
“HOW I WOULD LIKE A CHURCH WHICH IS POOR AND FOR THE POOR” –  
REVISITING LATIN AMERICAN LIBERATION THEOLOGICAL METHOD AND  

ITS CRITIQUES IN GUTIERREZ, RATZINGER, AND PADILLA  

 

 

 

A Research Paper 

Presented to 

Professor Bruce Ashford 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for  

THE9900 Seminar in Contemporary Theology  

 

 

 

Leonard O Goenaga 

Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary 

March 30, 2013



 1 

 

 

 

“HOW I WOULD LIKE A CHURCH WHICH IS POOR AND FOR THE POOR”1 – REVISITING 
LATIN AMERICAN LIBERATION THEOLOGICAL METHOD AND ITS CRITIQUES IN 

GUTIERREZ, RATZINGER, AND PADILLA 
 

 On Wednesday, March 13th 2013, a puff of white smoke escaped from the chimney of the 

Sistine Chapel. The response was an echoing shout of “Habemus papam!” that was echoed not only 

from the awaiting rain-soaked crowd outside the Chapel, but all across social media venues.  Next, 

the world watched with excitement as a curtain on the balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica hid the identity 

of the next Roman Catholic pope.  Who would he be? Would it be an Italian, or the first African, or a 

Franciscan? In surprise to everyone but the Catholic cardinals who picked him, out walked a 

sheepish looking Argentinian absent of the traditional papal opulent garb. The man’s name was 

Jorge Mario Bergoglio, a Jesuit cardinal from Buenos Aires Argentina, and the first non-European 

pope in over 1,200 years. In addition to being the first pope from the Americas, and the first Jesuit, 

he was also the first to take the papal name of Francis. This emphasized the demeanor and tone he 

gave in his opening address: his papacy will be chiefly concerned with the world’s poor.2 

 Pope Francis proceeded to waste no time in explaining why he named himself after Saint 

Francis of Assisi and called on the church to focus on the poor.3 Before an audience of journalists a 

couple days after his announcement, Pope Francis stated clearly his desire for “una Chiesa povera e 

                                                
1 The decision to entitle this paper after the statement made by Pope Francis is a place on words, given all three 

perspectives presented in this paper would agree with the quote. All three would agree that the notion that the Church 
should be poor and focused on the poor, but what they mean by differs as will be developed in this paper.  

2 Rachel Donadio, “Cardinals Pick Bergoglio, Who Will Be Pope Francis,” (NY Times, NYTimes.com). 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/14/world/europe/cardinals-elect-new-pope.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0> (accessed 
March 29, 2013). 

3 Hada Messia & Laura Smith-Spark, “Pope Francis explains name, calls for church ‘for the poor’,” (CNN, 
CNN.com). <http://www.cnn.com/2013/03/16/world/europe/vatican-new-pope> (accessed March 29, 2013). 
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per i poveri!”4 His most recent example has proven his seriousness. He has regularly made headlines 

for insisting he pay his own hotel bills,5 for refusing to stay in the opulent penthouse of the Apostolic 

Palace,6 and for washing the feet of a female Muslim juvenile delinquent.7 As the titles of various 

news articles show, the media coverage has been quite positive. Even prominent Evangelicals have 

given the new pope upbeat reviews.8 However, recent punditry hasn’t been completely free from 

controversy.9 In coming from a section of the world infamous for its propagation of liberation 

theology, and in his adamant emphasis on a preferential focus on being a poor Church for the poor, 

critics have begun questioning his position on liberation theology and capitalism.10  

                                                
4 “Ah, come vorrei una Chiesa povera e per i poveri!” (“How I would like a Church which is poor and for the 

poor!”). Pope Jorge Francis, “Pope Francis to Media Representatives: Full Text,” (Vatican Radio, News.va). 
<http://www.news.va/en/news/pope-francis-to-media-representatives-full-text> (accessed March 29, 2013). 

5 Jessica Rodriguez, “Pope Pays Hotel Bill; Signs of a Different Kind of Papacy?” (Christian Post, 
ChristianPost.com). <http://www.christianpost.com/news/pope-pays-hotel-bill-signs-of-a-different-kind-of-papacy-
video-91940/> (accessed March 29, 2013). 

6 Hada Messia & Laura Smith-Spark, “Pope Francis to shun luxury papal apartment, for now,” (CNN, 
CNN.com). <http://www.cnn.com/2013/03/27/world/europe/vatican-pope> (accessed March 29, 2013). 

7 Jena McGregor, “Pope Francis and a holy, humble break from tradition.” (Washington Post, 
WashingtonPost.com). <http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/on-leadership/pope-francis-and-a-holy-humble-break-
from-tradition/2013/03/28/a9a5f2b4-981e-11e2-b68f-dc5c4b47e519_story.html?wprss=rss_national> (accessed March 
29, 2013). 

8 For comments from prominent Argentinian evangelicals, see Jeremy Weber, “Argentine Evangelicals Say 
Bergoglio as Pope Francis is ‘Answer to Our Praters’,” (Christianity Today, ChristianityToday.com). 
<http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/march-web-only/argentine-evangelicals-say-bergoglio-as-pope-francis-is-
ans.html?start=2> (accessed March 29, 2013). For comments from prominent American evangelicals, see Ruth Moon, 
“Why Pope Francis Excites (Most) Evangelical Leaders,” (Christianity Today, ChristianityToday.com). 
<http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/march-web-only/why-pope-francis-excites-most-evangelical-leaders-
bergoglio.html> (accessed March 29, 2013). For comments from prominent Argentinian evangelist and evangelical Luis 
Palau, see Melissa Steffan, “Luis Palau: Why It Matters that Pope Francis Drinks Mate with Evangelicals,” (Christianity 
Today, ChristianityToday.com). <http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/march-web-only/luis-palau-pope-francis-
drinks-mate-evangelicals-bergoglio.html> (accessed March 29, 2013). 

9 “Francis' decision to disregard church law and wash the feet of two girls - a Serbian Muslim and an Italian 
Catholic - during a Holy Thursday ritual has become something of the final straw, evidence that Francis has little or no 
interest in one of the key priorities of Benedict's papacy: reviving the pre-Vatican II traditions of the Catholic Church.” 
Nicole Winfield, “Pope’s Foot-Wash a Final Straw for Traditionalists,” (Associated Press, AP.org). 
<http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/stories/E/EU_VATICAN_POPE_TRADITIONALISTS?SITE=AP&SECTION=HOME&
TEMPLATE=DEFAULT&CTIME=2013-03-29-16-43-17> (accessed March 29, 2013) 

10 For an article questioning Pope Francis’ position on Social Justice and liberation theology, see Alejandro 
Chafuen, “Social Justice and Pope Francis: Choosing Freedom Over Serfdom,” (Forbes, Forbes.com). 
<http://www.forbes.com/sites/alejandrochafuen/2013/03/20/social-justice-and-pope-francis-choosing-freedom-over-
serfdom/> (accessed March 29, 2013). For an article questioning his position on Capitalism, see Jerry Bowyer. “Is Jorge 
Bergoglio, The New Pope Francis, A Capitalist?” (Forbes, Forbes.com). 
<http://www.forbes.com/sites/jerrybowyer/2013/03/13/is-jorge-bergoglio-the-new-pope-francis-a-capitalist/> (accessed 
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 Without doubt, Pope Francis has brought the debate about liberation theology to the forefront 

of discussion inside and outside of the Roman Catholic Church. Given his emphasis on the poor, and 

the conflict between the Vatican and Latin American Roman Catholic liberationists, it is worth 

revisiting liberation theology and its corresponding criticisms. After surveying the historical 

environment in Latin America, this paper will revisit the liberation theological method as articulated 

by Gustavo Gutierrez, and provide in response the Vatican’s rebuttal as pronounced by Joseph 

Ratzinger, and the Latin American Evangelical rebuttal as communicated by C. Rene Padilla. In 

revisiting these three responses, this paper will conclude with an appraisal of the Latin American 

Evangelical response, and the resulting lessons to be learned by North American Evangelicals.  

                                                                                                                                                             

March 29, 2013). The second article’s title is a bit comical, given the Church’s adamant critique and definition of 
“Capitalism.” This will be treated later in this paper under the Roman Catholic rebuttal to liberation theology.  
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I. HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE HISTORY OF LATIN AMERICA 

It is difficult to proceed with a treatment of any form of Latin American theology without 

first addressing its surrounding history. Although it could be said of any theology that the immediate 

historical environment is important to attaining an understanding of its thought, the historical 

scenario is even more pressing in Latin America. Both the evangelical and liberationist perspectives 

are focused on understanding history and history’s God.11 This Latin American history is a paradox 

of rich natural resources and persistence poverty. It is the narrative of a land attempting to deal with 

this paradox, and in the case of liberationists and evangelicals, the historical reflection involves a 

theological perspective.12 Therefore, before the theological perspectives can even be presented, it is 

necessary to shortly review three important stages in Latin American history: (1) Latin American 

colonization; (2) Latin American revolution; and (3) Latin American Catholicism prior to the 20th 

century. 

A. Latin American Colonization 

The first stage of Latin American history is perhaps also the most controversial. Brown hints 

at this controversy in the two ways Christopher Columbus is perceived. In the traditional American 

view Columbus was a hero who braved the rough Atlantic and was led by curiousity and 

discovery.13 However, everyone does not share this view, and this is evident by the criticisms among 

Latin American evangelicals and liberationists.  

                                                
11 Samuel Escobar provides a view of Latin American history that emphasizes a neutral yet evangelical 

theological reflection of history. In an attempt to reject "la leyenda negra" (Black Legend) of the colonial church's 
mission (gold, glory, and god), he attempts to critique the colonial conquest while noting the legitimate faith of some 
missionaries. His account of Latin American history can be found in Samuel Escobar, "The Need for Historical 
Awareness" in Christian Mission and Social Justice, Samuel Escobar & John Diver (Scottdale: Herald Press, 1978), 11-
35. 

12 The standard evangelical account of Latin American history is found in Emilio Nunez & William Taylor, 
Crisis and Hope in Latin America: An Evangelical Perspective, Revised ed. (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1996), 
60. 

13 “In 1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue.” 
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This first stage of Latin America history is divided by the 1492 arrival of the conquistadors. 

