity—beginning with Descartes, by way of Kant and 

then to Hegel—the affirmation of this subjectivity becomes 

a task for all human beings(Gutierrez 1990a, 67). Gutierrez 

understands Hegel to affirm that: 
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. . . [The] human person is the agent of 
history, but, even more, history is nothing else 
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. This idea will be taken up by Karl Marx 
within an economic framework. (Gutierrez 1990a, 
67-68) 

The "idea" or recognition of human subjectivity then is 

separate from the means to achieve this goal. Gutierrez 

alludes to this by pointing out that Marx applied the idea 

within an economic framework. Human emancipation is to 

Gutierrez one of the major contributions of Hegel, which 

forms the backbone of modern epistemology. He next cites 

the work of Teilhard de Chardin approvingly for recognizing 

the idea of subjectivity and reflecting on it from a 

theological perspective (1990a, 68). World development is a 

mediation, then, one that must be explained theologically if 

that theology is to have any relevance to events as they 

occur in history. Theology, however, for Gutierrez must not 

just explain things or incorporate the idea of human 

emancipation, but must contribute actively to its 

achievement and direction. This does not mean that theology 

must become subordinate to other more worldly orientations, 

but that it can and should take its place within the ongoing 

process of liberation which for Gutierrez is the great "sign 

of the times" (1990a, 68) . Although this sounds much like 

the gnostic vision of liberation, it is different as will 

hopefully become apparent below. 
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From Development to Liberation 

For theology to engage in the process of human 

emancipation it must develop a language in which to do so. 

Gutierrez acknowledges that this language is new to the 

church (1990a, 70). He is therefore careful to base his 

perspective not on communist or humanist foundations, but on 

papal encyclicals. Referring primarily to Pope Paul VI's 

encyclical Populorum Progressio, published March 26, 1967, 

he notes that the pope asserts that, "In the design of God, 

all human beings are called upon to develop and fulfill 

themselves, for every life is a vocation" (Gutierrez 1990a, 

69) . What Gutierrez is attempting here is not to develop an 

alternative, theological language of development, but to 

situate the process of development within the context of 

salvation. If, in other words, the Christian belief in a 

universal call to salvation is to be truly universal, it 

must include human efforts to better themselves materially— 

yet not exclusively in the material sphere. Gutierrez goes 

on to say that, "In this perspective, we understand 

development as liberation, with all that implies, even in 

the economic sphere" (1990a, 69) . 

The universal human vocation to salvation, for 

Gutierrez, means more than merely the salvation of the 

individual soul. This is where he departs from the 

traditional attitude that has kept many Christians aloof 

from worldly matters. Populorum Progressio, according to 
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Gutierrez (1990a, 69), states the need to go beyond the 

individual when speaking of salvation. All human beings are 

called to a full human development, which the Pope calls a 

convocation. This human convocation, and not merely an 

individualist vocation to salvation, is the point of 

departure for Gutierrez and others of a like mind. Yet, is 

not including all human beings. Christians and non-

Christians alike, in a process that will culminate in "full 

communion" with God, in itself a flight from reality? Is 

this not, in fact, salvation by default? Where is there 

room here for human freedom, the ability to choose to 

believe and be saved? If being the best human one can be is 

sufficient for eternal salvation, then why be Christian at 

all? 

To respond to these challenges, Gutierrez must account 

for the anything but universal response to the universal 

convocation while still maintaining the reality of the 

convocation itself. For him, the "call of God" pervades 

reality and provides human beings with the possibility of a 

radically new outlook, one that re-values the things of this 

world (1990a, 70). Human action, consciously motivated by 

the love of God or not, has value if it aims to make the 

world a better place: 

The work of constructing the world, the work 
itself which is brought to realization, has a 
salvific value. If development exists within our 
vocation, it has the value of salvation. Not only 
what is done for the love of God, but everything 
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which contributes to growth in humanity, as 
Populorum Progressio says, everything which makes 
a person more human and contributes to human 
liberation, contains the value of salvation and 
communion with the Lord. In other words, and this 
vocabulary is new in the church, integral 
development is salvation. (1990a, 70) 

Integral development, then, and not merely economic, 

political, and social development (though these are included 

in the concept) is what Gutierrez understands the pope to 

mean by the traditional concept of salvation (1990a, 70). 

Integral development means to pass from less human 

conditions to more human conditions. Less human conditions 

include the lack of material necessities essential for life, 

the neglect of moral duties by those who are "mutilated by 

selfishness," oppressive social structures (due to abuses of 

ownership or abuses of power), exploitation of workers, and 

unjust transactions (1990a, 70). The human propensity to 

sin is not overlooked but is put in context of a more global 

view of oppression. Changing the hearts of individuals is 

necessary but alone insufficient to remedy oppression. 

Inhuman structures must be changed at the same time. 

Gutierrez states, "After Marx, it is no longer possible to 

say first change the human beings in order afterward to 

change the structures" (1990a, 70). He accepts the fact 

that human beings are conditioned by their circumstances 

and, though humans are responsible for these circumstances, 

action must be taken in both areas at the same time. 

Individual salvation, then, is insufficient from Gutierrez's 
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point of view. There is a social aspect of the process 

also. 

More human conditions include passing from misery to 

the possession of the necessities of life, overcoming 

"social scourges," the increase of knowledge, the gaining of 

culture, recognition of the dignity of others and "turning 

toward the spirit of poverty" (1990a, 71). Concerning the 

last of these more human conditions, Gutierrez explains that 

it means not just being humble but also turning towards the 

poor, the oppressed, those enslaved not only by personal sin 

but structural oppression (1990a, 72-73). Continuing his 

extrapolation of more human conditions from the pope's 

encyclical, Gutierrez includes cooperation for the common 

good, the hope for peace, the human acknowledgment of 

absolute values and of God, and finally, faith (1990a, 71) . 

He concludes, "Consequently, we can say that integral 

development, authentic emancipation, and human liberation 

are, for the pope, salvation" (1990a, 71) . 

The salvific process, then, if it is to be 

authentically universal, must encompass both those who 

recognize the call of God and those who do not. Human 

action (development) and not only contemplation (prayer) 

must also be part of the economy of salvation. To 

accomplish this synthesis, Gutierrez builds both paths into 

an eschatological index that, though it is far from becoming 

immanent, continues to be a possibility: 
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. . . Paul VI is sketching the whole process of 
development, which proceeds from material and 
moral misery toward the grace of God. This is 
development, which is also a task and a call to 
action. 

I emphasize that the work of building the earth 
is not a preceding stage, not a stepping stone, 
but already the work of salvation. The creation 
of a just and fraternal society is the salvation 
of human beings, if by salvation we mean the 
passage from the less human to the more human. 
Salvation, therefore, is not purely religious. 
(1990a, 71) 

The construction of an eschatological index, as will be seen 

later on, allows Gutierrez to move from the material to the 

spiritual without bifurcating the process into two, 

independent activities. The index also allows him to 

distinguish between particulars within the continuum in 

order to account for the conflicts and differences between 

different factors on the scale. As will be seen later on, 

this index is reflected in Gutierrez's discussion of 

"integral liberation." What he is attempting, at this 

point, is to include social phenomena within a salvific 

continuum. 

As should be clear in the foregoing chapters, Gutierrez 

grounds his perspective in a spirituality that is opposed to 

an excessively theocentric and other-worldly interpretation 

of the Christian tradition. His purpose is to retrieve a 

more ancient, and in his view a more legitimate, tradition 

of the church (1990a, 71). The Prophetic tradition, begun 

in the Old Testament, but according to Gutierrez continued 

in the New Testament, provides both the legitimacy and the 
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currency he needs to avoid being labeled a heretic, yet also 

to address the concrete problems of his world. In his early 

work (1990a) he gives two examples of how the Prophetic 

tradition, once recalled, provides a new and radical outlook 

on contemporary problems. 

The first example is the relationship between creation 

and salvation (Gutierrez 1990a, 71) . Reflecting on the 

traditional exegesis of the creation story as an explanation 

of everything that exists, Gutierrez argues that this 

explanation is not false, but insufficient. In his 

understanding, creation is the first act of salvation, and 

this first act constitutes the beginning of salvation 

history. The process continues with the Exodus, 

The religious experience of Israel is above all 
a history, but a history that is nothing else but 
the prolongation of the creative act. Thus the 
Psalms speak of Yahweh as simultaneously creator 
and savior (see Psalm 136). The God who has made 
a cosmos out of chaos is the same one who acts in 
the history of salvation. The redemptive work of 
Christ is presented also in a context of creation 
(John, chap. 1). Creation and salvation have a 
Christological meaning: in him everything has been 
created, and everything has been saved (see Col. 
1:15-20). (Gutierrez 1990a, 71-72) 

Therefore, creation is not merely the singular beginning, it 

is an ongoing process that continues through the creation of 

the nation of Israel, through Christ, and continues to the 

present day through the labor of the human person. "To 

subdue the earth, as Genesis prescribes, is a work of 

salvation. To labor to transform this world is to save it" 
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(Gutierrez 1990a, 72). For Gutierrez, continuing the act of 

creation/salvation through labor is the fulfillment of the 

human person. 

The second example of the fruitfulness of the prophetic 

tradition is the theme of messianic promises. This theme, 

like the one just described, is not isolated but pervades 

the entire Bible. Messianic promises are the events " . . . 

that announce and accompany the coming of the Messiah" 

(1990a, 72). In the Old Testament, the prophets announce a 

kingdom of peace which means the establishment of justice, 

defense of the rights of the poor, the punishment of 

oppressors, and the emancipation of slaves. For these 

prophets, the end of misery and exploitation is a sign of 

the coming of the messiah. In Gutierrez's view, these are 

not merely spiritual pronouncements but reminders of the 

human power to transform unjust structures. In the New 

Testament, especially in the Gospel of Luke, Christ comes to 

preach good news to the poor, release to captives, and to 

give sight to the blind. Once again, Gutierrez interprets 

these events as having secular significance, not merely 

spiritual: 

If we understand salvation as something with 
merely "religious" or "spiritual" value for my 
soul then it would not have much to contribute to 
concrete human life. But if salvation is 
understood as passing from less human conditions, 
it means that messianism brings about the freedom 
of captives and the oppressed, and liberates human 
beings from the slavery that Paul VI referred to 
. . . . (1990a, 73) 
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The "messianism" Gutierrez refers to above is troubling, for 

he seems to be unaware, at least to this point, of the 

term's negative political connotations. This is especially 

so when he goes on to claim, "The sign of the coming of the 

messiah is the suppression of oppression: the messiah 

arrives when injustice is overcome" (1990a, 73). It should 

be remembered that I am discussing here Gutierrez's earliest 

work on the topic of liberation theology. In his later work 

he does deal with the negative connotations of messianism 

and clarifies his position with respect to them (1988, 130-

140) . In this latter work he says, "Jesus is opposed to all 

political-religious messianism which does not respect either 

the depth of the religious realm or the autonomy of 

political action" (132). 

His main point is to return theology to reality of 

existence, to turn it back towards the concrete life of 

human beings and to understand the call of God in the 

contemporary context. It will be recalled from the earlier 

discussion in this section concerning "more human" 

development, that the life of faith is, with respect to the 

other factors, the most human achievement. According to 

Gutierrez, 

Faith energizes my actions in history and makes 
me take that history seriously, since it is 
impossible to be a Christian outside history. At 
present one should not fear to say that. It is an 
understanding of what a contemporary commitment 
is—that is to say, one cannot be a Christian in 
these times without a commitment to liberation. 
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To be a Christian in our epoch, it is necessary to 
commit oneself in one way or other in the process 
of human emancipation. (1990a, 75) 

For Gutierrez, then, God is encountered in history, in the 

historical process of human liberation that he perceives to 

be unfolding in the present. To him the fact that God 

became man, in Christ, in history, is of utmost 

significance, 

Christ is the place of interchange, for in him 
a human person gives a human face to God and God 
gives a divine face to human beings. The historic 
adventure and the meaning of history will be the 
revelation of God. To believe in Christ, 
therefore, is to believe at the same time in 
history. To believe in eschatology, in the final 
times, is the motor of the historical process. 
(1990a, 74) 

To be a Christian, in history, in commitment to human 

liberation, is to have faith that God is also committed to 

this process. 