The first partition consists of the great pre-Colombian civilizations consisting of the Mayans in 

southern Mexico, the Aztecs in central Mexico, and the Incas in the Andes.14 All three showed 

evidence of cultural and social complexities, with novel methods of agriculture, government, 

language, art, and religion.15 The development of these three civilizations would flourish between 

the 4th to the 15th centuries, coming to a halt with the arrival of Columbus and the conquistadors in 

1492. Although coming in the guise of religious missionaries, according to Nunez and Taylor the 

conquistadors were primarily driven by "religious zeal and intolerance, suspicion of non-Spaniards, 

more prestige for the soldier than the farmer or the family man, and a mentality of exploitation rather 

than development."16  

Armed with "royal decrees and blessed by the church," the Spaniards dominated the 

landmass from California to the Antarctic in merely 50 years.17 A fusion of state and church would 

ensue, with the king establishing a colonial government consisting of the Consejo de las Indias in 

1524 (Council of the Indies), and a network of supportive Spanish laws, mayors, and judges. In 

addition to the governmental component, the Spanish crown received authority over the church in 

the New World, and it proceeded by establishing a patronage system (Real Patronato) that consisted 

of selected individuals called encomenderos. In the system of encomienda, these colonists were 

granted already populated lands with the missional responsibility of bringing the native inhabitants 

to Christ. As a cost for their 'missional' work, the encomenderos used the native inhabitants to labor 

                                                
14 Sharon E. Heaney, Contextual Theology for Latin America: Liberation Themes in Evangelical Perspective, 

(Colorado Springs: Paternoster, 2008), 16. 
15 Nunez & Taylor, Crisis, 53-57. 
16 Ibid. 50. 
17 Ibid. 50. 
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the land, and then send the resources to Spain.18 In addition to this plundering of metals and men, the 

colonial hierarchical structures based on racial prestige would also affect Latin American attitudes 

relevant to liberation motifs of oppression and liberation.19 

In addition to the colonial systems of dependency and plunder, and the notion of inferiority 

evident in racial hierarchies, colonization would also be relevant to liberation and evangelical 

theologies in the fused relationship between church and state. By 1600, the Real Patronato system 

would grant the church full authority of both the urban and rural regions. In addition to being reliant 

to the government through this patronage and the awarding of lands, the Church "became a major 

political actor on behalf of the forces that promised to protect it as an institution, rather than a 

differentiated religious system with roots in the spiritual life of autonomous membership groups."20 

Heaney notes that the Church would proclaim a message of "acceptance and passivity in the face of 

poverty with the knowledge of a reward after death," and that this contributed to the manipulation 

and control of the masses.21  

A final contribution made by the Spanish colonization was the influence it had on commerce. 

While mainland Spain benefited from the encomienda system, there was little development of Latin 

American infrastructure. Nunez and Taylor note the negative attitude towards private sector 

enterprise, stating, "The Counter-Reformation state impugned the religious value of commerce. It 

banned or restricted enterprise in the private sector. It licensed certain entrepreneurs to develop state 

                                                
18 Samuel Escobar, "El poder y las ideologias en America Latina" in Los evangelicos y el poder politico en 

America Latina, ed. Pablo A. Deiros (Buenos Aires: Nueva Creacion, 1986), 149. 
19 Nunez & Taylor, Crisis, 102-103. Preference was given to peninsulares (people from Spain), then indianos 

(people born in Spain but who came to Latin America), then criollos (people born in Latin America to Spaniards), then 
mestizo (people born to spaniards and indian parents), and then the natives). 

20 Ivan Vallier, cited by Samuel Escobar, Changing Tides: Latin America and World Mission Today 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2002), 41. 

21 Heaney, Contextual, 19. 
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monopolies; it favoured state mercantilism over private mercantilism."22 The combination of state, 

church, and economic influences through Spanish colonization would provide the historical context 

not only for the theological responses evident in the liberationists’ usage of dependency theories, but 

also the responding revolutions evident in the next major stage of Latin American history. 

B. Latin American Revolution 

The conditions provided by colonization would lead to the 1810-1824 revolutions. According 

to the 1949 Hispanamerican Historical Congress held in Madrid, there were six factors that led to the 

revolutions for independence.23 These included: (1) the French Encyclopdists’ concepts and the 

North American example of revolution, liberty, and fraternity; (2) the conflict between various race-

based classes;24 (3) the errors inherent in Spanish colonial administration and their decline as a world 

power; (4) the rise and economic interests of other nations such as England; (5) the "inbred 

individualism of the Hispanic race;" and (6) the precursor of Indian agitation and revolts leading up 

to the revolutionary period.25 This would coincide with the rise of civil unrest and nationalism, 

leading ultimately to revolutionary victories attained by generals Simon Bolivar and Jose de San 

Martin. Despite their efforts, the revolutions would not produce a unified Americas, and instead 

Latin America would produce a number of nation states.26  

Whereas the Europeans and Northern Americans were growing in wealth and infrastructure, 

the colonial economic, governmental, and religious hangovers in Latin America remained. 

Unprepared for representative democracies, the resulting republics would provide governments 

consistent with the colonial structure. This would replicate the earlier class hierarchies, as well as the 
                                                

22 Nunez & Taylor, Crisis, 64. 
23 J. Andrew Kirk, Liberation Theology: An Evangelical View from the Third World (Basingstoke: Marshall, 

Morgan and Scott, 1979), 2-3. 
24 See footnote 19. 
25 Heaney, Contextual, 21-22. 
26 Nunez & Taylor, Crisis, 70. 
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aristocratic and church monopolies over wealth and land. The resulting structure did not take 

advantage of a resource rich landmass, and instead they remained underdeveloped while their 

Northern neighbors prospered.27 Between 1880-1930, Latin America experienced various minor 

internal conflicts, and responded with multiple governmental models. Overall, it was a period of 

relative peace and socio-economic tinkering. It also coincided with a rise of North America's interest 

in the South, as they sought to gain control not only of their resources, but also of overall hegemony 

in the region.28 The earlier stability in Latin America would come to a decline in the 1930s as both 

internal civil wars and external interventions were spurred by the United States and Marxist 

ideologies.29 In addition to these historical forces, a third theological force in the role of the Roman 

Catholic Church contributed as well. 

C. Latin American Pre-Conciliar Roman Catholicism 

As the colonial economic and political systems influenced conditions well into the 19th 

century, so did the Roman Catholic Church. Kirk argues that, although Roman Catholicism was the 

dominant religion, it had failed to (1) produce authentic conversions in place of culturally 

conditioned religious identities, and (2) adapt leadership for the church from among the indigenous 

people.30 This caused a shortage of Catholic priests that proved problematic for the Roman Catholic 

Church. These problems were multiplied further upon the arrival of new governments and rulers 

spawned from the various revolutions. The Roman Catholic Church had generally sided with the 

Spaniards during various revolutions, arguing instead for passivity among the people. The fact that 

they lost their privileged status with the turning of governments only hastened the conflicts with 

                                                
27 Heaney, Contextual, 22. 
28 Ibid. 23. 
29 Ibid. 23. 
30 Kirk, Liberation, 3-22. 
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these new nations.31   

It is also worth noting the unique character of the Roman Catholic Church in Latin America 

during these times. Due to the Royal Patronage system, the church was governed more by the 

Spanish crown than the Vatican. A direct interference in the Church's evangelistic efforts was 

brought about through the state, which oversaw it. It is no surprise to find evangelical scholars, 

specifically Baptists, pointing at this relationship as producing Roman Catholic arguments in support 

of the Spanish and against revolution on the grounds of the divine right of kings.32 This later resulted 

in intellectual and political attacks against the vestiges of the Roman Catholic Church.33 The weapon 

most used by these intellectual attackers was that of positivism, which argued for the supremacy of 

human reason and science in organizing Latin American affairs.34 Kirk cites Francisco Bilbao in 

summarizing the new relation between state and church, writing that "the Catholic religion is 

searching for its form of government, the Republic form of government is searching for its religion. 

The policy of the first is monarchy; the religion of the second rationalism."35  

                                                
31 Heaney, Contextual, 24. 
32 Kirk, Liberation, 47. 
33 Ibid. 12. 
34 Ibid. 13. 
35 Francisco Bilbao, cited in Kirk, Liberation, 14. 
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II. LATIN AMERICAN LIBERATION THEOLOGY – GUSTAVO GUTIERREZ36 

For these historical reasons, the Roman Catholic Church in Latin America would enter into a 

period of deep self-reflection as it approached the 20th century. This provided the scenario Latin 

American theology prospered from. In particular, one of the Vatican’s own Peruvian priests found 

himself in a tradition that sought to critique the Church’s interaction with poverty by calling for 

liberation. Prior to analyzing his critiques, it is necessary to continue following the line of post-20th 

century Roman Catholicism which he claimed lineage to. 

A. Latin American Liberation Theology: Conferences/Councils 

Around the turn of the 19th century, and important to theological formulations in Latin 

America, Pope Leo XIII produced the first encyclical of what became Roman Catholic Social 

Doctrine. In Rerum Novarum (1891),37 Leo XIII addressed various economic and social issues 

related to the treatment of workers in an industrial age. This initiated a series of efforts from the 

Vatican that were aimed at renovating and updating Roman Catholic positions in relation to their 

contextual society.38 One such concern contained in the encyclical that housed specific value to 

Latin America theology was its preliminary formulation of what would later be known as the 

preferential option for the poor. The disgrace attached to poverty was condemned, instead arguing 

that there was no shame “in earning their bread by labor.”39 In addition to removing any negative 

attitudes concerning poverty and labor, Leo XIII communicated God’s inclination towards the poor, 

writing “God Himself seems to incline rather to those who suffer misfortune; for Jesus Christ calls 

the poor "blessed"; (Matt.5:3) He lovingly invites those in labor and grief to come to Him for solace; 
                                                

36 For portraits of Gustavo, Ratzinger, and Padilla see Figure 1. 
37 Pope Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, (Vatican, Vatican.va). 

<http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum_en.html> 
(accessed March 29, 2013). 

38 Nunez & Taylor, Crisis, 240. 
39 Pope Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, 21. 
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(Matt. 11:28) and He displays the tenderest charity toward the lowly and the oppressed."40 Whereas 

the rich have various resources to defend themselves from injustice, Leo XIII noted the State’s 

responsibility to protect and assist the poor.41 In a rereading of Rerum Novarum in light of a 

liberation theology's interpretation of Pope John Paul II's response, Gutierrez notes the importance of 

this emphasis for the liberationist movement, writing, "There is a significant observance at the end of 

chapter 1. John Paul II points out that Leo XIII, more than just criticizing a particular concept of the 

State or a particular political theory, insisted on the need to support the most defenseless members of 

society. That, rather than an ideological discussion, is the heart of the matter."42  

Whereas Leo XIII emphasized the rights of workers and the inclination towards protecting 

the poor, Pope Pius XI contributed to the Roman Catholic Church's budding social doctrine through 

focusing on social and economic systems. In Quadragesimo Anno (1931),43 written forty years after 

Leo's Rerum Novarum, Pius XI condemned both unrestrained capitalism and communism.44 Evident 

in both Leo XIII and Pius XI are efforts not necessarily to provide an alternative 'third way' 

economic model, but the social task of the Church's moral witness in light of contemporary concerns 

brought about by the industrial revolution. In addition to ushering forth a path of critical self-

reflection in light of contextual problems, the emphasis on being inclined towards the poor had 

                                                
40 Ibid. 24. 
41 Ibid. 37. "The richer class have many ways of shielding themselves, and stand less in need of help from the 

State; whereas the mass of the poor have no resources of their own to fall back upon, and must chiefly depend upon the 
assistance of the State. And it is for this reason that wage-earners, since they mostly belong in the mass of the needy, 
should be specially cared for and protected by the government."  

42 Gustavo Gutierrez, The Density of the Present: Selected Writings, (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1999), 43. 
43 Pope Pius XI, Quadragesimo Anno, (Vatican, Vatican.va). 

<http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19310515_quadragesimo-
anno_en.html> (accessed March 29, 2013). 

44 Pope Pius XI, Quadragesimo Anno: On Socialism: "Whether considered as a doctrine, or an historical fact, or 
a movement, Socialism, if it remains truly Socialism, even after it has yielded to truth and justice on the points which we 
have mentioned, cannot be reconciled with the teachings of the Catholic Church because its concept of society itself is 
utterly foreign to Christian truth"  (QA 115-118). On Capitalism: "it does violate right order when capital hires workers, 
that is, the non-owning working class, with a view to and under such terms that it directs business and even the whole 
economic system according to its own will and advantage, scorning the human dignity of the workers, the social 
character of economic activity and social justice itself, and the common good" (QA 101). 
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substantial influence towards the theological findings of the Latin American liberationists.  

This gave birth to a concerted effort among Roman Catholic Latin Americans to address the 

social concerns of their society, culminating in the 1955 formulation of the Latin American 

Episcopal Council (CELAM).45 CELAM was charged with the task of interpreting this developing 

body of Roman Catholic social doctrine in light of the Latin American context.46 In addition to the 

importance of the formation of CELAM, Nunez also notes the importance of the Second Vatican 

Council (1962-1965) in encouraging Latin American self-reflection and action:  

Consider, for example, the new interest in the Bible, the liturgical renaissance, the 
declaration of religious freedom, the ecumenical openness towards other churches 
and religions, the new approach to the church's responsibility in the modern world, 
the crisis of authority in the clerical structures, the presence of theologians eager to 
reinterpret traditional dogma, and the apparent veering of Medellin toward the left in 
its analysis of the continent's social and political concerns.47 
 

Vatican II's attempts at contextual renewal carried the self-reflective themes of Leo XIII and Pius XI, 

and this led to Latin America's own version of "Vatican II" in the form the 1968 Second Latin 

American Episcopal Conference held in Medellin, Columbia.48 

Similar to Vatican II, the goal of the Medellin conference was to reinterpret the pastoral and 

social concerns of the Roman Catholic Church in light of the Latin American context. Gutierrez 

described the importance of Medellin in stating  it “presented the universal Church with a 

demanding proposal: the identity of the Church today leads us into solidarity with the poor and 

insignificant people; in them we find the Lord who shows us the way to the Father."49 At the center 

of their concerns was the pervasive experience of poverty.  

 
                                                

45 Samuel Escobar, "Latin America" in Toward the Twenty-first Century in Christian Mission, eds. James M. 
Phillips and Robert T. Coote (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995) 125-138. 

46 Heaney, Contextual, 28. 
47 Nunez & Taylor, Crisis, 241. 
48 Ibid. 241. 
49 Gutierrez, Density, 61-62. 
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Larrain typified the attitude and urgency of the conference's emphasis on poverty:  

As many people die every year from misery, and from the hunger and disease it 
causes in the Third World, as died in the four years of World War II. Every year, 
underdevelopment kills millions of human beings. Never in history has there been a 
crueler battle. This blood tax, paid by the underdeveloped world, is a scandal that 
cries out to the Father in heaven. We Chileans, we Latin Americans are not threatened 
by atomic weapons; we neither know nor possess such weapons. The threat to our 
peace, we repeat, is underdevelopment.50 
 

Both this self-reflection and pervasive poverty opened the door to the liberationists’ 

theological critique. The conference served as the launching pad for the liberationists, seen not only 

in the central concerns voiced by the conference, but the service of key liberation theologians in 

important conference task forces.51 The conference advanced the Liberationist concerns for the 

liberation of the whole man (spiritual, physical, economic, political, and social), an emphasis on 

poverty, and the analytical usage of social-scientific tools/theories.52 Kirk notes the importance of 

Medellin in opening the door for liberation theology, stating that "the bringing together of the 

concerns of Vatican II and a fresh socio-political and economic analysis of Latin America in the 

documents of Medellin became a significant catalyst for the 'theology of liberation' movement."53 

Following Medellin came the application of liberation theological ideas. Some priests 

responded by developing the convictions of liberation in theology or poetry, while others such as 

Camilo Torres responded by picking up guns and engaging directly in guerrilla warfare.54 The 

various interpretations and responses led to the 1979 Third Latin American Episcopal Conference in 

Puebla, Mexico. Whereas Medellin broke new ground in propelling the Roman Catholic Church in 

Latin America towards the Liberation theological attitude, the resulting applications necessitated a 
                                                

50 Manuel Larrain, Exito o fracaso en America Latina? (Santiago: Universidad Catolica, 1965), 5, 14. 
51 Rosino Gibellini, Frontiers of Theology in Latin America, trans. John Drury (London: SCM, 1980), ix-xii, 21-

32. 
52 Heaney, Contextual, 29. 
53 Kirk, Liberation, 16. 
54 Benjamin Keen, A History of Latin America: Volume II Independence to the Present. (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin Company, 1996) 570. 
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Vatican response, and this response came in the form of Puebla's moderating efforts. Pope John Paul 

II's aversion to socialism, his responses at Puebla, and the ensuing writings from the Vatican 

attempted to reintegrate Latin American Roman Catholic theology within traditional magisterial 

teaching. As Nunez and Taylor write, "the Puebla documents seem to be a special effort to integrate 

the new message on social justice and liberation into the theological framework of traditional 

Catholicism."55 This survey of colonial, revolutionary, and pre/post conciliar Roman Catholic 

history provide the necessary grounds in understanding the three approaches to Latin American 

theology: (1) the Latin American liberationist response represented by Gustavo Gutierrez; (2) the 

Vatican’s Roman Catholic response represented by Joseph Ratzinger; and (3) the Latin American 

evangelical response represented by Rene Padilla. With this survey completed, we turn to the 

liberation theological method as formulated by its central figure, Gustavo Gutierrez. 

B. Latin American Liberation Theology: Gustavo Gutierrez 

The 20th century environment of grave poverty, totalitarian dictators, Marxist ideology, 

American interventionism, and post-Vatican II Roman Catholic self-reflection, produced the father 

of liberation theology: Gustavo Gutierrez.56 Because of the major contribution of his Theology of 

Liberation text, his creative systematic expositions, his Roman Catholic affiliation, and his life 

experience, Gutierrez has been chosen as representative of the Liberation theological movement.57  

Gutierrez was a Peruvian mestizo born in 1928. He had left Latin America to study a 

                                                
55 Nunez & Taylor, Crisis, 244. 
56 Eddy Muskus, The Origins and Early Development of Liberation Theology in Latin America. (Carlisle: 

Paternoster Press, 2002), 3-6: Muskus describes Gutierrez as "the most creative representative and systematic expositor 
of Latin American liberation theology.” 

57 Other important early works that would influence the preliminary thoughts of liberation theology included 
Juan Luis Segundo's From Society to Theology (1970), Rubem Alves A Theology of Human Hope (1970), and Hugo 
Assmann's Opresion liberacion: defaso a los cristianos (1971). 
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multitude of subjects in Europe, including philosophy, psychology, medicine, and theology.58 While 

at the University of Louvain in Belgium, Gutierrez entered an environment where theology was 

reflecting on Latin American poverty and on theologians such as Rudolph Bultmann, Wolfhart 

Pannenberg, Jurgen Moltmann, and Karl Barth.59 The product of such interaction was the production 

of a political theology that sought to answer current political problems in light of an eschatologically 

oriented theology of hope.60 This influence was furthered by the Christian-Marxist dialogue,61 

leading Kirk to conclude that their influences can be seen in a liberation theology that was "both a 

continuation of and a rupture from this brand of political theology."62  

Gutierrez returned to Latin America in the 1960s to teach at the Catholic University of Lima. 

Here he developed a theology of liberation, and also became involved with a number of pre-

Medellin Church social renewal movements.  Although serving in the Roman Catholic Church, 

Gutierrez parted with the tradition as he came under the influence of Marxist social analysis.63 In 

addition to the combined influences of this Marxist analysis and the flood of violence typical in 

Latin America, Gutierrez discovered an ecclesial community in Brazil that was actively opposing 

military dictatorships.64 Gutierrez sought to expose these teachings and activities to fellow teachers 

                                                
58 Gutierrez wrote his dissertation on the Kingdom of God in relation to Leonardo Boff and Juan Luis 

Segundo’s treatments. 
59 Heaney, Contextual, 33. 
60 Moltmann also discusses the European political theological influence in Jurgen Moltmann, "An Open Letter 

to Jose Miguez Bonino (March 29, 1976)" in Liberation Theology: A Documentary History, ed. Alfred T. Hennelly 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1990), 195-204. 

61 Heaney, Contextual, 34-35: He would serve the National union of Catholic Students (UNEC), which would 
later turn radically Marxist. He would also interact with organizations seeking theological responses to Latin American 
poverty, such as the "Pastoral Institute of Latin America, the National Office of Social Investigation, 'Priests for the 
Third World' and 'Solidarity Church'" (Heaney 34). Early writings emphasizing both an opposition to the development 
thesis and openness to Marxism included his first work entitled Christian Charity and Love (1966), and his taught course 
entitled "The Church and Poverty" (1967). Such early work would emphasize the Christian's duty to combat a poverty 
that fostered injustice. The combination of papers and works would culminate into the foundational liberation text 
entitled Teologia de la liberacion (1971).  

62 Kirk, Liberation, 26. 
63 C. D. McConnell. "Gustavo Gutierrez" in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter Elwell (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 531. 
64 Ibid. 531. 
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and theologians, and this culminated in the important second Latin American Bishops' Conference 

help in Medellin in 1969. The fruit of this conference was the 1971 publishing of Gutierrez's primary 

text entitled A Theology of Liberation. This work would serve as the foundation text for liberation 

theology.65  

Of central concern to Gutierrez formulation of a liberation theology was to approach 

theology in a way that was new and praxiologically oriented.66 In opposition to a traditional 

evangelical theology, Gutierrez's theological method began with the political structures and socio-

economic conditions that breed inequality, poverty, and injustice. This combination of oppressive 

structures and conditions in Latin America formulated Gutierrez's first "text."67 From this text he 

derived the emphasis of a permanent cultural revolution. The Church is thus charged to interact with 

this “text” by fusing faith-based and political behavior. Salvation is less the imputation of Christ's 

righteousness and more the socio-economic-political transformation of society. Salvation is then the 

encountering of God in the transformation of this society.  

In A Theology of Liberation, Gutierrez argues seven aspects of the Latin American context 

that influenced and shaped the Latin American response: (1) emphasis on charity; (2) emphasis on a 

lay-person spirituality; (3) emphasis on the anthropological aspects of revelation; (4) emphasis on 

the life of the church as the place of theological reflection; (5) emphasis on identifying the 

philosophical influences of theology; (6) emphasis on the fruitful interaction between Marxism and 

Christian theology; and (7) emphasis on the eschatological hope theologies and the resulting 

                                                
65 Heaney, Contextual, 35: "It is beyond dispute that Gutierrez's Teologia de la Liberacion was the first 

exemplary presentation of the theology of liberation, bringing clarity and definition to the movement."  
66 "The term 'the theology of liberation' originally referred to the contextual theologies which first emerged in 

Latin America during the 1960s and 1970s. Currently, however, it is employed to describe any form of theological 
inquiry which regards the emancipation of oppressed peoples from unjust political, economic or social subjection as its 
first principle and ordering ideal. 