This commitment in faith, however, is not blind or 

fanatic, but prudent. According to Gutierrez, while faith 

radicalizes a Christian's commitment, it relativizes it at 

the same time. Therefore, a Christian is never entirely 

satisfied with human efforts towards this goal. 

Faith relativizes human work, because it 
prevents me from being content with what I am 
doing or what others are doing. Faith will 
continually move me further ahead. If God is 
before us, our journey will never cease. To a 
certain extent, a Christian remains unsatisfied, 
for the process of human liberation is never 
ending. 

The radicalization and relativization of my 
task in history is a dialectical interplay that 
will comprise my originality as a Christian. It 
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will keep me from falling into sectarianism or 
being content with my human efforts, but it will 
also permit me to undertake that task with radical 
seriousness. (1990a, 75). 

The radical seriousness Gutierrez refers to above can have 

negative consequences, sectarianism and complacency being 

the most obvious.1 As I mentioned earlier, in his later 

works Gutierrez deals with the other possible negative 

consequences of his perspective; however, in this early work 

a more serious challenge comes from non-Christian sources, 

particularly Karl Marx, who said: 

The social principles of Christianity preach 
the need of a dominating class and an oppressed 
class. And to the latter class they offer only 
the benevolence of the ruling class. The social 
principles of Christianity point to heaven as the 
compensation for all the crimes that are committed 
on earth. The social principles of Christianity 
explain all the viciousness of oppressors as a 
just punishment either for original sin or other 
sins, or as trials that the Lord, in infinite 
wisdom, inflicts on those the Lord has redeemed. 
The social principles of Christianity preach 
cowardice, self-hatred, servility, submission, 
humility—in a word, all the characteristics of a 
scoundrel. (Quoted in Gutierrez 1990a, 76) 

After quoting Marx's indictment of the social principles of 

Christianity, Gutierrez goes on to ask, "How could we have 

presented such an image of Christianity?" (1990a, 76) . 

Indeed, something seems to have gone fundamentally 

awry, and Gutierrez believes that it was the result of 

historic under-emphasis or devaluation of the material life 

Qf the economic, social, and political life of concrete 

and historical human beings. Consequently, Gutierrez 
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believes that Marx's indictment is true, not only for the 

Christianity of the nineteenth century, but that it 

continues to be true for many Christians today: 

The issue, then, is whether we are capable of 
realizing . . . the kingdom of God in its integral 
reality, or whether we are going to give the 
counter testimony that is reflected in the 
statements of Marx. This is precisely what is at 
stake in our epoch. (1990a, 76) 

The kingdom of God in its "integral reality," it will be 

recalled from Chapter IV, is simultaneously "near and far." 

The nearness or partial accessibility of the Kingdom will be 

the focus of the concluding section of the present chapter. 

It will suffice for now to indicate, as should be clear from 

the foregoing, that Gutierrez believes that the Kingdom is 

not only a transcendent heaven, but that can be realized, at 

least partially, in the present. 

I have focused exclusively thus far in this chapter on 

Gutierrez's early work, "Towards a Theology of Liberation," 

(1990a) for the simple reason that he here introduces the 

essential outline and insights that he would go on to 

elaborate and broaden in his subsequent writings. Alfred T. 

Hennelly, the editor of the text in which this early work 

appears first in English, indicates the importance of this 

piece by quoting the Latin American historian and liberation 

theologian Pablo Richard, 

A key point in this development [of Liberation 
Theology] was Gustavo Gutierrez's conference in 
Chimbote, Peru, in July 1968, "Hacia una teologia 
de la liberacion" ["Toward a Theology of 
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Liberation"] . This conference marked the explicit 
break, the qualitative leap, from a world vision 
tied to a "developmentalist" kind of practice to 
one tied to a practice of "liberation." (Hennelly 
1990, 62) 

With the break with "developmentalism" came the new 

perspective which, though still in its infancy, attracted 

quite a lot of attention and, it seems in retrospect, drew 

together the feelings of many theologians and lay people. A 

new dialogue was opened in Latin America between the Church 

and the cultures in which it exists, a dialogue that 

continues to this day. 

In a sense, then, the "stage" was set for the unfolding 

of the controversial new perspective. Gutierrez's most 

important, controversial and best known work, A Theology of 

Liberation (1988), contained a more elaborate, theoretical 

discussion of what he meant by the term "liberation." As he 

says in the introduction to the fifteenth anniversary 

edition of that work, even twenty years later his views— 

though they have been broadened and deepened with the 

passage of time—remain essentially the same (1988, xlvi). 

Integral Liberation 

The foregoing discussion of Gutierrez's early work 

summarized the theological defense of his perspective, based 

on scripture and church documents. I turn now to the 

practical or political aspects of the liberation perspective 

Gutierrez has elaborated. In order to do so, it will be 
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helpful to return to the "break with developmentalism" that 

produced the "qualitative leap" that enabled this 

perspective to emerge as a distinct theology with pronounced 

political ramifications. This leap, according to Gutierrez, 

has produced a new awareness. 

After a long period of real ignorance of its 
own reality (except for a brief period of optimism 
induced by vested interests) Latin America is now 
progressing from a partial and anecdotal 
understanding of its situation to a more complete 
and structural one. 

The most important change in the understanding 
of the Latin American reality lies, first, in 
going beyond a simple, tearful description with an 
attendant accumulation of data and statistics, and 
second, in having no false hopes regarding the 
possibility of advancing smoothly and by pre-
established steps towards a more developed 
society. The new approach consists in paying 
special attention to the root causes of the 
situation and considering them from a historical 
perspective. This is the point of view which 
Latin Americans are beginning to adopt in the face 
of the challenge of an ever more difficult and 
contradictory situation. (1988, 49) 

This passage is significant for several reasons. First, it 

indicates that the new perspective emerges from "its own 

reality." When this work first appeared, the theory of 

dependency had gained currency among many Latin American 

intellectuals, and although it has less attraction now than 

it did then, acceptance of this analysis was an important 

step towards overcoming the structural obstacles to the 

achievement of what was felt to be an authentic strategy of 

development (Gutierrez 1990b, 29) . In other words, 

Gutierrez and other Latin American thinkers were beginning 
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to try to move beyond the thought and theories of outsiders 

in analyzing their situation. 

Second, an important realization occurred when it 

became clear that the situation Latin America found itself 

in, in fact, benefited other parts of the world—its lack of 

complete development kept it in a state of permanent 

disadvantage or dependency. The decade of the 1950s, as 

Gutierrez indicates (1988, 53-54), was a period of great 

optimism—development was to be just around the corner. 

However, with the dawning of the 1960s and especially in the 

1970s this hope began to be shattered by reality. 

Dependency had only deepened, and development, for the mass 

of poor Latin Americans, was distant as ever. The new 

awareness of the situation motivated a search for 

alternatives that would have a greater chance of achieving 

development for the region. 

Third, as Gutierrez says, in the new approach there was 

a careful analysis of root causes of this situation and a 

move to reflect on it historically. In the face of the 

failure of "developmentalism," many were moved to search for 

an understanding of the deeper causes of the crisis, and 

this led them to reflect on the history of the region. The 

historical roots of poverty and oppression, for a Christian 

theologian such as Gutierrez, play a special role in the 

perspective he elaborates. His theological reflection on 

the history of the human race, of Christianity, and of Latin 
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America culminate in his response to this situation: a call 

for the liberation of every human being. 

The call for liberation, though it proceeded from a 

crisis of development, cannot be reduced to a call for the 

liberation from merely economic underdevelopment, though 

economics plays a significant part. Liberation to Gutierrez 

is much more. At this point it will be helpful to allow him 

to say exactly what he means by the concept: 

From the outset, liberation was seen as 
something comprehensive, an integral reality from 
which nothing is excluded, because only such an 
idea of it explains the work of him in whom all 
the promises are fulfilled (see 2 Cor. 1:20). For 
that reason I distinguished three levels or 
dimensions of liberation in Christ. . .. First, 
there is liberation from social situations of 
oppression and marginalization that force many 
(and indeed all in one or another way) to live in 
conditions contrary to God's will for their life. 
But it is not enough that we be liberated from 
oppressive socio-economic structures; also needed 
is a personal transformation by which we live with 
profound inner freedom in the face of every kind 
of servitude, and this is the second dimension or 
level of liberation. 

Finally, there is liberation from sin, which 
attacks the deepest root of all servitude; for sin 
is the breaking of friendship with God and with 
other human beings, and therefore cannot be 
eradicated except by the unmerited redemptive love 
of the Lord whom we receive by faith and in 
communion with one another. Theological analysis 
(and not social or philosophical analysis) leads 
to the position that only liberation from sin gets 
to the very source of social injustice and other 
forms of human oppression and reconciles us with 
God and our fellow human beings. 

This idea of total liberation was inspired by 
that of integral development that Paul VI set down 
in Populorum Progressio (no. 21). With the help 
of this concept the pope showed how it is 
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possible, without confusing the various levels, to 
affirm the deeper unity of a process leading from 
less human to more human conditions. Among the 
"more human" conditions he listed "finally and 
above all: faith, a gift of God accepted by human 
good will, and unity in the charity of Christ, who 
calls us all to share as offspring in the life of 
the living God, the Father of all human beings." 
The pope was obviously speaking of human 
possibilities in a broad sense, not disregarding 
the gratuitousness of faith and love. 

The is no slightest tinge of immanentism in 
this approach to integral liberation. But if any 
expression I have used may have given the 
impression that there is, I want to say here as 
forcefully as I can that any interpretation along 
these lines is incompatible with my position. 
Moreover, my repeated emphasis (in my writings) on 
the gratuitousness of God's love as the first and 
last word in biblical revelation is reliable 
evidence for this claim. The saving, all-
embracing love of God is what leads me to speak of 
history as profoundly one (in saying this, I am 
not forgetting the distinctions also to be found 
within history). . . . History is, after all, the 
field where human beings attain to fulfillment as 
persons and in which, in the final analysis, they 
freely say yes or no to God's saving will. (1988, 
xxxviii-xxxix) 

It is significant, from a Voegelinian perspective, that 

Gutierrez both recognizes and replies to the possibility 

that his work may contain immanentist tendencies. As can be 

seen, he denies this possibility explicitly and reaffirms 

the integrity of the divine and human dimensions by 

recognizing the integral nature not only of the process of 

liberation, but of the gratuitous nature of ultimate 

salvation. Gutierrez's distinction of levels within the 

salvific process allows him to integrate what has been, in 

the past, mistakenly separated into one all-encompassing 

process of history. As Voegelin has said. 
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The historical dimension of humanity, thus, is 
no more a given than the reality of man's personal 
existence in the Metaxy. Universal mankind is not 
a society existing in the world, but a symbol 
which indicates man's consciousness of 
participating, in his earthly existence, in the 
mystery of a reality that moves toward its 
transfiguration. Universal mankind is an 
eschatological index. (1974, 305) 

Liberation for Gutierrez is a process which begins with the 

real, concrete situation in which human beings find 

themselves. It progresses through stages or levels and 

ultimately to the highest point knowable. This is not a 

program, an ideological strategy, but an index of human 

liberation. It is open-ended, for the quest leads beyond 

itself into the future, into the unknowable. In this sense, 

Gutierrez's language is always tentative, moving forward, 

and reflective. As should be clear, total liberation is 

ultimately a gift of God, not an achievement of human 

beings, though they by their actions and freedom must 

perform their part of the process. The process is in fact a 

quest, a journey that will not end until God acts 

decisively. It is not a gnostic attempt to absolutize the 

transcendent into contemporary reality, but a recognition 

that history is more than merely an endless succession of 

events. History has a direction. 

To build a more human world, society, and community in 

light of the revelation of the Word is, for Gutierrez, the 

essence of the mystery of Christ's life, death, and 

resurrection. To express his understanding, he quotes the 
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findings of the Latin American Bishop's Conference which met 

in Pueblo, Mexico, in 1979: 

We are liberated by our participation in the 
new life brought to us by Jesus Christ, and by 
communion with him in the mystery of his death and 
resurrection. But this is true only on condition 
that we live out this mystery on the three planes 
described above, without focusing exclusively on 
any one of them. Only in this way will we avoid 
reducing the mystery to the verticalism of a 
disembodied spiritual union with God, or to the 
merely existential personalism of individual or 
small-group ties, or to one or another form of 
social, economic, or political horizontalism [no. 
329]. (1988, xxxix-xl) 

In other words, to believe that, in Christ, God became human 

inherently gives value to being human. Fulfillment of one's 

humanity, then, is not only the goal of secular theories, 

but theologically as well. Recognition of the complexity of 

the process prevents any form of "reductionism" or 

"determinism" to or by any one aspect of the unified 

process. It should be obvious that, for Gutierrez, 

everything is connected, is interrelated, and focused on the 

emergence in history of a universally free and full 

humanity—the kingdom of God. 

I noted in the beginning of the present chapter that 

for Eric Voegelin, a gnostic liberation results in the 

metastatic transfiguration of reality allowing the gnostic 

an escape from the anxiety of existence in the Metaxy, the 

In-Between, or the paradoxical nature of reality. In modern 

gnosticism this escape consists of constructing closed 

systems that culminate in immanentization, through 
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metastatic imagination, or that eclipse one aspect of 

reality into the whole of existence. Thus Hegel, and his 

heirs, particularly Karl Marx, have created a second 

reality, a deformed reality consisting of only the material 

aspects of life resulting in the secularization or 

deculturization that inhibits contemporary thinkers who seek 

to ground their thought in a language that truly reflects 

reality. 

It is significant, then, to note that Voegelin speaks 

of another kind of liberation in a non-gnostic context: 

The spiritual sensitiveness of the man who 
opened his soul to the word of Yahweh, the trust 
and fortitude required to make his word the order 
of existence in opposition to the world, and the 
creative imagination used in transforming the 
symbol of civilizational bondage into the symbol 
of divine liberation—that combination is one of 
the great and rare events in the history of 
mankind. And this event bears the name of Abram. 
(Voegelin 1956, 195) 

The "spiritual sensitiveness" of human beings is, for 

Voegelin and Gutierrez alike, the essential difference that 

lies at the core of their respective works. Awareness of 

the reality of the "Beyond," opening one's soul to the 

revelation of non-material reality, making this revelation 

the order of existence in opposition to the material world, 

and creatively responding to the word with symbolization 

that has practical value in one's concrete life is indeed a 

"great and rare event." The work of Gustavo Gutierrez 

manifests this type of liberation through his distinction of 



265 

the different levels and aspects of the liberative process. 

He shows how, through the Conquest and the subsequent 

centuries of domination, the European and North American 

imperial penetrations of Latin America have resulted, not in 

an improved order of existence, but a disordered existence 

contrary to revelation of God received from the Bible. 

Gutierrez creatively responds to this situation of disorder 

by recovering a tradition, obscured over the millennia by an 

other-worldly spirituality, and reinterprets it in light of 

his contemporary situation. To put the matter tersely, 

Gutierrez transforms a situation of death—a closed 

existence—into a quest for life in an open existence. He 

calls for an exodus, not from reality, but within reality; 

an exodus from the deformation of existence produced by the 

imperial domination of his people. 

From vantage point of an exodus within reality, 

Voegelin as well as Gutierrez can argue and demonstrate the 

articulation of the Beyond in history as it comes to be 

understood in the dual nature of critical events, such as 

the Exodus. In this way they demonstrate the human density 

and depth that such events come to symbolize. Speaking of 

the Exodus, Voegelin says: 

The exodus of the Hebrew clans, as we have 
stressed, was more than a national liberation in 
the romantic sense. . . . The divine-cosmic order 
of Egypt was abrogated; and the release of Israel 
implied the recognition of Yahweh's historical 
order in which [the Hebrews] held first place. 
The god of Moses was the God not of Israel only 
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but of mankind; when Moses led his people into the 
desert, the result was not two peoples in 
political coexistence under different gods but one 
historical dispensation with its center in the 
Chosen People.(Voegelin 1956, 396) 

The event of the Exodus, like the revelation to Abram 

represents more than a merely historical or materialist 

interpretation would conclude. Consciousness of the dual 

nature of the event provides understanding of the process 

that becomes, to use Voegelin's language, "luminous" in its 

truth. The truth represented in and symbolized by the event 

is the continuing interaction of the Divine in the history 

of humanity, for, as Voegelin interprets the event 

retrospectively, the God that freed the Hebrews is not a new 

tribal god, but the universal God of the Beyond. 

The non-exclusive nature of the Divine takes years to 

become luminous through the travails of the Jewish people, 

but finally, by the time Second Isaiah was written, it had 

become manifest in the prophetic tradition. An important 

stage in the universalization and differentiation of the 

Beyond had occurred, and its practical impact was that the 

God who created the world also intends to redeem or save it. 

It is significant that Voegelin, once again, characterizes 

this process as a liberation: 

The dominant motif of the work is the 
revelation of God as the goel of Israel, as the 
Redeemer . . . . The revelation marks so decisive 
an epoch in history that the whole past moves into 
the category of "former things" to which now the 
"new things" can be opposed The "new 
thing" is the liberation from the Babylonian yoke 
. . .; and the text . . . expresses the epochal 
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character of the event most drastically by 
suggesting that the "old thing," the Exodus from 
Egypt, may be relegated to oblivion as unimportant 
in comparison with the present act of liberation. 
. . . The motif of creation is then pursued back 
from the beginnings of the world, through Israel, 
to the new salvation.(Voegelin 1956, 502-503) 

The symbolization of God as the Goel, or Redeemer, who 

liberates the Hebrews from the Babylonian captivity 

illustrates, once again, how Voegelin speaks of liberation 

in response to the continuing revelation of the deity. In 

this case, the event marks a "before" and "after" 

consciousness, a leap in being. He concludes his discussion 

of Isaiah by stating: 

Deutero-Isaiah is conscious of his prophecy as 
an event that illumines the process of reality 
with a new meaning. . . . In the cosmogonic 
construction he interprets both the Egyptian and 
the present [from Babylon] exodus as stages in the 
drama of Creation: In the first act, God is the 
creator (jbore) of the world (Gen. 2:33ff); in a 
second act, he becomes the "creator of Israel" 
(Isa. 43:15) through Exodus and Berith [Covenant]; 
and in a third act, he becomes the Redeemer 
(goel)(Isa. 41:14) whose deliverance reaches to 
the end of the earth, through Israel the suffering 
servant. In the third and last stage, 
righteousness rains from the skies and the earth 
opens to let it sprout as deliverance, for "I, 
Yahweh, have created it" (Isa. 45:8). Creation, 
thus, is consummated only when the earth has 
brought forth the ecumene of liberated man. 
(Voegelin 1974, 214) 

The motif of the "suffering servant" becomes the symbol of 

the interaction between God and mankind, culminating in the 

life and death of Jesus. Redeeming aspects of salvation 

have practical import. They are simultaneously an irruption 

of the "Beyond" into reality and a concrete response to this 
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revelation which is the beginning of the process that will 

lead to liberation. In this sense, liberation constitutes a 

new "leap in being" that continues its development in the 

ensuing responses to the event. The history of responses 

constitutes the various conceptions of the order to be seen 

in the event. From this perspective, none of the responses 

is entirely adequate in the long term, for they are at best 

partial approximations. The similarities here between 

Voegelin's and Gutierrez's are apparent in the evolving 

motif of the "suffering servant"; first, Israel is the 

mediator of the Divine/human interaction. Then, the mantle 

passes to the prophets and then to Christ. In Gutierrez 

this mantle is placed on "the poor" as the mediator between 

God and humanity while "suffering" remains the criterion by 

which to identify the locus of Divine revelation. 

For Voegelin, the social horizon in which the "leaps in 

being" occurred accounts for the various responses to 

revelation that appear as history. Every prophet is a 

person of his time and thus the mode of the response will be 

different. What is constant is the structure of the reality 

is which the responses occur, and the ontic structure, or 

the awareness of it, was Voegelin's main concern. From this 

structure emerges the quest, the millennial process, of 

mankind in search of itself. As long as the quest is 

founded on the structure of reality, or the awareness of the 
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"In-Between" or indeterminate nature, it will remain open to 

the future. 

Liberation for Gutierrez also lies in the future. The 

"mystery of reality," of the process of a history that leads 

beyond itself is difficult, existentially, for some to 

accept. Gutierrez could fully agree with Voegelin that: 

To face the Mystery of Reality means to live in 
the faith that is the substance of things hoped 
for and the proof of things unseen (Heb. 11:1). 
When the eschatological "things," hoped for but 
unseen, are metastatically deformed into an 
eschatological index bestowed on things to be 
expected and seen in "history"; and when the 
"faith" that is the substance and proof of things 
eschatological is correspondingly deformed into an 
Hegelian, or Marxian, or Comtean "System of 
Science" whose evocative magic is meant to realize 
the expectations "historically"; the Question can 
be more fully differentiated than it has been ever 
before in the history of Mankind, and yet the 
Mystery will be destroyed (Voegelin 1974, 329-
330) . 

Modern mankind's impatience to answer the question of 

existence has eclipsed awareness of the essential mystery of 

the answer. In other words, for Voegelin at least, mankind 

is always in the process of becoming. 

Thus far, the present study has moved in the realm of 

theory; however, as Gutierrez states, theology is a second 

act, it is reflective and contemplative (1988, xxxiii). The 

first act is to live and, specifically, to live in a certain 

way. For too long theology has focused on belief as the 

exclusive criterion of its efforts and mostly ignored how 

one lives one's life. For Gutierrez, to verify faith it 
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must be lived, made present, incarnate in the lives of human 

beings. Though the kingdom of God is ultimately a gift, it 

can be, he believes, made partially manifest or anticipated 

in the lives of human beings. Therefore I turn to the 

concluding section of the present chapter with a discussion 

of how he believes this may be accomplished. 

Gutierrez's Prescription 

As I mentioned in the introduction to the present 

chapter, Gutierrez faces tremendous linguistic obstacles in 

that he uses concepts that have a long history and sometimes 

are extremely ambiguous. As we have seen, liberation is one 

of these concepts. Likewise, the concept "praxis" is loaded 

with ideological and semantic variations. Gutierrez uses 

the concept in a unique way, one that proceeds from ancient 

rather than modern understandings. 

Experience is the locus of reflection for the praxis of 

liberation. Beginning in one's social, economic, political, 

and cultural milieu one reflects on life in this context in 

light of Scripture. As Gutierrez states. 