67 Christopher Rowland, The Cambridge Companion to Liberation Theology, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 7. 
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emphasis on praxis.68 For Gutierrez, these influences directed the liberationist task to "balance and 

even to reject the primacy and almost exclusiveness which Christian doctrine has enjoyed in 

Christian life . . . [and] in a more positive vein, the intention is to recognize the work and importance 

of concrete behaviour, of deeds, of action, of praxis in the Christian life."69 This task culminated in 

what Heaney identifies as the three key elements behind a liberationist theological method: (1) the 

preferential option for the poor; (2) the priority of praxis over reflection; and (3) the emphasis of 

socio-economic and political analysis.70  

1. Gustavo Gutierrez On the Priority of Context: The Preferential Option for the Poor 

Of importance to Gutierrez’ method is the central concern given to a preferential treatment of 

the poor. He derives this emphasis primarily from three sources. The first source includes the heroic 

example of 16th century Spanish Priest serving in South America named Bartoleme de Las Casas.71 

In addition to Las Casas' emphasis on the rights of the suppressed Indians, Gutierrez drew from 

Roman Catholic social teaching. In the Roman Catholic Church's developing social doctrine, 

Gutierrez interpreted an emphasis in the teachings of various Popes calling on the Church to respond 

to the "signs of the times" as aiding the impoverish.72 A third important source for this emphasis was 

the pervasive poverty, which literally surrounded him.73 It was primarily this experience of 

                                                
68 Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation, (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2000), 5-13, 29-33, 54-57. See also 

Heaney, Contextual, 73. 
69 Ibid. 8. 
70 Heaney, Contextual, 74-75. 
71 Gustavo Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History, trans. Roben R. Bart (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1983), 

205: Bartolome defended the dignity of the Native American inhabitants against the Spanish Conquistadors, arguing that 
they were made in the image of God and thus deserving of justice. Bartoleme developed a soteriology that questioned the 
salvation of those who denied social justice to human beings. This would provide a historical framework for Gutierrez 
and others who argued the relationship between social justice and soteriology. 

72 An example of this interpretation of Catholic Social doctrine is evident in his reflections of Laborem 
Exercens and Rerum Novarum in Part I of Gutierrez, Density of the Present. 

73 Robert McAfee Brown, Gustavo Gutierrez: An Introduction to Liberation Theology, (Maryknoll: Orbis 
Books, 1990) 52: An example of the pressing concern of poverty is treated by Brown. Some of the statistics of this 
poverty provided by Robert McAfee Brown: Over 50% of children born in Peru die before reaching the age of 5. In 



 18 

murderous poverty, in light of the example of Las Casas and the Roman Catholic social doctrine, led 

Gutierrez to formulate a response to poverty.74 Brown describes this commitment as compromiso, or 

the commitment of the whole person to the concerns and curing of poverty.75 

In addition, this response wasn't merely emphasized as a pastoral concern, but necessitated a 

political and theological realignment in light of the experience and perspective of the poor.76 

Theology should be attempted "from below," which developed a hermeneutical principle that sought 

to formulate theology from the perspective of the impoverished and suffering. For Gutierrez, this 

perspective was necessary to understand the God who identified with the poor (Mt 25:40). The 

irrelevance of dominant theology, Gutierrez argued, is that it expects to answer answers raised by a 

modernist and privileged society. The bulk of these systematic treatments respond to the questions 

raised by atheistic unbelievers. For Gutierrez, the concern isn't whether someone is a believer, but 

whether he or she is a ‘person’. The inhuman conditions raised by Latin American poverty belittle 

the humanity of Gutierrez' contextual audience, and as such he is concerned to develop a theology 

that addresses the experience of this poor being the 'other'; of their concerns being treated as 

inhuman outsiders. For these combined reasons, Gutierrez' emphasis on the preferential treatment of 

the poor, formulated both a hermeneutical key and the chief theological concern of the liberationist 

                                                                                                                                                             

Brazil, the top 2% of landowners control over 60% of arable land. In contrast, over 70% of rural householders own no 
land. In Peru, workers must now provide for eight individuals with an income half the size they previously had to 
support 6. In El Salvador, half of the population earns less than the $333 monthly income needed to meet basic living 
needs.  

74 Gustavo Gutierrez, “The Task and Content of Liberation Theology,” ed. by Christopher Rowland, The 
Cambridge Companion to Liberation Theology, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 27: "Poor, here refers 
to the victims of material poverty; preferential is inspired by the notion of spiritual childhood or the capacity to accept 
the will of God in our lives; and option related to the idea of commitment that -- as we have suggested -- means 
solidarity with the poor and rejection of poverty as something contrary to the will of God." Gutierrez observes poverty 
was to be equated with death. Since God was the God of life, He was chiefly concerned with the liberation of his people 
from poverty/sin/death. Gutierrez tries to capture this connection between the mission of God and the emphasis of 
liberation as taken from an understanding of God as life. His work, The God of Life, focuses on an exegetical treatment 
of this theme throughout the Canon. 

75 Robert McAfee Brown, Liberation Theology: An Introductory Guide, (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1993), 26. 
76 Gustavo, Theology, ch. 13: For Gutierrez: (1) Poverty is destructive, (2) is structural, and (3) victimizes a 

social class. 
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enterprise. 

Liberation theologians proposed two causes for Latin American Poverty: (1) Latin America 

suffers from "an external situation of economic dependence imposed by European and North 

American countries and multinational corporations," and (2) "an internal situation of 

institutionalized violence against the poor perpetuated by ruling oligarchies and military regimes."77 

As Bonino concluded, "Latin American underdevelopment is the dark side of Northern development; 

Northern development is built on third-world underdevelopment. The basic categories for 

understanding our history are not development and underdevelopment but dominion and 

dependence."78 Gutierrez agreed, writing "there can be authentic development for Latin America 

only if there is liberation from the domination exercised by the great capitalist countries, and 

especially by the most powerful, the United States of America."79  

2. Gustavo Gutierrez On the Priority of Praxis: Praxis Over Reflection 

Given this emphasis on the conditions of poverty, liberation theology is primarily action-

oriented. This formulates Gutierrez' second major element, which is an emphasis that such 

compromiso (commitment) to the poor leads to "concrete and creative commitment of service to 

others."80 The chief pastoral concern is the liberation of the impoverished from the sinful conditions 

propagated by a sinfully structured society. Only after this involvement in society, with the gateway 

being the preferential treatment and experience of the poor, does the notion of theology arrive. 

Theology is simply reflection in light of this action and experience. Gutierrez describes this 

                                                
77 Stanley J. Grenz & Roger E. Olson, 20th-Century Theology: God & the World in a Transitional Age, 

(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1992). 
78 Jose Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology in a Revolutionary Situation, (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2007), 

16. 
79 Gutierrez, Theology, 54. 
80 Ibid. 9. 
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reflection as the "second step" to praxis.81 Praxis itself is the action that arrives upon the 

commitment to experiencing and serving the poor.82 

Gutierrez describes theology as "a critical reflection on Christian praxis in light of the word 

of God."83 Within Scripture, Gutierrez finds a narrative of a God who not only identifies with the 

poor and oppressed (from Abel, to the enslaved Israelites, to the laboring Jesus), but also liberates 

them from a number of oppressors (from Cain, to the Egyptians, to the Pharisees). Scripture is to be 

interpreted and guided in light of the "text" of experience. For Gutierrez, Scripture speaks directly to 

the concerns of the Latin American contextual experience. Knowledge of God is found in this "text" 

of praxis, as illuminated by the Word of God, and “to know God is to work for justice.84 There is no 

other path to read God."85 Whereas traditional and dominant theology sets out to propose a series of 

propositions as knowledge of God, Gutierrez sets to propose that praxis gives knowledge only 

attained in transformative action.86 Theological method is thus reversed, with action formulating 

reflection, and reflection reinforcing action in light of Scripture.87 The reversal of orthodox theology 

                                                
81 Ibid. 9-10. 
82 Heaney, Contextual, 74-75: Heaney describes praxis as the "critical reflection on the intersection of theory 

and practice in the light of faith. The significance of praxis underscores the importance of 'doing' as well as 'seeing' the 
truth. Liberationists assert that orthodoxy, or right belief, stems from orthopraxis, that is right action." This would 
explain why various definitions of the term are found among liberation theologians.  

83 Gutierrez, Theology, xxix. 
84 Brown, Liberation, 59-60: The Liberation theologians appear to have a non-innerantist view of Scripture. 

Brown describes the movement's understanding of the Word of God as follows: "First, the basic meaning of "the Word 
of God" for Christians is Jesus Christ." (59) "Second, the Bible, the Jewish and Christian scriptures, provides a written 
account of the story of Jesus as the embodiment of the creative power of God, 'pitching his tent' in our midst." (59) 
"Third, Catholic Christianity more than Protestant Christianity has appealed to tradition as a further source in 
understanding the Word of God with which scripture confronts us." (59-60) "Finally, the human conscience is a clue to 
the Word of God." (60) The conscience almost stands as a corrective to the first three, as the understanding and usage of 
Jesus, the Bible, and tradition goes astray (exp: slavery). The Bible for Brown isn't truly the Word of God, but "is our 
best (and only available) witness to the story of 'the Word of God . . . made flesh," a story we cannot learn elsewhere. So 
the Bible is crucial to our understanding." (60). 

85 Ibid. 156. 
86 Bonino, Doing Theology, 81:  "Theology, as here conceived, is not an effort to give a correct understanding 

of God's attributes or actions but an effort to articulate the action of faith, the shape of praxis conceived and realized in 
obedience. As philosophy in Marx's famous dictum, theology has to stop explaining the world and to start transforming 
it. Orthopraxis, rather than orthodoxy, becomes the criterion for theology."  

87 Jose Miguez Bonino, Christians and Marxists: The Mutual Challenge to Revolution, (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1976), 93: "Truth is not found in the contemplation of a Platonic world of ideas or in the exploration of 
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is inferred, with the right system of beliefs (orthodoxy) stemming from right action (orthopraxis). 

Gutierrez describes this proper emphasis "as the understanding not of the simple affirmation . . . of 

truths, but of a commitment, an overall attitude, a particular posture towards life."88 

3. Gustavo Gutierrez On the Priority of Ideology: Marxist Ideology as a Social Scientific Tool 
 

This emphasis on proper orientation and proper action leads to the third element, which is an 

emphasis on analyzing the historical and contextual issues and environment in which actions take 

place. Instead of utilizing tradition or Scripture as starting points, Gutierrez reflects upon the facts 

and questions brought about from the historical experience of poverty.89 For Gutierrez, the initial 

goal of the theologian was to become "personally and vitally engaged in historical realities with 

specific times and place."90 This led to a third element of utilizing analytical tools to examine the 

socio-economic and political environment.91 This examination of the immediate roots of injustice 

and poverty necessitate a historical understanding for the roots of such, and this social analytical tool 

was found within the ideology of Marxism.92 

For Gutierrez, Marxism does not provide a replacement for theology and the Church, but a 

useful tool to be baptized and reformed. In Marxism was found not only a tool for social analysis, 

                                                                                                                                                             

subjective consciousness but in the scientific analysis of the activity of human beings within the conditions of their social 
situation." Note the attack on Plato and Schleiermacher.  