The historical womb from which liberation 
theology has emerged is the life of the poor and, 
in particular, of the Christian communities that 
have arisen within the bosom of the present-day 
Latin American church. This experience is the 
setting in which liberation theology tries to read 
the word of God and be alert to the challenges 
that faith issues to the historical process in 
which that people is engaged. Revelation and 
history, faith in Christ and the life of a people. 
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eschatology and praxis: these are the factors 
that, when set in motion, give rise to what has 
been called the hermeneutical circle. (1988, 
xxxiii) 

Thus, the praxis of liberation proceeds from the world of 

the "other," the poor, marginalized, and exploited of Latin 

America. The awareness of the condition of "otherness" or 

non-personhood motivates one to change this condition, to 

liberate one's self. The locus, or grounding, then, of 

liberative efforts is from within the lives of the subjects 

of these efforts; in order truly to be authentic and 

effective, the poor must begin to liberate themselves. In 

Latin America, as in many other parts of the world, the 

subjects of a liberating praxis are not only poor, but 

religious. The process must begin with their values, and it 

must apply to their world. In this context, any praxis 

which ignores the spiritual dimension and faith of its 

subjects is doomed to failure. 

The traditional. Western, distinction between theory 

and praxis is one that Gutierrez seeks to re-interpret; 

hence, he understands the relationship which exists between 

the two as dialectical, as in the "hermeneutic circle" 

described above. In his work. The Truth Shall Make You Free 

(1990b), Gutierrez discusses the history of the distinction 

between theory and praxis in order to make clear what he 

means by the latter term (91-94). According to Gutierrez, 

from Greek antiquity, especially from Aristotle, the West 

has inherited a tradition of separation of the two modes of 
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being; on the one hand, theory is understood as 

contemplation and is juxtaposed to its opposite, practice, 

which is understood as action. This relationship was 

assumed by the early Church as it asserted the primacy of 

the contemplative over the active life. Only in the modern 

era, beginning with Machiavelli and culminating with Marx, 

has the active life reemerged to challenge the 

contemplative: 

A significant milepost on this journey is the 
undeniably important contribution that Marx made 
in his effort at a scientific understanding of 
history. The polemical and caustic tone of this 
contribution has so affected some that in their 
view anything having to do with "theory and 
praxis" must be immediately labeled "Marxist." As 
a matter of fact, however, while allowing for both 
the continuity and the breaks characteristic of 
the history of ideas, we must say that when we 
speak of "theory and praxis" we are dealing with a 
very ancient tradition of Western philosophy, one 
that has taken on a new life due to the challenges 
of the experimental sciences and to a different 
view of the political world. (1990b, 93) 

The different view of the "political world" Gutierrez is 

referring to means essentially the role of praxis, the realm 

of action in Aristotle's understanding. Gutierrez asserts 

that today, more than ever in recent history, modern minds 

are more alert to the practical impact of knowledge (1990b, 

93) . All this is to say that, for many moderns, for 

"theory" to have value it must be verified in "praxis." It 

is Gutierrez's belief that the Gospel truth is verified in 
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history and continues to be verified in the praxis of 

contemporary human beings. 

To further reinterpret the relation between theory and 

practice, Gutierrez compares the tradition begun by the 

Greeks to the Semitic conception of truth. Where the Greeks 

believed that conformity between any material thing and its 

essential or ideal form denoted truth, the Semitic 

conception of truth, which is the conception of truth to be 

found in the Bible, is much different: 

The Hebrew word translated as "truth" (namely, 
' emet and related words, from which comes our 
"amen") implies solidity, fidelity, reliability, 
trustworthiness. The perspective here is concrete 
and historical; it reflects the world of the 
interpersonal, where what happens is as important 
as, or even more important than, what is. 

More specifically: truth in the scriptures is a 
relation not between things and concepts but 
between promise and fulfillment. . . . It points 
to God being revealed in history through the 
fulfillment of God's promise of love and 
redemption. (1990b, 94-95) 

Faith and belief are thus based on their verification in 

history. Though the fulfillment of the promise has not 

occurred fully, through its partial fulfillment in the past 

and continuing presence through the actions of believers in 

the present, it is verified or made real. 

For Gutierrez the promise of God was, and is, made real 

in the person of Jesus Christ and in the lives of the poor, 

the "other," those characterized by suffering, misery, and 

oppression. "Doing the truth," the truth as revealed in 

Christ, means to act according to the will of God: 
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Christian life is, above all else, a sequela 
Christi, a following of Christ. The proper doing 
of theology (the method, the way) has its place 
within this movement (itself a way) toward the 
Father. 

Jesus calls himself the truth, but he also 
describes himself as the way and the life (see Jn. 
14:6). His actions and words, his practice, show 
us the course to follow. The Lord proclaims a 
truth that must be put into practice; that is why 
works are regarded as so important throughout the 
New Testament. (Gutierrez 1990b, 97) 

The fact that "works" are considered to be very important in 

the New Testament does not mean to Gutierrez that faith is 

reduced to doing good (1990b, 98), only that he believes 

that over-emphasis on the contemplative side of spirituality 

has reduced the theological importance of action. The two 

sides complement each other, and the life of faith cannot be 

reduced to one or the other. 

Hodos: The Way 

In addition to the annunciation in the Gospel of John 

that Christ is the truth, the way and the life, Gutierrez 

finds further support for his argument in the Acts of the 

Apostles. In this Book, the Christian life is referred to 

as "the hodos" (the Way) . In Acts, Gutierrez asserts, there 

is a clear meaning of the term: 

What is the meaning of the term? According to 
some, "way" designates Christians themselves, not 
a lifestyle. According to others, "way" refers 
chiefly to Christian teaching. Nonetheless, 
everything indicates that a sound interpretation 
requires a global and synthetic perspective. 
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In point of fact. Christians are characterized 

by a certain behavior, a manner of life. This 
manner of life singles out the Christian community 
in the Jewish and pagan world in which it lives 
and gives its witness. Its conduct reflects at 
once a manner of thinking and a manner of acting— 
in short, a way of life; nothing falls outside 
this way. . .. 

. . . To follow the way is to practice a 
certain conduct, , ,, What is meant is conduct in 
the service of God. It is a manner of life that 
is taught through witness and that can in turn be 
followed by others. . .. (1984, 81) 

As can be seen in the above, Gutierrez certainly thinks 

there is more to being a Christian than simply belief and 

prayer. In fact, this Vlay, this lifestyle, this conduct is 

superior to all others (1984, 81) for it is based on love. 

At the same time, this love emancipates and makes a person 

free. "The Christian way is the way of freedom, and to 

freedom we have been called (Gal. 5:1)" (Gutierrez 1984, 

82) . This freedom, however, is not for personal 

satisfaction, but must be exercised in the framework 

established by love. Furthermore, freedom exercised in the 

framework of love means that the Way is a collective 

undertaking, not just a personal journey. 

The Way, besides being a mode of behavior and conduct, 

is a spirituality: 

A spirituality is not restricted to the so-
called religious aspects of life: prayer and 
worship. It is not limited to one sector but is 
all embracing, because the whole of human life, 
personal and communal, in involved in the journey. 
A spirituality is a manner of life that gives a 
profound unity to our prayer, thought, and action. 

. . . At the same time, however, it is not 
enough to emphasize this comprehensiveness. 
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fundamental though it is. For a synthesis may 
have a variety of starting points. . .. 

The reason for this diversity is that the 
nucleus around which a spiritual way is built is 
not exactly the same in every case. Moreover, the 
starting point in each instance bears the mark of 
the historical context in which the experience of 
encounter with the Lord took place. (1984, 88) 

All of this is to say that the Christian hodos is a way of 

life, a spirituality, and furthermore that it changes when 

the experiences or encounters with God which engender it 

change. There is not one Way in a definitive or 

reductionist sense, but various Ways that share in a 

fundamental, all encompassing unity in service to God. 

The Way, then, is determined by context, by history, by 

reading "the signs of the times." A praxis founded on love 

and seeking justice is the mode, Gutierrez has made clear, 

of serving God, of being a Christian, in Latin America. As 

will be seen, however, because this praxis was engendered by 

a profound encounter with God in the life of the poor, the 

oppressed, and the marginalized, its implications apply 

beyond the frontiers of Latin America, for poverty knows no 

boundaries. 

Being committed to solidarity with the poor, the 

oppressed and the marginalized leads one naturally to 

struggle, in solidarity with the poor, towards the 

alleviation of their condition. Speaking of this 

commitment, in the context of Latin America, Gutierrez 

refers to the real life efforts of men like Paulo Freire: 
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...[0]ne of the most creative and fruitful 

efforts implemented in Latin America is the 
experimental work of Paulo Freire, who has sought 
to establish a "pedagogy of the oppressed." By 
means of an unalienating and liberating "cultural 
action," which links theory with praxis, the 
oppressed perceive—and modify—their relationship 
with the world and with other persons. They thus 
make the transfer from a "naive awareness"—which 
does not deal with problems, gives too much value 
to the past, tends to accept mythical 
explanations, and tends toward debate—to a 
"critical awareness"—which delves into problems, 
is open to new ideas, replaces magical 
explanations with real causes, and tends to 
dialogue. In this process, which Freire calls 
"conscientization," the oppressed reject the 
oppressive consciousness which dwells in them, 
become aware of their situation, and find their 
own language. They become, by themselves, less 
dependent and freer, as they commit themselves to 
the transformation and building up of society. 
Let us specify, also, that this critical awareness 
is not a state reached once and for all, but 
rather a permanent effort of those who seek to 
situate themselves in time and space, to exercise 
their creative potential, and to assume their 
responsibilities. Awareness is, therefore, 
relative to each historical stage of a people and 
of humankind in general. (1988, 57) 

In this passage Gutierrez describes the practical process by 

which non-persons come to knowledge of and begin to change 

their situation. The passage from a "naive awareness" to a 

"critical awareness" is a crucial stage, for it is the 

beginning of their effort to participate, to be present in 

the building of a new society. Gutierrez is quick to note, 

though, that the new awareness is not a state "reached for 

once and for all." It is a permanent effort to reach their 

fullness as human beings. It is, as I said earlier, an 

index leading continually into the future. 
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The praxis of liberation, then, is more than merely a 

new awareness of the meaning of political or economic 

activity, it is conducive of a new manner of being for those 

characterized as non-beings (the poor) and even those who 

have achieved a higher level of material existence (the non-

poor) . Once again, I need to let Gutierrez speak what he 

means and what he believes is at stake: 

What is really at stake, then, is not simply a 
greater rationality in economic activity, or a 
better social organization, but, over and above 
all this, justice and love. To be sure, these 
classic concepts do not often come up in the 
language of political science. But there is no 
avoiding them here. And this demonstrates the 
human depth and density of the matter with which 
we are dealing. 

The use of the terms "justice" and "love" 
recalls to our minds that we are speaking of real 
human persons, whole peoples, suffering misery and 
exploitation, deprived of the most elemental human 
rights, scarcely aware that they are human beings 
at all. The praxis of liberation, therefore, 
inasmuch as it starts out from an authentic 
solidarity with the poor and the oppressed, is 
ultimately a praxis of love—real love, effective 
and concrete, for real, concrete human beings. It 
is a praxis of love of neighbor, and of love for 
Christ in the neighbor, for Christ identifies 
himself with the least of these human beings, our 
brothers and sisters. Any attempt to separate 
love for God and love for neighbor gives rise to 
attitudes that impoverish both. 

It is easy to make a distinction between a 
heavenly and an early praxis—easy, but not 
faithful to the gospel of the Word who became a 
human being. I therefore would seem more 
authentic and profound to speak of a praxis of 
love as having its roots in the gratuitous and 
free love of the Father and as becoming concrete 
in solidarity with human beings—first with the 
poor and dispossessed, and then through them with 
all human beings. (1983, 50) 
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The "human depth and density of the matter" demonstrates 

Gutierrez's sensitivity to the complexity of the 

humanization or liberation process he is seeking to describe 

and foment. For Gutierrez, God is present in and moving 

history forward through the poor, the least of human beings. 

"To know God is to do justice, is to be in solidarity with 

the poor person" (Gutierrez 1983, 51). Similarly, ". . .a 

relationship with the God who has loved me—loved me first 

and freely—despoils me, strips me. It universalizes my 

love for others and makes it gratuitous too" (Gutierrez 

1988, 51). The praxis of love and justice, which is the 

essence of worship in the Bible, where love and justice 

demand each other simultaneously, restores the balance 

between this world and the world to come. It is a 

"tensional" relationship, similar to the Metaxy in Voegelin 

(1990c, 267-273) . For Gutierrez there is and can be no true 

separation of the two. There are only degrees of 

consciousness of and response to the gratuity of God. 

To distinguish his idea of a praxis based on love and 

justice from other ideas of the concept, Gutierrez has 

coined the term "orthopraxis," 

. .[I]f human history is above all else an 
opening to the future, then it is a task, a 
political occupation, through which we orient and 
open ourselves to the gift which gives history its 
transcendent meaning: the full and definitive 
encounter with the Lord and with other humans. 
"To do the truth," as the Gospel says, thus 
acquires a precise and concrete meaning in terms 
of the importance of action in Christian life. 
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Faith in a God who loves us and calls us to the 
gift of full communion with God and fellowship 
with others not only is not foreign to the 
transformation of the world; it leads necessarily 
to the building up of that fellowship and 
communion in history. Moreover, only by doing 
this truth will our faith be "verified," in the 
etymological sense of the word. From this notion 
has recently been derived the term orthopraxis, 
which still disturbs the sensitivities of some. 
The intention, however, in not to deny the meaning 
of orthodoxy, understood as a proclamation of and 
reflection on statements considered to be true. 
Rather, the goal is to balance and even to reject 
the primacy and almost exclusive way which 
doctrine has enjoyed in Christian life and above 
all to modify the emphasis, often obsessive, upon 
the attainment of an orthodoxy which is often 
nothing more than fidelity to an obsolete 
tradition or a debatable interpretation. In a 
more positive vein, the intention is to recognize 
the work and importance of concrete behavior, of 
deeds, of action, of praxis in the Christian life. 
(1988, 8) 

In other words, like Voegelin (1990b), Gutierrez rejects a 

faith that has become closed to and is hostile to an 

existence in the world. For Gutierrez, faith must be 

verified in the ordinary and everyday life of Christians. 

However, it must be noted, orthopraxis is not an ideology, 

not a program for political action, or a "perversion of 

faith" as in gnosticism. 

Christian Base Communities 

Earlier in this section, I quoted Gutierrez as saying 

that liberation theology emerged from the heart of Christian 

communities committed to the process of liberation in Latin 

America. It is their experience which engenders Gutierrez's 
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Response and Prescription. Though it is beyond the scope of 

the present study to analyze these Communidades de Base 

["grassroots communities"] extensively, they are beginning 

to be studied by many, and I will return to some of the 

interesting conclusions of these studies presently. For 

Gutierrez, the process going on in these communities today 

is part of the ongoing historical process he has labeled the 

"irruption of the Poor" [discussed earlier in Chapter II] 

and that is now becoming manifest in many different 

contexts. 

The experience of oppression and the environment from 

which it arises are the beginning of and condition of a call 

for a liberating praxis that goes to the root of the 

problem, beyond its economic, political, and social 

symptoms, or to the perennial problem of "sin" in all of its 

historic manifestations. According to Gutierrez, 

It is in this complex and stimulating setting 
that we witness the rise of grassroots Christian 
communities. Here the word of the Lord is 
nurtured in a soil that is rich and creative, for 
here that word enters present history. And by the 
very fact of entering present history it defies 
it—prevents it from closing in upon itself. For 
the word charges it with futurity. It invests the 
present with a future fullness of love, a fullness 
prefigured and anticipated today in our love for 
our sister and brother in the here and now, in 
circumstances that are difficult and sometimes 
ambiguous. In these circumstances it is not easy 
to make decisions and then move ahead with the 
options we have made. But something deeply 
evangelical is in the making, something new, as 
the love of Christ is always new. (1983, 82-83) 
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The challenge of grassroots communities in Latin America, 

and the challenge of the "irruption of the Poor" in other 

contexts, serves as a reminder and an indictment of the 

pretensions of modernity (see Torres and Eagleson 1980) . It 

prevents a complacency and triumphalism, or even an 

immanentism that ignores the reality these phenomena 

represent. In these communities people are responding to 

the presence of God in new and creative ways and, in the 

process, maintaining the tension of existence in the midst 

of the modern, secular world. In other words, from a 

Voegelinian perspective these communities are implicitly 

avoiding "deculturalization," or secularization, by 

recovering the presence of the Divine in their daily lives. 

Gutierrez, who works with grassroots communities in his 

home parish in Rimac, Peru, has noted that in his homeland 

the irruption of the poor and the vitality of grassroots 

communities go hand in hand (1980) . He states. 

First, when we talk about the poor, we are 
talking about something collective. The isolated 
poor person does not exist. The poor belong to 
social groups, races, classes, cultures, sexes. 
. . . But since it has to do with classes, races, 
cultures, and the condition of women, tension and 
conflict are entailed. Something very important 
is at stake in all this: the identity of the poor 
people. Awareness of the injustice amid which 
they live and efforts to free themselves from it 
are part of the very identity of the poor and 
oppressed. . .. 

. The poor person is the product, or 
byproduct, of an economic and social system 
fashioned by a few for their own benefit. So a 
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structural conflict is imbedded in the reality of 
the poor. (1980, 111) 

It is obvious in the above that Gutierrez is not speaking of 

a group of persons that have been defeated and humiliated by 

their poverty, but rather, a group mobilized by their 

awareness of their situation towards changing their 

condition. These are the subversive poor, actively forging 

their own liberation. They are at the same time believers— 

members of the Christian community. He emphasizes their 

revolutionary potential as part, every bit as important as 

their poverty, of their identity, and this fact explains the 

challenge they represent not only in their own societies, 

but to dominators abroad (1980, 113). 

These twin aspects of the "poor" as Gutierrez 

understands them, faith and revolutionary potential, prevent 

any reductionism of their praxis to a ". . . disembodied 

spiritualism posing as the religious sense, and it means 

rejecting a political action approach that idealistically 

ignores the reality of our people's faith" (1980, 115). He 

concludes. 

The CCBs [CEBs] are one of the most fruitful 
and significant events in the present-day life of 
the Latin American Church. Their growth 
throughout our continent has helped to raise the 
hopes of the poor and oppressed. They are a 
privileged meeting place for a people trying to 
familiarize itself with its situation of misery 
and exploitation, to fight against that situation, 
and to give an account of its faith in a 
liberating God. (1980, 115) 
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Action, in this case the formation of communities of the 

poor, that helps to raise the hopes of the poor is the 

essence of liberation praxis. Hope is based on a faith in 

the future and faith in God who is present now but 

represents the future. 

But does this praxis truly liberate? This was a 

question that prompted two researchers, Valerie Ann Macnabb 

and Martha W. Rees (1993) to study the activities of 

grassroots communities in Oaxaca, Mexico. They conclude. 

Whether or not base communities are Marxist or 
Catholic is not the most important question. This 
essay asked earlier if base communities are 
effective responses to poverty. Although the base 
communities in San Juanito do not produce much in 
the way of subsistence goods or make any 
substantial contribution to household income 
(except for the credit unions), the dynamics of 
democratic organization (everyone participates 
and shares in the work), of participation of 
women, and of analysis of the Mexican reality 
empower all members, especially women. . .. 

. . . Perhaps there is no such thing as an 
effective response to poverty, but democratically 
organized base communities raise consciousness, 
empower the poor, and challenge the political 
order. Sometimes, they feed people. As such, 
they can be seen as an example of new social 
movements that redefine [the] meaning of concepts 
like struggle, community, gender, and identity. 
(749) 

These findings seem to affirm the fact that liberation 

praxis does liberate, if one does not define liberation too 

narrowly as an emancipation from economic poverty. 
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Daniel Levine has also long been concerned with the 

practical impacts of base communities and states the 

following: 

Liberation Theology and CEBs are linked 
historically, and its is fair to say that they are 
related as theory is to practice. This neat 
phrase has several specific meanings. It points 
up the time sequence: the major growth of CEBs 
dates from the mid-1970s, and clearly draws 
strength from the conjuncture. . .between church 
initiatives and social-political transformations. 
It further suggests that their spread is spurred 
by the way liberation theology's ideas motivate 
church leaders and pastoral agents to sponsor and 
promote such initiatives. Finally, it implies 
that the ordinary experience of CEBs reinforces 
ideas of egalitarianism and collective action, and 
that this experience under girds continuing 
commitments to action in the promotion of justice 
as an outgrowth of a transformed religious faith. 
(1980, 250) 

Action in the promotion of justice as a response by members 

of these communities, concisely portrays the sense of what 

Gutierrez understands as liberation in Christ. For 

Voegelin, the noetic theophany of philosophy would later 

combine with the pneumatic theophany in Christianity to form 

a balanced perspective of reality. For Gutierrez praxis 

alone is insufficient, it must be tempered by and informed 

by the Christian faith. Both responses react to the 

disorder of their time by recovering the presence of the 

Divine. 

Levine concludes his analysis of the impacts of CEBs 

with an significant statement: 
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complain most bitterly about the "political" 
impact of liberation theology and CEBs which have 
been prime creators of what they deplore and 
condemn so strongly. Their own intense repression 
created a clientele and made the logic of 
resistance and activism all the more meaningful. 
In Latin America, authoritarianism has been a 
growth medium for popular religious movements. 
(1980, 255) 

Authoritarianism, in all its forms, represents a closure to 

the openness of existence, that for Voegelin, is another 

chief characteristic of gnosticism. As a revolt against the 

authoritarian revolt, liberation theology and base 

communities are, in fact, a recovery of the true 

consciousness of open existence. 

These communities, via their democratic organization 

and functioning, are focusing their efforts on more than 

just the economic dimension; they aim at the whole person. 

And this is what Gutierrez, and other liberation 

theologians, mean by liberation, both theory and praxis. 

Liberation accounts for the hopes and aspirations of all 

humanity, especially of the least of human beings. In this 

sense, it is a spirituality, due to its integral nature, and 

restores the awareness of Divine participation in world 

development. 

In sum, orthopraxis, in the work of Gustavo Gutierrez, 

is the practice of love and justice. This practice reflects 

the tension of existence, as discussed in Voegelin, and is 

open to the world, history, and the future. It seeks 

alternative, creative responses to human situations of 
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misery and oppression; responses that verify the faith of 

Christianity in the struggle of believers to liberate 

themselves from these situations. As a revolt against the 

revolt of modern authoritarian ideologies and practices, it 

seeks to restore the consciousness of Divine interaction in 

the affairs of the world. From a Voegelinian perspective, 

this practice, like classic philosophy, restores the true 

order of human existence within a milieu deformed by 

immanentist, gnostic ideologies. Gutierrez's orthopraxis, 

thus, restores the eschatological dimension to modern 

secular politics. 