88 Gutierrez, Theology, 6. 
89 Heaney, Contextual, 75. 
90 Gutierrez, Theology, 10. 
91 Heaney, Contextual, 75. 
92 A key component of Karl Marx's critique of preceding philosophy was that it was primarily reflective. Marx 

sought to develop a system of thought that was, first and foremost, focused on praxis. He sought to develop an ideology 
that was driven primarily to action, and in specific, the action of bringing about the liberation of the proletariat working 
class from the unjust exploitation of the bourgeoisie capital owning class. Utilizing a series of socio-economic analytical 
tools that viewed history through a secular dialectical lens, Marx sought to prove that robbing a man of his labors (as 
done through the capitalist system) was alienating man of his humanity. This necessitated liberation through the 
solidarity and revolution of the worker class (proletariat) demolishing the private property and oppression of the upper 
class (bourgeoisie). His ideology provided both a historical analysis and critique of the repeated historical cycle of 
oppressed & oppressors (See Karl Marx Capital I and II in Robert C. Tucker's The Marx-Engels Reader), as well as a 
strategy to bring about the revolutionary rise of the proletariat class (See Karl Marx Manifesto of the Communist Party 
and The Tactics of Social Democracy in Robert C. Tucker's The Marx-Engels Reader). 
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but also a strategy to bring about a changed society. The act of caring for the whole impoverished 

person was essentially political. The liberationist’s thus rejected any notion of a separation between 

church and state. For Gutierrez, "to offer food or drink in our day is a political action; it means the 

transformation of a society structured to benefit a few who appropriate to themselves the value of the 

work of others. This transformation ought to be directed toward a radical change in the foundation of 

society, that is, the private ownership of the means of production."93 The similarity between the 

liberationist’s critique and the Marxist critique on class conflict, and the central role of private 

property in propagating that conflict, is self-evident.94 

C. Latin American Liberation Theology: Method and Mission as Liberating Praxis 

The chief concern of this praxis, in light of the liberationist's commitment to the poor, is to 

liberate individuals from unjust social structures, fate conditions, and personal sins and guilt.95 In 

line with both is a strategy to analyze and actualize orthopraxical behavior, and this was found by 

adopting a 'Christianized' version of Marxist ideology. For Gutierrez, these three elements practiced 

in light of God's word represent a completely new way to do theology.96 Gutierrez argues that 

                                                
93 Gutierrez, Theology, 116.  
94 Bonino, Christians and Marxists, 116: On the influence of Marxist analysis and strategy, Bonino writes: 

"Features like class-struggle, the dictatorship of the proletariat or the role of the Communist Party are in part a piece of 
analytic theory which, with all due correction and revision, have to play a part in a Christian's articulation of his love-
seeking-for-justice. But they are also ideological slogans which bear the mark of a conception of man and history which 
the Christian cannot fully accept. The Christian alliance with Marxist socialism is therefore always an uneasy alliance, in 
which the fundamental divergence about the source and power of solidary love results in constant questioning in the 
realm of practice. But it is important now to emphasize that the source of this criticism is not a rejection of Marxism as a 
social theory but a radical questioning of the philosophical foundation of its ethos--the rejection of the Triune God of 
Love." 

95 Brown, Liberation, 61-63. 
96 Gutierrez, Theology, 12: "It is for all these reasons that the theology of liberation offers us not so much a 

theme for reflection as a new way to do theology. Theology as critical reflection on historical praxis is a liberating 
theology, a theology of the liberating transformation of the history of mankind and also therefore that part of humankind 
-- gathered into ecclesia -- which openly confess Christ. . . . It is a theology which is open -- in the protest against 
trampled human dignity, in the struggle against the plunder of the vast majority of humankind, in liberating love, and in 
the building of a new, just and comradely society -- to the gift of the kingdom of God."  
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liberation theology is a complete reconstruction of soteriology.97 Salvation isn't quantitative (heaven 

for the greatest number), but quantitative (social transformation). This is how the individual has a 

"true encounter with God."98 There is no purely spiritual conversion/encounter to God. Instead, he is 

encountered in the "conversion to the neighbour," and in service to this neighbor.99 Mission becomes 

equated with liberating praxis, and Jesus the Savior is recognized chiefly for his role in identifying 

with and liberating the poor from destructive spiritual and social structures.100  

Heaney summarizes these three elements that contribute to the liberationist method and 

mission as liberating praxis as: (1) "priority of context" (the emphasis on method as the historical 

reality of poverty and injustice); (2) "priority of praxis" (the emphasis placed on method as the 

practical emphasis of action over reflection); and (3) "priority of ideology" (the emphasis on method 

as faith reacting, analyzing, and eliminating the contextual injustices through the application of an 

appropriate praxis-focused ideology [such as Marxism]).101 With this survey of prominent councils, 

characters, and methodological conclusions completed, we may now proceed with critiquing these 

three essential elements, and thus the liberationist method, through providing the Roman Catholic 

and Latin American evangelical responses. 

  

                                                
97 Ibid. 83. 
98 Ibid. 116. 
99 Ibid. 118. 
100 Brown, Liberation, 64: "He liberates from the destructiveness of social structures by offering himself as a 

focal point of commitment more enduring and fulfilling than commitment to any social structure could ever be; he 
liberates from fate by demonstrating that new things are always possible, and that the dignity of human choice is not to 
be surrendered but to be enhanced; and he liberates from personal sin and guilt by the nature of his forgiving love, a love 
channeled through him by God." 

101 Heaney, Contextual, 76. 



 24 

III. ROMAN CATHOLIC RESPONSE – JOSEPH RATZINGER 

Gutierrez has not seen his tasks as something completely opposed or outside of the 

magisterium’s teachings, but rather a culmination of Vatican II principles in light of the Latin 

American context. He sees himself aligned with the teachings of the Popes and the budding Roman 

Catholic social doctrine, interpreting Vatican encyclicals as encouraging new approaches to society 

and theology in light of the "new age" and its problems.102 However, traditional Roman Catholics 

question his interpretative results. Any call for a completely "new way" to do theology, in light of 

longstanding magisterial tradition, is automatically suspect for the Vatican. For this reason, and i 

light of Gutierrez' affirmation of being located within Roman Catholic tradition, it is worth analyzing 

the Vatican's response to a movement that spawned throughout its own ecclesial order. Such an 

investigation finds as its starting point the papal responses to liberation theology and its conferences, 

and culminates in the articulation of Ratzinger's rebuttal. 

A. Roman Catholic Response: Conferences/Councils103 

Hebblethwaite notes that at the Medellin conference, the chief question was how "the 

Christian doctrine of 'salvation' to be presented in terms that would be intelligible to the suffering 

peoples of Latin America? . . . The Latin American bishops decided that the best translation of 

'salvation' for their oppressed peoples was liberation."104 At Medellin, it wasn't simply a concern that 

theology is about liberation, but that theology was for liberation.105 It was also not to be a theology 

about the poor, but for the poor.106 

                                                
102 Gutierrez, Density, ch.1-2: See Chapters 1-2 for a more recent interpretation by Gutierrez of Laborem 

Exercens and Rerum Novarum. 
103 See Appendix 1 for a listing of important documents that make up Roman Catholic Social canon. 
104 Peter Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology and the Roman Catholic Church,” in The Cambridge Companion 

to Liberation Theology, ed. by Christopher Rowland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 179. 
105 Ibid. 179. 
106 Ibid. 179. 
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The first Conference of Latin American Bishops met originally at a Eucharistic Congress in 

Rio de Janeiro in 1955. It was summoned by the Holy See, presided by Cardinal Legate named 

Adeodato Piazza, and consisted of seven cardinals and ninety bishops. The results of their meeting 

was the development of a new pastoral program that prioritized questions related to "the priest 

shortage, religious education, social problems, and the plight of the Amerindian population."107 

Carrying these themes forward, at the 10-year anniversary of the founding of CELAM, Pope Paul VI 

gave a pastoral exhortation to Latin American bishops in attendance at Vatican II. In it he 

emphasized the need for pastoral planning "on the continental level."108 He noted the existence of 

two models for the Church's interaction with the political environment. The first he deemed the 

triumphalist model,109 which had the Church allied with the established order.110   

Paul VI was worried that the continued chasm between rich and poor provided fertile 

grounds for the development of Marxism, and with it the rise of violent revolutions. Instead, Paul VI 

communicated a second model that "was not sterile anti-communism but that integration of life and 

faith which Gaudium et Spes,111 the Council's pastoral constitution recently promulgated, had so 

strongly asserted: 'The Christian who neglects his temporal duties, neglects his duties towards his 

neighbor and towards God, jeopardising his eternal salvation.'"112 Hebblethwaite also notes the 

importance of the themes of hope and poverty,113 writing that "Moreover, the magnificent opening 

                                                
107 Ibid. 180. 
108 Ibid. 180. 
109 Peter Hebblethwaite, Paul VI: The First Modern Pope (London: Harper Collins, 1993), 448: This 

triumphalist model is seen in Chile and Colombia's adoption of Mary as the honorary commander of the armed forced. 
Also seen in the Brazilian Cardinal Sigaud's equating any proposal to land reform as "atheistic communism." 

110 Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology,” 180. 
111 Pope Paul VI, Gaudium et Spes, (Vatican, Vatican.va). 

<http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-
spes_en.html>  (accessed March 29, 2013). 

112 Ibid. 180. 
113 Pope Paul VI, Gaudium et Spes: "1. The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this 

age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the 
followers of Christ."  
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chord of Gaudium et Spes, declaring the solidarity between the 'hopes and the fears, the griefs and 

the anxieties of the people of our time' and those of the church, added the all important clause 

'especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted'."114 

This led to what Hebblethwaite called the "annus mirabilis of liberation theology."115 

Marking the eightieth anniversary of Rerum Novarum, Paul VI produced in 1971 the letter 

Octogesima Adveniens.116 In it, he admitted that  

[S]ocial situations were so diverse that no one teaching could be given to cover them 
all. . . . [Paul VI] meant that the task of 'discerning the signs of the times' would 
henceforward have to be done on the level of the local church. He could provide some 
guidelines, as he did in presenting a discriminating approach to variants of 
'socialism'.117  
 

Whereas the earlier papal encyclicals dealt mainly with responses to the economic scenario 

of industrialism, Octogesima Adveniens declared the conditions so complex and contextually unique 

as to demand "Christian communities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to 

their own country."118 A further victory for the liberationists would be attained in October of 1971, 

where the Synod of Bishops would "declare the 'proclamation of justice' to be a 'constituent part of 

the preaching of the gospel.'"119 The liberationists interpreted both the emphasis on contextualization 

in Octogesima Adveniens, and that of justice in the 1971 Synod of Bishops, as an affirmation of their 
                                                

114 Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology,” 181. 
115 Ibid. 181. 
116 Pope Paul VI, Octogesima Adveniens, (Vatican, Vatican.va). 