Conclusion 

In the beginning of this discussion of Gutierrez's 

response to and prescription based on the meaning of 

existence, I noted that the greatest challenge he faced was 

to redefine and overcome the ambiguity of the language he 

uses. He has achieved this purpose. As should be clear 

from the foregoing, his work is far too integral to be 

reduced to any ideological cul-de-sac. What he seeks to 

describe and elaborate is not some new Christian 

revolutionary ideology, but a spirituality whose nature is 

to be grounded in the real life of Latin Americans and 

others who exist in similar contexts. 

For Gutierrez the "irruption of the poor" in his native 

environment and in other parts of the world is part of a 
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historical process, one that germinated in religious soil, 

and that will continue into the future. For him, only 

theology, not other disciplines, is equipped with the tools 

to understand this millennial process, for at its essence it 

is the comprehensive spiritual understanding of what it 

means to be a human being, in the past, the present, and the 

future. 

Gutierrez has chosen to characterize this process as 

one of integral human liberation which includes, but is not 

limited to, human progress and the betterment of life for 

the majority of the human race. He has argued that 

salvation is not purely religious. There are social, 

political, and economic aspects of salvation that must be 

included in a spirituality if it is to be ontologically 

grounded. He has also argued that it is not enough to just 

believe in Christ to be a Christian, one must act in a 

certain way. Through action, theory and praxis are united 

and belief is verified in life. The crux of his argument is 

the relation between God and human beings and the relation 

between human beings themselves, their world, and their 

society. The kingdom of God is in the future, the goal of 

the process of liberation, but ultimately beyond human 

action. Therefore, history as the process leading to the 

Eschaton is tentative, experimental, tenuous, and open-

ended; in other words, universal salvation or liberation, as 
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Gutierrez has characterized the process, is a hope or 

aspiration. 

The awareness, or sensitivity to the transcendent 

present in pragmatic, concrete events defines, for Voegelin 

as well as Gutierrez, a crucial aspect to understanding 

history, as well as the future. Both base their 

understanding of the credo of St. Anselm, "fides quaerens 

intellectum" [faith seeking understanding] (Gutierrez 1990b, 

6; Voegelin, 1990e, 300-301), and both seek to re-balance, 

or at least re-relate the relationship between faith and 

reason. For Voegelin, as well as Gutierrez, the process 

leading to liberation is an integral process, one in which 

real live human beings seek to order their existence by the 

light of divine revelation. Liberation, for both, lies in 

the future, yet the struggle and quest for it lies in the 

here and now. 

And it is at this point that Voegelin and Gutierrez 

diverge, or would seem to diverge. Voegelin, through 

philosophical analysis and penetration of reality, was 

attempting to recover civilization from the dehumanizing 

influence of an erroneous intellectualism that denied the 

mysterious, transcendent presence of the Divine in the 

structure of existence. Without an awareness of, and a 

sensitivity to, the eschatological dimension of human 

existence, humans are tempted to become trapped in the 

meaninglessness of a truncated existence. Once this 
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awareness is recovered, further exploration and 

differentiation of the mystery is possible. Voegelin's 

efforts were conditioned by and pertained to his world: the 

world of modern Western university. 

Gutierrez, on the other hand, though not unaware of 

Voegelin's world, is aware of another world, one not 

characterized by the material progress of the West, respect 

for human rights, and individual development. His is the 

world of the poor, the non-person, marginalized almost out 

of existence itself. Under such conditions, human action 

designed to remedy the inhuman situation may take many forms 

and pass through various stages, but what counts, in the 

end, is that the poor themselves begin to struggle for their 

rights. Praxis thus is more than an ideology to Gutierrez, 

it is a Way, a spirituality, something more than merely 

human conduct, but that does include conduct. It is a way 

of living faith in the present, based on hope in the future. 

It is action oriented, but also contemplative. Reflection 

on action constitutes the forward motion of his conception 

of history. 

As was discussed in earlier chapters, the metastatic 

construction of systems or ideologies that reify one aspect 

of the structure of reality represent a serious threat to 

the human quest for truth. Modern revolutionary ideologies 

have received particular attention (i.e., Voegelin 1969, 

975) and he has been quite critical of their deformative 
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potential. On the other hand, he does speak of an "exodus 

within reality" (1974, 214-218) when discussing the curious 

historical relationship between the beginnings of empire and 

spiritual "outbursts": 

As a matter of empirical historiography there 
can be no doubt that the age of ecumenic empires 
is also the age of the spiritual outbursts that 
has been named the "axis-time" of mankind; nor can 
there be any doubt that important thinkers, 
Jewish, Stoic, and Christian, have experienced the 
simultaneity of ecumenic empires and spiritual 
outbursts, not as a mere coincidence but as a 
providential convergence of events, full of 
meaning for the spiritual state and salvation of 
man. (1974, 214) 

For spiritually sensitive thinkers, therefore, the point is 

to explain the meaning of the pragmatic event (i.e., 

expansion of empire) from their perspective and to 

differentiate the full meanings of such events. However, in 

order to avoid falling into apocalypticism, these events 

must remain conceptually within reality itself: 

. . . obviously man can neither conquer reality 
nor walk out of it, for the Apeiron, the origin of 
things, is not a thing that could be appropriated 
or left behind through movements in the realm of 
things. No imperial expansion can reach the 
receding horizon; no exodus from bondage is an 
exodus from the condicio humana; no turning away 
from the Apeiron, or turning against it, can 
prevent the return to it through death. Any and 
every gigantomachia ends with the defeat of the 
giants. Conquest and exodus, thus, are movements 
within reality. (1974, 215) 

Pursing an exodus, within reality, marks the great and rare 

events that history shows produced a leap in being, 

engendering a "before" and "after" consciousness, but that 
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still operates in the realm of reality. Reality stays the 

same, but a new consciousness emerges that, in turn, creates 

a new social field in history. The symbol of Exodus from 

bondage means more than the emancipation of slaves, it means 

a rejection of a way of life that has become unendurable. 

It is a struggle for integral liberation not just from 

chains, but from social and civilizational bonds that have 

come to be seen as contrary to the will of the Divine. 

Though the age of empires is technically at an end, for 

Gustavo Gutierrez the age of spiritual outbursts is not. 

For him, the spiritual outburst represented by the irruption 

of the poor into the modern consciousness is producing 

pragmatic impacts. For the poor this spirituality is 

producing a new way of being human and of being Christian in 

an age characterized by a breakdown of ecumenic empires. It 

is a reversal of the historical process insofar as it is the 

victims of empire who are now fighting back and struggling 

to liberate themselves from a situation "within reality," 

and through their struggle to create a more just world. As 

we have seen, the symbol of "exodus" plays a large role in 

Gutierrez's understanding of the practical import of 

biblical wisdom. His use of the concept of praxis is always 

based on reality. It is not some magical means of 

overcoming reality, but a way of establishing a new social 

field within reality to struggle against injustice. 



293 

In Table 4, Gutierrez's Response to the order of 

existence is labeled "Liberation." This is an integral 

liberation that avoids reduction to merely social or 

political emancipation. It comprehends and includes 

Table 4. Response and Prescription 

Factors Classical 

Zetema 

Gnostic Gutierrez 

Response Philosophy Gnosis 

Prescription Reason Revolt 

Liberation 

Orthopraxis 

liberation from these but also from personal sin, and 

ultimately, sin itself. Gutierrez's idea of liberation is 

not an exodus from reality, but an exodus within reality, 

and avoids an immanentist, gnostic deformation of the order 

of existence. 

Gutierrez's Prescription for the conduct of human life, 

then, I have labeled "Orthopraxis." His praxis is to resist 

the disorder of his environment by restoring the 

eschatological dimension to the process of liberation that 

has emerged, beginning with the Enlightenment, as the great 

"sign of the times" in the modern era. The praxis of love 

and justice supplements rather than rejects the classic 
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prescription, the life of Reason, by a knowledge enriched by 

revelation and made real in the community of believers. 

Ellis Sandoz has written of Eric Voegelin, 

Although Voegelin writes admiringly of Anglo-
American democracy. . .he. . .defines no optimal 
political order or constitutional form, perhaps on 
the assumption that it is possible to institute 
sound politics in different ways in various times 
and places—if only the crucial demands of human 
and divine reality are met and the personal order 
of individuals is reflected and served by the 
social order. (1990, xxi) 

Although Gutierrez speak positively of socialism throughout 

his works, as should be clear from Chapter III, he does so 

only in general terms; he is not uncritically accepting the 

practice of concrete socialist regimes, but argues that the 

intent of socialism as a political philosophy comes closer 

to his perspective than others. Gutierrez's intent, like 

Voegelin's, is to restore the "demands" of the true 

structure of existence. Likewise, he asserts that the 

social order should serve human beings and not the other way 

around. That neither thinker, Voegelin or Gutierrez, 

specifically defines an optimal political order testifies to 

the fact that they both are aware that there is not an 

optimal political order; reality, then, for both remains 

complex and open to the future. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

An essential obstacle to remedying the modern crisis of 

meaning, according to Eric Voegelin, is the underlying 

process of deculturation that has so badly infected modern 

thought and communication. In the introductory paragraph to 

an essay entitled, "The Gospel and Culture," Voegelin 

addresses the historical impact on and contemporary quandary 

concerning the Gospel's relation to the deculturation 

process: 

The Steering Committee has honored me with the 
invitation to give a lecture on "The Gospel and 
Culture." If I have understood the intention of 
the committee correctly, they wanted to hear what 
a philosopher has to say about the Word's 
difficulty to make itself heard in our time and, 
if heard at all, to make itself intelligible to 
those who are willing to listen. Why could the 
gospel be victorious in the Hellenistic-Roman 
environment of its origin? Why did it attract an 
intellectual elite who restated the meaning of the 
gospel in terms of philosophy and, by this 
procedure, created a Christian doctrine? Why 
could this doctrine become the state religion of 
the Roman Empire? How could the church, having 
gone through this process of acculturation, 
survive the Roman Empire and become the chrysalis, 
as Toynbee has called it, of Western 
civilization?—And what has blighted this 
triumphant cultural force, so that today the 
churches are on the defensive against the dominant 
intellectual movements of the time, and shaken by 
rising unrest from within? (1990b, 172) 

What is apparent in the passage above, yet not stated in so 

295 
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many words, is that somewhere along the way from its birth, 

struggle for acceptance, and apparent success in its 

penetration of the culture of the world of its time, modern 

Christianity faces a crisis of relevance: it has ceased, for 

many, to address effectively the concerns of the modern 

world. For Voegelin, this crisis is due in large part to 

the uninquiring acceptance of the Gospel as doctrine—that 

is, dogmatism (1990b, 174). 

He feels that the Gospel, through "doctrinal 

hardening," has lost its capacity to appeal to the modern 

mind: 

For the gospel as a doctrine which you can take 
and be saved, or leave and be condemned, is a dead 
letter; it will encounter indifference, if not 
contempt, among inquiring minds outside the 
church, as well as the restlessness of the 
believer who is un-Christian enough to be man the 
questioner. (1990b, 174-175) 

Here Voegelin is remarking on the irony of the situation in 

which the (doctrinalized) Christian attitude is 

characterized by a lack of inquiry. If the "reality" of the 

Gospel was lost through doctrinal hardening, he believes 

that a sensible first step in restoring the lost reality is 

to return, " . . . the inquiring mind to the position that is 

[its] due. . ." (1990b, 175). Significantly, he also states 

that the restoration of the inquiring mind in Christianity 

is also the first step in restoring, " . . . the life of 

reason represented by philosophy" (1990b, 175). Voegelin 

believes that the loss of the Question in Christianity as 
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well as philosophy has left only Answers, thereby deforming 

both into dead ends. Question and Answer are linked, for 

without the right Question, the right Answer is impossible. 

For Voegelin, since the question pertains to the 

humanity of human beings, the search or zetema for the 

Question and the Answer occurs not outside of, but within 

history. The search itself is an event within the reality 

it seeks to explain and therefore must be recognized as the 

process of truth becoming luminous through the participation 

of humanity in reality. "Man the questioner" is the 

universal for Voegelin, not "Man the knower." The ultimate 

mystery or unknowability of the Beyond limits all rational 

knowledge, yet is still sensed through the experience of the 

"pull" towards the divine pole in the structure of reality. 

Awareness of the utterly Beyond marked a new stage in the 

process of truth becoming luminous, and it also created a 

new social field or horizon in which the human response 

occurred. Due to its ultimately indeterminate nature, the 

process is open-ended, and history has yet to run its 

course. 

Humanity's search for order began with an awareness of 

the Beyond, and though this awareness changed over the 

millennia, both dimming and brightening over the years—for 

Voegelin, it is still in the process of revelation. Gustavo 

Gutierrez believes the same, yet using a different 

vocabulary. Neither thinker, as we have seen, is willing to 
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reduce reality to anything but its integral complexity. 

Each in his own way, with the means appropriate to his 

vocation as philosopher or theologian, attempts to 

demonstrate the presence of the Divine in concrete reality 

and in history. Both are acutely aware of what the loss of 

this reality entails: a loss of the meaning of existence. 

I began this study with a desire to explore the 

political ramifications of what was, in the early 1980s, a 

new and challenging movement, liberation theology. Along 

the way I became more interested in the work of Eric 

Voegelin and I became aware of certain similarities between 

liberation theologians such as Gustavo Gutierrez and the 

philosopher. Both were critical of their worlds, were anti-

doctrinaire, and both were men of faith—though Voegelin's 

faith as a non-practicing Christian was ambiguous (see Webb 

1981, 221-236). Most of all, both thinkers were 

provocative, challenging one to rethink one's opinions and 

background. Voegelin challenged the intellectual 

environment that induces persons to reify human 

understanding as absolute. Gutierrez challenged a 

spirituality that, in much the same way, reduced the role of 

faith to a private sphere of absolute truths. 

The theoretical problem for both, though they 

approached it differently, was the separation of religion 

and politics in cognitive reality. The eclipse of the 

spiritual experience of humanity had deformed ontology and 
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epistemology. Many modern persons, in their attempt to 

escape or otherwise obliterate the tension of existence 

between the immanent and the transcendent, closed themselves 

to the eschatological component of reality. Such persons 

have a hard time accounting for the "faith in things hoped 

for," as a major mobilizational factor in politics. 

Accordingly, I now turn to Table 5, which shows the 

results of the present study. 

Table 5. Summary of Findings 

Factors 

Man 

God 

World 

Society 

Response 

Prescription 

Classical 

Unrest 

Nous 

Cosmos 

Ecumene 

Philosophy 

Reason 

Zetema 

Gnostic 

Alienation 

Illusion 

Disorder 

Immanent 

Gnosis 

Revolt 

Gutierrez 

Faith 

Liberator 

Hamartiosphere 

Anthroposphere 

Liberation 

Orthopraxis 

In the Classical Zetema, Man and God, World and Society 

form the "primordial field" of reality according to 

Voegelin. This field is a given, and all attempts to deform 

it through omitting one or more of its essential components 
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are unacceptable. Indeed, in the Gnostic Zetema, the field 

is contracted in one of two ways; either as a flight from 

the tension of existence, produced by the consciousness of 

life and death, order and disorder; or, through the 

metastatic transformation of one of the components of 

reality into the whole of reality itself. For the purposes 

of interpreting the zetema of Gustavo Gutierrez, the second 

deformation—metastatic transformation—is the more 

applicable. Gutierrez attempts an understanding of reality 

that begins, as would most attempts, with modern linguistic 

constructs that purport to describe this reality. The 

problem is, Voegelin argues, that modern ontology is 

infected with and permeated by the gnostic derailment to the 

point where a new set of language symbols is required if 

this infection is to be overcome. Voegelin produces such a 

vocabulary by recovering concepts and symbols from classic 

philosophy that help to recover the true structure of 

existence. Gutierrez, on the other hand, begins with modern 

language symbols, infected though they may be, and 

transforms their meanings by restoring the critical 

components lost through the gnostic derailment. 

For Gutierrez, "Faith" is not superstition, or a blind 

acceptance of dogmatic truth. It is an appropriate response 

by imperfect human beings to the ambiguities of existence 

that maintains hope in the future, without which life is 

meaningless. Faith is not a reactionary, backward-looking 
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quest for an imaginary golden age. The possibility of a 

future perfection of the human condition does not cause him, 

apocalyptically, to pervert faith into an instrument of 

political action. On the contrary, as we have seen, faith 

for Gutierrez is an openness to the future, a future that, 

through revelation, is partially here in the consciousness 

of believers. 

"God," for Gutierrez is not an "Illusion." God is the 

Creator and Redeemer that Gutierrez symbolizes as a 

"Liberator." The Liberator is present in history through 

theophanic events which liberate the poor, the oppressed, 

and the marginalized of the world. For Gutierrez, God 

cannot be understood apart from history, a history which is 

one, a process that began with creation, but that will 

culminate in the future Eschaton. Most of all, the 

Liberator is present in the person of Jesus Christ, God 

become man, and through him all human beings that seek 

justice. In modern times, God is present and engaged in the 

liberation of non-persons, those who bear the burden of 

material and spiritual domination. 

The "World" for Gutierrez is the arena in which persons 

struggle for human fulfillment. It, in itself, is not 

"Disordered," though the actions of human beings have 

produced situations that are evil or sinful, and thus it is 

the "Hamartiosphere." Making the world a better, more 

humane environment for persons does not deny or undervalue 
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the Beyond; human action in the world on behalf of the least 

of its inhabitants is congruent with an authentic 

understanding of the Christian faith and, indeed, is 

demanded by faith itself. 

"Society" for Gutierrez is not "Immanent" or 

perfectible, at least by human action alone. It is an 

"Anthroposphere," the appropriate arena for the exercise of 

human freedom in the pursuit of liberation. Social 

institutions and politics, should not, however, be 

understood as in the service of a few powerful individuals, 

but in the service of all. As human beings, all persons 

have the right to participate in the construction of a more 

just and fraternal society. 

The Classical Response to the order of existence, 

philosophy, and Prescription, the Life of Reason, are a 

questing or questioning that preserve the open consciousness 

of existence as the In-Between, the Metaxy, the freedom of 

existence between birth and death. In the Gnostic Response, 

Gnosis, and Prescription, Revolt, there is a marked closure 

of this indeterminate or free existence. The Gnostic Zetema 

does not question, but provides answers, and is thus doomed 

to obsolescence once these answers are negated by the 

continual unfolding of reality. 

Gutierrez's Response to the order of existence, 

integral "Liberation," recognizes the ambiguities of 

history, and avoids reductionism or immanentism that result 
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in any form of political messianism. Yet for Gutierrez, as 

we have seen, salvation is not purely religious. By 

distinguishing the various levels and aspects of the 

liberation process, Gutierrez maintains the integrity of its 

components. By using the concept of "liberation," instead 

of "salvation," Gutierrez attempts to overcome the influence 

of an excessively other-worldly orientation that he believes 

Christianity has fallen victim to. 

Gutierrez's Prescription of "Orthopraxis" is not a 

"Gnosis," but a "Hodos," a Way of being faithful to God and, 

at the same time, being committed to the betterment of 

humanity. Love and Justice form the core of this praxis, 

and its aim is the full respect and dignity that is the 

right of every human being. It is not an ideology or a 

system to perfect human beings, but a way of verifying 

Christian beliefs in the lives of those who profess the 

faith. It is a praxis that is grounded in the concrete 

reality of persons, persons struggling to free themselves 

not just from sin, but from structural injustice also. 

The experience of disorder, the fundamental motivation 

for both Voegelin and Gutierrez, provides ample evidence 

that the Beyond is a driving force in and through history. 

This evidence is the spiritual history of humankind, the 

process of the revelation and response to truth experienced. 

Of course, experience is complex; it moves in and out of 

time, as in phenomenal and mystical experiences, but the 
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noetic core or structure of reality, according to Voegelin 

and Gutierrez, is essentially the same. The meaning of life 

and death has to be answered by persons in every age or 

epoch, and the fact that the meaning of these constants 

changes with succeeding spiritual eruptions into mundane 

consciousness makes the process luminous as a quest that is 

not yet concluded. 

What Voegelin has done is to show how by trying to stop 

or conclude this process in history, or to immanentize the 

transcendent in the here and now, consciousness becomes 

deformed, unreasonable, and pathologic. This pathology he 

has termed "gnosticism," and however controversial the use 

of the concept, he has defined it adequately to diagnose the 

pathology's symptoms in intellectual and political movements 

in the present. 

As I stated in the beginning of the present study, the 

theoretical context in which it would be conducted was the 

contemporary controversy concerning the separation of 

religion and politics. Voegelin seemed to me then, and 

still does, to address this issue directly and in a most 

profound manner. By refusing to "separate" the religious 

and the political, Voegelin provided a paradigm that I felt 

justified in using to analyze the work of Gustavo Gutierrez, 

a theologian who also rejected any such separation. 

Furthermore, a comparison between the two thinkers began, as 

my study progressed, to yield some interesting results: they 
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appeared to be saying much the same thing, though each used 

different vocabularies. Voegelin and Gutierrez, both, I 

came to realize, reacted strongly to thinkers such as Hegel 

and Marx, as well as the modern intellectual milieu that has 

been fundamentally influenced by the two philosophers. 

Voegelin and Gutierrez oppose the immanentizing tendencies 

of Hegel and Marx, though Voegelin does so more 

systematically and philosophically than Gutierrez. 

Gutierrez, on the other hand, focuses on the spiritual 

aspects of humanity more than does Voegelin and seeks to 

apply his insights beyond the field of academia. 

Voegelin's diagnosis of the pathological character of 

immanentizing movements in the modern world is, I believe, 

sound, for recent history has shown that these movements and 

their engendering ideologies are not the last, great events 

in history; indeed, the persistence of religiously oriented 

politics, as scholars such as Inglehart (1990) and Levine 

(1980) have reported, testifies to this fact. The 

separation of religion and politics, in reality, has never 

entirely been accomplished, and from Voegelin's perspective, 

cannot be. Hence, he has provided insights into movements 

that attempt to deform the reality of existence through 

immanentization of the transcendent into the present and 

shows how these attempts mutilate human existence. 

I have applied Voegelin's insights to the work of 

Gustavo Gutierrez and have argued that, in spite of having 
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to use—or begin with--the language that has been infected 

with gnostic tendencies, he does not fall prey to the 

gnostic tendency. Gutierrez does not, in the end, attempt 

to immanentize the transcendent in the present. The kingdom 

of God, as we have seen, for Gutierrez is simultaneously 

"near" and "distant." It is present, partially, in the 

consciousness of human beings that respond to its 

revelation. However, it is "distant" in its futurity and 

contingence on a definitive emergence from the Beyond. 