<http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/paul_vi/apost_letters/documents/hf_p-vi_apl_19710514_octogesima-
adveniens_en.html>  (accessed March 29, 2013) 

117 Ibid. 181. 
118 Pope Paul VI, Octogesima Adveniens: "4. In the face of such widely varying situations it is difficult for us to 

utter a unified message and to put forward a solution which has universal validity. Such is not our ambition, nor is it our 
mission. It is up to the Christian communities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to their own 
country, to shed on it the light of the Gospel's unalterable words and to draw principles of reflection, norms of judgment 
and directives for action from the social teaching of the Church. This social teaching has been worked out in the course 
of history and notably, in this industrial era, since the historic date of the message of Pope Leo XIII on "the condition of 
the workers", and it is an honor and joy for us to celebrate today the anniversary of that message. It is up to these 
Christian communities, with the help of the Holy Spirit, in communion with the bishops who hold responsibility and in 
dialogue with other Christian brethren and all men of goodwill, to discern the options and commitments which are called 
for in order to bring about the social, political and economic changes seen in many cases to be urgently needed." 

119 Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology,” 181. 
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efforts. 

 However, this method was not without its opponents. At the Synod of Bishops in 1974, 

Brazilian cardinal Alfredo Scherer "complained that liberation theology was provoking grave 

dissension in the Church."120 Auxiliary bishop of Medellin and secretary of CELAM Alfonso Lopez 

Trujillo argued that liberation theology was influenced by Marxist thinking, and thus equated the 

poor of the Gospels with Marx's proletariat, which furthermore encouraged a class war. This resulted 

in Paul VI's Evangelii Nuntiandi,121 which sought to reconcile the 1971 and 1974 synods. It took a 

cautious approach to the matter, without condemning liberation theology outright. It didn't reject the 

usage of base communities, as long as they were connected to the ecclesiastical structure.122 The link 

between liberation and evangelization was also not condemned, as long as it met two conditions: (1) 

"it cannot be limited purely and simply to economic, social and cultural spheres, but must concern 

the whole person in all dimensions," and (2) "It is based, therefore, on a conception of human nature 

[and not some strategy]."123 The liberationists further interpreted the cautious approach taken by 

Evangelii Nuntiandi as acceptance of their contextual approach. 

 The greatest papal protest to liberation theology came from the Polish Pope, John Paul II, 

who had seen the failures of a Marxist system firsthand. He could not understand why Christians 

would be attracted to it, and as such he sought to voice this concern to Latin Americans upon his 

visit to the 1979 CELAM conference in Puebla, Mexico. Here, he condemned "the idea of Christ as 

                                                
120 Ibid. 182. 
121 Pope Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi, (Vatican, Vatican.va). 

<http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/paul_vi/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_p-vi_exh_19751208_evangelii-
nuntiandi_en.html> (accessed March 29, 2013). 

122 Guillermo Cook, The Expectation of the Poor (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1985), 131: The base communities 
were the strategic grassroots efforts of liberationists to organize change within their communities. It consisted of small 
groups of laypersons, similar to those found in protestant churches, which would gather to study Scripture and care for 
their communities needs. Guillermo Cook explains them as consisting of five key characteristics: (1) centrality of the 
gospel; (2) option for the poor; (3) emphasis on conscientization and liberation; (4) missionary approach to ecclesiastical 
structures; and (5) respect of others. 

123 Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology,” 182. 
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a political figure, a revolutionary, as the subversive man from Nazareth," and argued that depiction 

"does not tally with the church's catechesis."124 According to Hebblethwaite, John Paul II also 

emphasized "it was wrong to identify the Kingdom of god with a political realm, and scotched the 

notion that Catholic social doctrine was out of date."125 John Paul II rejected the emphasis on the 

Church adapting an ideology "in order to love, defend and collaborate in the liberation of humanity: 

at the center of the message of which she is the depository and herald she finds inspiration for acting 

in favour of brotherhood, justice and peace, against all forms of domination, slavery, discrimination, 

violence, etc."126 John Paul II also had some choice words for the dictatorships opposed to the 

liberation theologies.127 According to John Paul II, "Internal and international peace can only be 

secured if a social system and economic system based on justice flourishes."128 Emphasizing the 

ecclesial structure, and refuting ideological Marxism, John Paul II seemed to advocate a Christian 

Humanist approach that led to "greater fraternity, pacification and justice, without violence and in 

the light of the gospel, undistorted by ideological manipulations."129 Although even with these 

statements, there were different interpretations regarding John Paul II's message on liberation 

theology.130 For this reason, it is necessary to turn to Ratzinger and the Sacred Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the Faith to receive the most articulate response on the Vatican's attitude towards 

liberation theology. 

  

                                                
124 Ibid. 182. 
125 Ibid. 182. 
126 Hebblethwaite quoting Pope John Paul II, Puebla Conclusions, (London, CIIR, 1973) 3,3. 
127 Ibid. 3,4: "the growing wealth of a few parallels the growing poverty of the messes.” 
128 Ibid. 3,4. 
129 Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology,” 186. 
130 For a re-reading of John Paul II presented favorably towards liberation theology, see Gutierrez interpretation 

of Laborum Exercens in Density of the Present, Chapter 1. 
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B. Roman Catholic Response: Joseph Ratzinger 

Joseph Ratzinger, who later became Pope Benedict XVI, was born in Germany in 1927.131 

He was raised by a modest family of farmers and policemen, and was baptized on the day he was 

born. He later received a Roman Catholic education that prepared him for the religious hostilities of 

Nazi Germany. In addition to serving in an auxiliary anti-aircraft corps, Ratzinger studied 

philosophy and theology in Freising and Munich. In 1951 he became ordained to the priesthood, and 

later became a professor in Freising. His doctorate followed in 1953.132 This led him to various other 

important professor and advisor positions within the Roman Catholic Church, further refining his 

academic skills. In 1977, Pope Paul VI named him Archbishop of Munich and Freising, and in the 

same year he was appointed as a Cardinal. In 1981, John Paul II appointed him as the Prefect to the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, and it is here that we find him penning the two key Vatican 

responses to liberation theology: Instruction on Certain Aspects of the "Theology of Liberation", and 

Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation. 

1. Joseph Ratzinger Against the Priority of Context: Spiritualizing the Poor 

Although the liberationists interpreted from the Popes a passive approval of their theological 

activities and method, they soon found themselves on the defense. An important liberationist, 

Leonardo Boff, even became silenced and suspended for his work Church Charism and Power.133 In 

addition, the Vatican responded in two instructions issued by the Sacred Congregation for the 

Doctrine of Faith in 1984 and 1986. In Instruction on Certain Aspects of the "Theology of 

                                                
131 “Biography of His Holiness, Pope Benedict XVI,” (Vatican, Vatican.va). 

<http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/biography/documents/hf_ben-xvi_bio_20050419_short-
biography_en.html> (accessed March 29, 2013): This brief biography is a condensed summary taken from the above 
linked Vatican article. 

132 His thesis centered on "People and House of God in St Augustine's Doctrine of the Church." 
133 Leonard Boff, Church Charism & Power, (Norwich: SCM Press, 2011): Boff taught against a hierarchy of 

power and authority. He pointed to the harmony and humility within the Trinity as an example of the relation between 
the Magisterium and the Laity/People. Unlike Gutierrez, Boff was silence twice.  
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Liberation",134 the document acknowledged several key points made by the liberation theologians.135 

Although some of these points were appreciated, the document robustly attacks liberation theology 

for basically equating the poor to the ideological class of proletariat. Ratzinger writes that the 

liberation theologians commit a:  

[D]isastrous confusion between the poor of the Scripture and the proletariat of Marx  
. . . In this way they transform the rights of the poor into a class fight within the 
ideological perspective of the class struggle. For them the 'Church of the poor' 
signifies the Church of the class which has become aware of the requirements of the 
revolutionary struggle as a step toward liberation and which celebrates this liberation 
in its liturgy.136  
 

In the next document, Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation,137 the Sacred 

Congregation built upon the refutation of identifying the poor with an ideologically defined class by 

spiritualizing the concept of poverty.138  

                                                
134 Joseph Ratzinger, Instruction on Certain Aspects of the “Theology of Liberation,” (Vatican, Vatican.va), 

<http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19840806_theology-
liberation_en.html> (accessed March 29, 2013).  

135 Ibid. Introduction, I.4, I.6: On commitment to the poor: "More than ever, it is important that numerous 
Christians, whose faith is clear and who are committed to live the Christian life in its fullness, become involved in the 
struggle for justice, freedom, and human dignity because of their love for their disinherited, oppressed, and persecuted 
brothers and sisters. More than ever, the Church intends to condemn abuses, injustices, and attacks against freedom, 
wherever they occur and whoever commits them. She intends to struggle, by her own means, for the defense and 
advancement of the rights of mankind, especially of the poor." (Introduction). On the aspiration of the oppressed:     
"Consequently mankind will no longer passively submit to crushing poverty with its effects of death, disease, and 
decline. He resents this misery as an intolerable violation of his native dignity. Many factors, and among them certainly 
the leaven of the Gospel, have contributed to an awakening of the consciousness of the oppressed" (I.4). On the scandal 
of inequality: "6. The scandal of the shocking inequality between the rich and poor - whether between rich and poor 
countries, or between social classes in a single nation - is no longer tolerated. On one hand, people have attained an 
unheard of abundance which is given to waste, while on the other hand so many live in such poverty, deprived of the 
basic necessities, that one is hardly able even to count the victims of malnutrition" (I.6). 

136 Ibid. IX.10: On equating the poor with the proletariat: "disastrous confusion between the poor of the 
Scripture and the proletariat of Marx . . . In this way they transform the rights of the poor into a class fight within the 
ideological perspective of the class struggle. For them the 'Church of the poor' signifies the Church of the class which 
has become aware of the requirements of the revolutionary struggle as a step toward liberation and which celebrates this 
liberation in its liturgy" (IX, 10). 

137 Joseph Ratzinger, Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation, (Vatican, Vatican.va), 
<http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19860322_freedom-
liberation_en.html> (accessed March 29, 2013). 

138 Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology,” 190: Hebblethwaite argues that the difference between this and the 
former instruction is that John Paul II has a much greater involvement in its production. Hebblethwaite states "The ideas 
and the style are his throughout. For all practical purposes this second document can be considered as an encyclical: it 
has the style, sweep and scope of an encyclical.” 
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The document interprets liberation chiefly as charity to the poor:  

[T]hose who are oppressed by poverty are the object of a love of preference on the 
part of the Church, which since her origin and in spite of the failings of many of her 
members has not ceased to work for their relief, defence and liberation. She has done 
this through numberless works of charity which remain always and everywhere 
indispensable.139 
 

The option of the poor is further interpreted as not consisting of sociological or ideological 

categories, but all those who find themselves alienated spiritually or physically in society:  

The special option for the poor, far from being a sign of particularism or sectarianism, 
manifests the universality of the Church's being and mission. This option excludes no 
one. This is the reason why the Church cannot express this option by means of 
reductive sociological and ideological categories which would make this preference a 
partisan choice and a source of conflict.140 
 

Such an approach is then evident in the document's interpretation of the beatitudes, which reads as 

discouraging an "unrealistic and ruinous search for a perfect world."141 This stands in opposition to 

the liberationist’s interpretation of the blessed status of the poor, and the need to reorient society to 

their chief benefit. 