The essential difference between the two thinkers is 

that their audiences are different. Voegelin addressed 

himself primarily to the Western tradition, though he did 

relate it to certain Eastern traditions, and thus tended to 

relate his work to the individual, indeed the rare and 

exceptional individual such as Socrates or Jesus. Gutierrez 

focuses on the collective. In my view, Voegelin recognizes 

this difference in the following as he discusses the 

relationship between Christianity and classic philosophy: 

The God who plays with man as a puppet [in 
Plato] is not the God who becomes man to gain his 
life by suffering his death. The movement that 
engendered the saving tale of divine incarnation, 
death, and resurrection as the answer to the 
question of life and death is considerably more 
complex than classic philosophy; it is richer by 
the missionary fervor of its spiritual 
universalism, poorer by its neglect of noetic 
control; broader by its appeal to the inarticulate 
humanity of the common man; more restricted by its 
bias against the articulate wisdom of the wise; 
more imposing through its imperial tone of divine 
authority, more imbalanced through its apocalyptic 
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ferocity, which leads to conflicts with the 
conditions of man's existence in society; more 
compact through its generous absorption of earlier 
strata of mythical imagination, especially through 
the reception of Israelite Historiogenesis and the 
exuberance of miracle working; more differentiated 
through the intensely articulate experience of 
loving-divine action in the illumination of 
existence with truth. (1990b, 189) 

In other words, the incarnation of the Beyond in the Now in 

the person of Jesus Christ, due to its differences from the 

classical ontology, has implications for humanity that go 

beyond philosophy or philosophers. On the other hand, it is 

limited in various aspects also. In its answer to the 

meaning of life and death, the spiritual irruption that has 

emerged in history as Christianity presents, as never 

before, the temptation to deform consciousness through the 

immanentization of the transcendent. This possibility, or 

temptation (the attempt, through human means, to bring about 

the Eschaton), however, does not condemn any effort by 

Christians to understand reality in light of faith. The 

temptation to use Christianity to justify one's delusions is 

something that both Voegelin and Gutierrez speak against. 

Gutierrez is writing from a situation in which his 

world is in a state of ferment, a revolutionary climate. 

This climate is a battleground for economic, political, and 

social forces that seek to reorder Latin American reality to 

fit their goals. The majority of the inhabitants of the 

region live in conditions that demand, from a humane 

perspective, to be transformed. Latin America is also 



308 

undergoing a spiritual conflict that revolves around the 

penetration, through the Conquest, of extraneous theologies 

that many Latin Americans believe ultimately benefit the 

societies from which these extraneous theologies developed. 

It is to Gutierrez's credit, in my opinion, that he does not 

reject Christianity, as it has been transported to Latin 

America, in favor of a more native theology. He seeks, 

rather, to "indigenize" Christianity in order that it may 

relate to his world. As I have demonstrated, he 

accomplishes this without falling victim to the gnostic 

tendencies described by Voegelin. 

Gutierrez's collectivist tendency complements 

Voegelin's individualist tendency, by emphasizing the social 

field or horizon to which spiritual outbursts articulate. 

Gutierrez's work, in my opinion, represents a broadening of 

the truth of existence by relating the salvific experience 

to the liberation of humanity itself. From his integral 

perspective, the awareness of the universal spirituality of 

the process of liberation occurs, in all of its 

manifestations, within a history that is one. Integral 

liberation, by relating the complexity and multi-

dimensionality to its underlying unity prevents the collapse 

of reality into any of its constitutive parts. By speaking 

on behalf of the poor of the world, Gutierrez is able to 

restore the social implications of the Gospels, and the 
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human awareness of the transcendent presence of the Divine 

in their spirituality. 

In an age where the tension of existence has become 

acute, developing one crisis after another, it is perhaps 

characteristic of human beings to vehemently search for 

alternatives, some bases for hope and assurance that 

existence does have some meaning more than the contemporary 

state of world affairs. The modern eclipse of the 

eschatological dimension has produced numerous pathologies, 

from apocalypticism, immanentism, and triumphalism (and 

numerous variants upon these main themes) and, of course, 

will no doubt continue to. Without faith and hope in the 

future, the present may become overwhelming, and the 

temptation to escape the tension by living in the past, or 

to make the present conform to one's own reality will remain 

a permanent part of the human condition. In this sense, 

faith and hope enable one to resist these tendencies by 

relavitizing the present as only part of an ongoing process 

that has yet to fully unfold. 

Throughout the present study I have focused on arguing 

that Gutierrez's quest for liberation is an authentic 

zetema, not a gnostic derailment into fantasy. In doing so 

I have had to touch fleetingly on a number of factors that 

deserve further study and reflection. For example, the 

differences between Gutierrez and other Liberation 

Theologians, though touched on briefly in Chapter III, could 
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form the basis of further study where Voegelin's framework, 

in a similar manner, could be used to determine the extent 

of gnostic tendencies in other liberation theorists. 

Communication itself is a problem in light of human 

diversity and complexity, especially in relating different 

experiences and their symbolization into language is a 

challenge in a multi-cultural civilizational context. Both 

Voegelin and Gutierrez are aware of the challenge to the 

status quo that their perspectives represent. In a 

manifestly secular age, an ontology that recovers an 

awareness of the divine may in the end be more productive of 

conflict than of unity. 

Still, judging by the responses to the writings of both 

Gutierrez and Voegelin, they have struck a chord in the 

minds of many moderns, their thought resonates and rings 

true for many. The practical implications of the work of 

Gutierrez, in particular, deserve further study. In the 

previous chapter, I discussed briefly his understanding of 

the practical implications of Christianity as a "Way," a 

mode of being in concrete situations. The emergence of 

Christian Base Communities and their relationship to other 

social forces compels one to reflect on the nature of 

community itself, especially in light of the development of 

the Communitarian movement in contemporary political 

philosophy. 
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All of these themes, plus others such as the subversive 

interpretation of Biblical scriptures, the "people of God," 

and the prophetic tradition all deserve further reflection 

and study. Liberation theology, and the movement it 

represents, is far too complex a phenomenon to reduce 

entirely to philosophical analysis, as has been done here. 

What I believe can be said is that Voegelin and Gutierrez 

are members of a community based on the same understanding 

of reality. From this ontic unity, each in his own way 

analyzes this environment and searches for order amidst its 

apparent chaos. In the writings of both of these men, the 

classic life of reason and faith survives and flourishes 

despite their personal, situational, and vocational 

differences. As Gutierrez puts it, within this community, 

A Christian is defined as a follower of Jesus, 
and reflection on the experience of following 
constitutes the central theme of any solid 
theology. The experience and the reflection alike 
have for their subject a community that under the 
movement of the Spirit focuses its life on the 
proclamation of the good news: the Lord is risen! 
Death and injustice are not the final word of 
history. Christianity is a message of life, a 
message based on the gratuitous love of the Father 
for us. (1984, 1) 

Thus, the well of the past is deep yet keeps flowing into 

the present, and one may conclude, into the future. 



ENDNOTES 

Chapter II 

iQRc: "̂ ^̂  fi^st meeting was held in Rio de Janero, Brazil in 
1955 This meeting has no direct bearing on the evolution 
of liberation theology, therefore it is not discussed. 

See Dallas Morning News, July 4, 1992: 41 A, "Noted 
liberation theology proponent quits Catholic Church." 

^Rahner and Vorgrimler (1985, 229), in discussing the 
concept of immanence state: "In this connection Immanentism 
also means a philosophy which, while not denying God's own 
infinite being, holds that it is not substantially distinct 
from finite being " The idea here is of deifying the 
history of humanity. 

Chapter III 

iThe brothers Ayar refer to an ancient Incan creation 
myth. Four brothers—Ayar Cachi, Ayar Ucho, Ayar Auca, and 
Manco Copac, sons of the sun god Inti who "commissioned them 
to establish dominion over the world, to despoil, and to 
administer in his name." (Brundage 1963, 9-10). In the 
process of carrying out this commission the brothers 
competed, fought, and one, Manco Copac, founded the Incan 
dynasty. Over time each of the brothers came to represent 
different and competing ethnic groups. The myth is similar 
in meaning to the story of Cain and Abel in Genesis or 
Romulus and Remus in the founding of Rome. 

^McGovern (1989, 105-196) devotes four chapters to a 
discussion of this criticism concerning the use of Marx. 
Kee (1990) presents an interesting slant by asserting that 
Gutierrez and other Liberation Theologians, in fact, fail to 
take Marx seriously enough. In any case, this aspect has 
been well (if not over) discussed, and the present study has 
no contribution to make in further discussing these 
concerns. 

312 
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Chapter IV 

l"No technical terms exist for describing the state of 
the psyche in which the experience of cosmic rhythms, in the 
medium of historical form, gives birth to the vision of a 
world that will change its nature without ceasing to be the 
world in which we live concretely. I shall introduce, 
therefore, the term metastasis to signify the change in the 
constitution of being envisaged by the prophets. And I 
shall speak of metastatic experiences, of metastatic faith, 
hope, will, vision, and action, and of metastatic symbols 
which express these experiences." (Voegelin 1956, 452) 

2For two other examples, Metz and Moltmann in Kee 
(1978) . Both these theologians base their arguments on the 
assertion that traditional Christian theology misunderstood 
not only the relationship between religion and politics, but 
also has fundamentally misunderstood the human condition in 
the modern world. 

Chapter V 

iFor a discussion of Voegelin's use of the term 
"gnostics," and especially his use of the term to describe 
modern mass movements, see Webb 1981, 200-207, Voegelin, 
1969. Here one will find the shared characteristics of 
gnostic movements—past and present. 

2voegelin's definition of an "egophanic revolt" is as 
follows: 

. . . [C]onventional language, though, is not 
more than topically descriptive; it does not 
analytically penetrate to the counterforce that 
compels the rejections of the theophany. I 
suggest, therefore, the term egophany as a 
suitable symbol that will express the pathos of 
thinkers who exist in a state of alienation and 
libidinous obsession. (1974, 260) 

3The translation of the talk, "Toward a Theology of 
Liberation," appears in Hennelly, Alfred T., S.J. (1990, 62-
76) . 

"̂ Rahner and Vorgrimler (1981) define concupiscence as: 
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A desire which directs human freedom towards a 
partial good antecedently to any decision taken by 
that freedom and not altogether subject to such 
decision. . . . This concupiscence also has an 
"outward aspect" in regard to social rather than 
merely individual states. In a world profoundly 
affected by concupiscence, freedom (justice) will 
always be experienced also as something still 
outstanding, which is prevented by unnecessary 
social structures and has to be opposed. (86-87) 

Although Gutierrez does not utilize this term, he does use 
the term selfishness, which means much the same thing. 
Voegelin, however, does use the term to describe the 
motivation of nations in the process of empire building 
(1974, 1-58). 

^See, for example, Roelofs (1988) who argues that it is 
a misconception to classify liberation theology as a quasi-
religious Marxism in disguise. Pottenger (1989) also argues 
this point. 

^Regarding the concept of "love," Voegelin states, 
". . . [The] entire Western world can thank Comte for the 
word "altruism'—the secular-immanent substitute for "love," 
which is associated with Christianity. . ." (1968, 85). By 
not substituting "altruism" for "love," but retaining the 
original concept, Gutierrez is evidencing, in my opinion, 
reluctance to go too far in bridging gaps, at least 
semantically. 

Chapter VI 

by. 
iRahner and Vorgrimler (1981, 469) characterize a sect 

The small number of members that distinguishes 
a sect from the major churches is therefore a 
social and psychological consequence of its 
divergence from the doctrinal mainstream. From 
the theological point of view, the particular 
characteristics of sects are their biblical 
fundamentalism and a rigorous ethical system, 
their spontaneous nature and a strong awareness of 
forming the elect, their anti-institutional 
tendencies and a strong emphasis on the lay 
element. 
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Anyone familiar with recent religious developments in Latin 
America is aware of the impact of such "sects," many being 
pentecostals and evangelicals. Sects have been growing at a 
rapid rate, and have been evaluated by several observers 
(see Huntington, 1985; Diamond, 1988). 
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