2. Joseph Ratzinger Against the Priority of Praxis: Tradition over Praxis 

In Instruction on Certain Aspects of the "Theology of Liberation", three chief criticisms are 

raised against the emphasis on praxis over theological reflection.142 The first concern raised is the 

essential attachment placed between a Marxist understanding of the necessity of praxis for genuine 

                                                
139 Ratzinger, Christian Freedom, para. 68. 
140 Ibid. para. 68. 
141 Ibid. para. 62: This is seen in the realistic/pessimistic attitude taken towards the Beatitudes, which argues 

that they "prevent us from worshipping earthly goods and from committing the injustices which their unbridled pursuit 
involves, and they also divert us from an unrealistic and ruinous search for a perfect world." 

142 Ratzinger, Certain Aspects, XI.13: It should be noted that the document does acknowledge the benefit of a 
pastoral 'praxis' in which to draw evangelical inspiration, however this isn't supposed to be to the detriment of 
propositional theological truth:  "Likewise the experience of those who work directly for evangelization and for the 
advancement of the poor and the oppressed is necessary for the doctrinal and pastoral reflection of the Church. In this 
sense, it is necessary to affirm that one becomes more aware of certain aspects of truth by starting with 'praxis', if by that 
one means pastoral 'praxis' and social work which keeps its evangelical inspiration. 
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analysis.143 Praxis, and thus reflection, is restrained to the partisan perspective of one's social 

standing, leading to the conclusion that "there is no truth . . . except in and through the partisan 

praxis."144 Truth is subverted to the partisan perspective respective to one's class. To analyze this 

truth in light of this standpoint, liberationists borrow the Marxist understanding of history as "class-

struggle."145 The second critique flows from the error of the first. In restraining truth to a partisan 

perspective, and in adapting the Marxist standpoint of class struggle, the liberationists shut out any 

critical interaction with traditional theology a'priori. The magisterium and its hierarchy are seen in 

the position of the dominant class, and the liberationists are thus reduced to the oppressed class. As 

Ratzinger explains, "Their theology is a theology of class. Arguments and teachings thus do not have 

to be examined since they are only reflections of class interests. Thus, the instruction of others is 

decreed to be, in principle, false."146 The third critique flows from the former two in formulating a 

new hermeneutic and method in contrast to the magisterium’s tradition. According to Ratzinger, this 

"revolutionary 'praxis'" becomes their standard for theological truth, and while praxis must be taken 

into account, "praxis comes from the faith and is a lived expression of it."147  

The Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation carries the emphasis of Roman 

Catholic Church tradition and the relegation of experience to this reflection. Particular experiences 

can surely benefit theological reflection in highlighting certain aspects of the Word of God, but in 

attempting this it cannot project that experience unto it. To safeguard from this error, which is 

clearly alleged against liberationists’ emphasis on praxis as the "first text," the document notes the 

                                                
143 Ibid. VIII.2. 
144 Ibid. VIII.4. 
145 Ibid. VIII.5. 
146 Ibid. X.1. See also X.2. 
147 Ibid. X.3. On praxis and a new hermeneutic: "For them, this praxis is the revolutionary 'praxis' which thus 

becomes the supreme criterion for theological truth. A healthy theological method no doubt will always take the 'praxis' 
of the Church into account and will find there one of its foundations, but that is because that praxis comes from the faith 
and is a lived expression of it" (X.3). 
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importance of the magisterium and Church’s tradition:  

[T]he theologian will be careful to interpret the experience from which he begins in 
the light of the experience of the Church herself. This experience of the Church 
shines with a singular brightness and in all its purity in the lives of the saints. It 
pertains to the pastors of the Church, in communion with the Successor of Peter, to 
discern its authenticity.148  
 

In addition to emphasizing the authority of the magisterium over experience, the document also 

notes the error of interpreting freedom as the historical attainment, through liberation, of earthly 

happiness. The document describes this as an idolatrous view in light of true Christian liberty, which 

is found in coming "to a knowledge of the truth, and to the extent of that truth -- and not any other 

forces -- guides his will."149 The document equates the liberationists’ emphasis on freedom in 

"historical praxis" as derived from atheism and agnosticism.150 

3. Joseph Ratzinger Against the Priority of Ideology: The Danger of Marxism 

In Instruction on Certain Aspects of the "Theology of Liberation", the document explains its 

purpose as condemning liberation theology for its affinity to Marxism.151 Ratzinger rejects the 

threefold division of Marxism (as science, as strategy of transformation, and as worldview).  

 
                                                

148 Ratzinger, Christian Freedom, para. 70. 
149 Ibid. para. 6, 26: On the idolatrous view: "Since that time, many have regarded future history as an 

irresistible process of liberation inevitably leading to an age in which man, totally free at last, will enjoy happiness on 
this earth" (para. 6). On the Christian view: "Freedom is not the liberty to do anything whatsoever. It is the freedom to do 
good, and in this alone happiness is to be found. The good is thus the goal of freedom. In consequence man becomes free 
to the extent that he comes to a knowledge of the truth, and to the extent that this truth - and not any other forces - guides 
his will. Liberation for the sake of a knowledge of the truth which alone directs the will is the necessary condition for a 
freedom worthy of the name " (para. 26). 

150 Ibid. para. 27: On freedom and praxis: "In exercising his freedom, he decides for himself and forms himself. 
In this sense man is his own cause. But he is this only as a creature and as God's image. This is the truth of his being 
which shows by contrast how profoundly erroneous are the theories which think they exalt the freedom of man or his 
"historical praxis" by making this freedom the absolute principle of his being and becoming. These theories are 
expressions of atheism or tend toward atheism by their own logic. Indifferentism and deliberate agnosticism go in the 
same direction. It is the image of God in man which underlies the freedom and dignity of the human person" (para. 27). 

151 Ratzinger, Certain Aspects, Introduction: "The present Instruction has a much more limited and precise 
purpose: to draw the attention of pastors, theologians, and all the faithful to the deviations, and risks of deviation, 
damaging to the faith and to Christian living, that are brought about by certain forms of liberation theology which use, in 
an insufficiently critical manner, concepts borrowed from various currents of Marxist thought." 
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He argues that in reality Marxism is all one and the same, and that it cannot be split from its atheistic 

root:  

Thus there is a tendency to identify the kingdom of God and its growth with the 
human liberation movement, and to make history itself the subject of its own 
development, as a process of the self-redemption of man by means of the class 
struggle. This identification is in opposition to the faith of the Church as it has been 
reaffirmed by the Second Vatican Council.152  
 

Although Ratzinger acknowledges the existence of evil structures, the emphasis of the document is 

on the individual.153 The charge against liberation theology is that the concepts of faith, hope, and 

charity have been transformed into "fidelity to history," "confidence in the future" and "option for 

the poor."154 This concludes with the charge that the liberationists have set up a "popular church" 

that stands in opposition to the church hierarchy.155 

 This critique against Marxism is furthered in the Instruction on Christian Freedom and 

Liberation, which contributes to the earlier arguments by noting the prevalence of revolution in 

leading to tyrannical governments.156 It warns that "those who discredit the path of reform and 

favour the myth of revolution not only foster the illusion that the abolition of an evil situation is in 

itself sufficient to create a more humane society; they also encourage the setting up of totalitarian 

                                                
152 Ibid. IX.3. Also see Gaudium et Spes n.39. 
153 Ibid. IV.15: On structural sin: "To be sure, there are structures which are evil and which cause evil and 

which we must have the courage to change. Structures, whether they are good or bad, are the result of man's actions and 
so are consequences more than causes. The root of evil, then, lies in free and responsible persons who have to be 
converted by the grace of Jesus Christ in order to live and act as new creatures in the love of neighbor and in the 
effective search for justice, self-control, and the exercise of virtue" (IV.15). 

154 Hebblethwaite, “Liberation Theology,” 189. Also see Ibid. IX.5. 
155 Ratzinger, Certain Aspects, IX.13. 
156 Ratzinger, Christian Freedom, para. 17: On the emancipation of young nations: "It is in the context of the 

inequality of power relationships that there have appeared movements for the emancipation of young nations, generally 
the poor ones, until recently subjected to colonial domination. But too often the people are frustrated in their hard-won 
independence by unscrupulous regimes or tyrannies which scoff at human rights with impunity. The people thus reduced 
to powerlessness merely have a change of masters. It remains true that one of the major phenomena of our time, of 
continental proportions, is the awakening of the consciousness of people who, bent beneath the weight of age-old 
poverty, aspire to a life in dignity and justice and are prepared to fight for their freedom" (para. 17). 
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regimes."157 In the place of an impatient rush to revolution should be a long-fought path of reform. 

Only in extreme cases and as a last resort should revolution be launched against a government who 

gravely damages "fundamental rights of individuals and the common good."158 Even then, and in 

light of several liberationist priests who took up arms, it is not the role of pastors to participate 

directly in this reconstruction.159  

C. Roman Catholic Response: Method and Mission as Ecclesial Tradition 

In summation, the Vatican sought to respond to the liberation themes with three key 

refutations that culminate in what could be termed an ecclesial tradition view of the church's mission 

and method as it relates to context, praxis, and ideology. First, the Vatican responded to the 

liberationists’ priority of the context of poverty and liberation by spiritualizing these concepts. In 

Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation, it was noted how the concepts of poverty and 

liberation were spiritualized to emphasize the individual’s knowledge of God and spiritual liberation 

as mediated through the church.160 Whereas the first document refuted with force the priority of 

ideology in the usage of Marxism, the second refuted the contextual focus given through 

emphasizing a spiritualization of key concepts that undergirded liberation ideology and framed its 

theological method.  

A second response that proved conclusive and was found in both documents was the 

Vatican’s emphasis against the priority of praxis in favor of the magisterial tradition. In Certain 
                                                

157 Ibid. para. 78. 
158 Ibid. para. 79. 
159 Ibid. para. 80: On the role of the laity: "This task forms part of the vocation of the laity acting on their own 

initiative with their fellow-citizens. They must fulfill this task conscious of the fact that the purpose of the Church is to 
spread the Kingdom of Christ so that all men may be saved and that through them the world may be effectively ordered 
to Christ. The work of salvation is thus seen to be indissolubly linked to the task of improving and raising the conditions 
of human life in this world. The distinction between the supernatural order of salvation and the temporal order of human 
life must be seer in the context of God's singular plan to recapitulate all things in Christ. Hence in each of these spheres 
the layperson, who is at one and the same time a member of the Church and a citizen of his country, must allow himself 
to be constantly guided by his Christian conscience" (para. 80). 

160 Ratzinger, Christian Freedom, para. 47, 68, 62. 
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Aspects, liberation theology is refuted for attempting to challenge the "sacramental and hierarchical 

structure" of the Church.161 Christian Freedom then carries this emphasis on authoritative church 

tradition by refuting the liberationists’ stress of orthopraxy over orthodox tradition.162  

Finally, the Vatican articulates a chief concern with the liberationists’ emphasis on the 

priority of ideology (Marxism in particular). In Instruction on Certain Aspects of the "Theology of 

Liberation", the Vatican refutes the liberationist tendency to use Marxism on the grounds of its focus 

on history and praxis;163 the a-priori commitment to partisan perspective-based truths;164 the 

resulting hermeneutic;165 and the identification of the poor as the proletariat.166 Against the 

liberationist’s priority of context, praxis, and ideology, the Vatican emphasized a spiritualized, 

magisterial, anti-ideological response that stressed the ecclesial tradition of the Roman Catholic 

Church. 

  

                                                
161 Ratzinger, Certain Aspects, IX.12-13. 
162 Ratzinger, Christian Freedom, para. 70. 
163 Ratzinger, Certain Aspects, VIII.2-5. 
164 Ibid. X.1. 
165 Ibid. X.3. 
166 Ibid. IX.10. 
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IV. LATIN AMERICAN EVANGELICAL RESPONSE – C. RENE PADILLA 

In providing an Evangelical response to Latin American liberation theology, an appeal could 

be made to various North American or European theologians. However, if aimed at the liberation 

theologians, the arguments would be undermined. According to the liberationists, the reality that 

those very rebuttals are made outside of the Latin American context disqualifies their relevance. For 

this reason, liberation theologians have been stubborn in responding to Northern critiques, given 

they already forfeited the primary principle of developing and living a theology that flows from their 

immediate context. Heaney voices this concern, noting that "much Western critique of the theology 

of liberation, in particular, has been little more than the destruction of one set of ideas without the 

construction of a viable and working alternative. For such Western theologians would consider a 

coherent theological approach to be already in place."167 For this reason, an appeal towards their 

Latin American evangelical contemporaries should be made.168 Latin American evangelicals not 

only gain the ear of the Latin American audience as contemporaries, but provides a "contribution to 

contextual theology made by such evangelical theologians who have personally experienced the 

hardship of life in Latin America, and thus are those who can empathize with the desperate longing 

for liberation."169 Credence is given to the liberationist's critique on the importance of context, and 

                                                
167 Heaney, Contextual, 2.  
168 Ibid. 44-45: In Latin America, the term 'Evangelical' is usually used to denote denominational Protestantism, 

however for this paper it is best to emphasize the distinctions made by Heaney. He suggests that evangelico Latin 
Americans are to be distinguished by the following five points: "Firstly, God's work of salvation in the person of Christ 
is proclaimed as the gospel message of good news. Secondly, the uniquely authoritative role of the Bible, God's word to 
humanity, is affirmed. It is the role of the Holy Spirit to illuminate these Scriptures and give understanding. Thirdly, it is 
asserted that God's work of salvation is evidenced by conversion. Conversion implies not only a moment of new birth 
but an experience that energises a transformed life of discipleship under the guidance of God the Holy Spirit, in 
anticipation of eternity in God's presence. Fourthly, those who have experienced this transformation become committed 
to mission, which seeks to bring others the message of God's salvation and share his love in the world. Fifthly, 
evangelicalism is transdenominational" (Heaney 44). "John Stott, considered internationally as one of the significant 
spokesmen for evangelicalism, suggests a more concise definition. He distinguishes evangelicals as Bible people and 
gospel people. . . . Stott has been of great influence in Latin American evangelical circles, and he has dialogued closely 
with the evangelical theologians dealt with in this work" (Heaney 44-45). 

169 Ibid. 2. 
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given our theologies are no better for the sole reason of their geographical location, this paper will 

appeal to the Latin American Baptist Rene Padilla for a response.170 However, prior to engaging 

directly with Padilla, it is necessary to emulate the earlier approaches by analyzing important 

conferences. 

A. Latin American Evangelical Response: Conferences/Councils 

 As was seen with the liberation movement, Latin American evangelicals have also sought "to 

reflect on theological issues independent of North American or general Western influence."171 Nunez 

described this effort as the need for Latin American evangelicals to "take off the Anglo-Saxon 

trappings," and develop a contextualized theology that is not dependent on translated Western 

texts.”172 Emphasized in this contextualized evangelicalism, and in light of the Reformation, is a 

commitment to a deeply personal conversion to Jesus Christ. Nunez summarizes this distinction in 

light of the Roman Catholic reform movements as follows:  

What in reality distinguishes us as evangelicals in the face of the Catholic renewal is 
not only the doctrine which we have believed through the grace of God, but the 
personal commitment we have made to Jesus Christ, the power of the Spirit and the 
word to renew us day by day, to the glory of God, and for the blessing of those 
around us.173  
 

This lack of a reliance on Western theological treatments does not mean the Latin American 

evangelicals stand outside of key Reformation ideas, and Heaney notes they accept the central 

doctrines of "grace alone, Christ alone, faith alone, and Scripture alone" as "fundamental 
                                                

170 Although Rene Padilla has been chosen to mainly provide the Latin American Evangelical response, there 
are four others worth mentioning: Peruvian Samuel Escobar, El Salvadorian Emilio Antonio Nunez, Puerto Rican 
Orlando E. Costas, and British J. Andrew Kirk. Biographies of these theologians can be found in Rene Padilla's Hacia 
una teologia evangelica latinoamericana (San Jose: Editorial Caribe, 1984); Adriana Powell, ed., La aventura de 
escribir: testimonio de catorce escritores cristianos (Lima: Ediciones Puma, 2003); and Anthony Christopher Smith, 
"The Essentials of Missiology from the Evangelical Perspective of the 'Fraternidad Teologica Latinoamericana'" (Ph.D. 
diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1983), 303-331. 

171 Heaney, Contextual, 45. 
172 Emilio A. Nunez, El Christo de Hispanomaerica (Mexico: Ediciones las Americas, 1979), 41-46. 
173 Emilio Nunez. Conciencia e identidad evangelica y la renovacion catolica. Guatemala: Grupo Evangelico 

Universitario, n.d.), 14. 
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characteristics which require reflection and direct application to the Latin American reality."174 Like 

the Liberationist, the key here was a development of a uniquely Latin American theology that, given 

the earlier treated historical and theological contexts, aims at applying Reformation themes to 

contextual problems through an indigenous evangelical method.175  

 With the fall of the Spaniard and Portuguese colonial powers, Protestantism made its first 

major appearance through the forms of new German Lutheran and British Anglican colonial worship 

communities.176 Copies of the New Testament were later translated in Portuguese and distributed 

between 1804-1807 through The British and Foreign Bible Society.177 In addition to these initial 

insertions of Protestantism, the influence of American evangelicalism and its social and missional 

golden age in the 19th century added a distinctly evangelistic character to Latin American 

Protestantism.178  With this theological emphasis came an affinity for democracy and religious 

liberty, heightened further by evangelicals’ minority and persecuted status in comparison to Roman 

Catholic dominance.179  

 These missional movements were the first foundation in which an indigenous Latin 

American evangelicalism developed. In particular, Latin American evangelicalism carried over the 
                                                

174 Heaney, Contextual, 47. For treatments on Reformation principles and Latin American Evangelicalism, see 
Emilio A. Nunez, "Herederos de la Reforma" in Congreso Latinoamericano de Evangelizacion (CLADE), II, noviembre 
de 1979); and Samuel Escobar Evangelio y realidad social (El Paso: Casa Bautista de Publicaciones, 1988), 195-205. 
For a treatment by Samuel Escobar on the Reformation principle of "Scripture Alone", see Sola Escritura: la Biblia en la 
mision de la iglesia (Madrid: Sociedad Biblical, 1997). For an example of Anabaptist ecclesiological influences in Latin 
American form, see Samuel Escobar, "Latin America and Anabaptist Theology" in Engaging Anabaptism: 
Conversations with a Radical Tradition, ed. John D. Roth (Scottdale: Herald Press, 2001) 75-88; and Luis Scott & Titus 
Guenther, Del sur al norte: aportes teologicos desde al periferia (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Kairos, 2003), 61-67) 

175 Heaney, Contextual, 47. 
176 Ibid. 48: In 1555, Calvin attempted to establish a Huguenot colony in Brazil, however his efforts were 

unsuccessful. For a history of the arrival of Protestantism through missions in South America, see Samuel Escobar, 
"Missions and Renewal in Latin American Catholicism" Missiology: An International Review (15:2, 1987): 33-46, and 
David Stoll, Is Latin America Turning Protestant? The Politics of Evangelical Growth (Oxford: University of California 
Press, 1990), 135-179 

177 Ibid. 49. 
178 Jose Miguez Bonino, Faces of Latin American Protestantism, trans. Eugene L. Stockwell (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1997), 27. 
179 Samuel Escobar, "Religious and Social Changes at the Grass Roots in Latin America", The Annals of the 

American Academy of Political and Social Science 554 (1997) 
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missional movement's emphasis on providing an anti-Catholic polemic, and emphasizing the 

prominence of the Bible "as a 'weapon' in the 'struggle against error' and as an indispensable tool for 

evangelism."180 In addition to these two principles, Latin American evangelicalism emphasized 

religious liberty, community, and the welfare of the poor.181 The 1916 Congress for Christian Action 

in Latin America acknowledged the existence of a continental Latin American Protestantism, and 

further resulted with the 1925 Montevideo Conference and the 1929 Habana Conference.182 These 

later conferences provided a united voice that formulated a theological response to the stagnant Latin 

American Roman Catholicism, as well as provided a network of publication houses, educational 

institutions, journals, and theologians to communicate this protest.183  

This voice provided an alternative to the ideological and institutional system of Catholicism, 

and culminated in its most clear and indigenous articulation of an indigenous and contextual 

evangelicalism in the formation of the 1949 first Latin American Evangelical Conference (CELA I) 

in Buenos Aires.184 It’s even arguable that as a response to CELA I, Pius XII called in 1955 the first 

General Council of Latin American bishops (CELAM I) in Rio de Janeiro. CELAM I focused 

primarily on a defense of Catholicism in light of the growth of Protestantism and what the 

conference referred to as "the Protestant danger."185 The major contribution of CELA was the 

articulate presentation of a Latin American evangelical response that emphasized the centrality of 

personal conversion and biblical authority in light of the Roman Catholic colonial carryover. 
                                                

180 Bonino, Faces of Latin American Protestantism, 31. 
181 On religious liberty, see C. Rene Padilla's "New Actors on the Political Scene" in New Face of the Church in 

Latin America, ed. Guillermo Cook (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1994), 82-95; On welfare of the poor, see Miguez Bonino, 
Faces of Latin American Protestantism, 31; On community, see Escobar, "Religious", 169-172 

182 Heaney, Contextual, 52. 
183 Ibid. 52. 
184 It should also be noted that at around this time three primary streams of Protestantism existed: (1) Those 

churches which were created to serve the colonial transplants [mainly the historical Protestantism of Lutheranism, 
Anglicanism, etc]; (2) those established as the result of evangelical missional efforts [mainly the missional efforts of 
Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians]; and (3) those created by the spread of Pentecostalism [mainly those established 
by Assemblies of God and various indigenous charismatic movements]. 

185 Nunez, Liberation, 97. 
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This voice was further be refined at the 1961 CELA II conference held in Lima, Peru. 

Whereas CELA I emphasized the distinctions between Evangelicalism and Roman Catholicism, 

CELA I emphasized an ecumenical Protestantism reflected in Protestant liberalism and Neo-

orthodoxy.186 This division became more apparent in two following conferences that emphasized a 

liberal ecumenical response, and an evangelical response, to doctrine and social problems. CELA III 

was be held in 1969 in Buenos Aires, and represented the ecumenical Protestant's emphasis on social 

concerns above evangelism. The evangelical response became apparent at the 1969 Latin American 

Congress of Evangelization held in Bogota, and emphasized that social concern and evangelistic 

activity were both essential to the missional task.187 Whereas the ecumenical stream had an affinity 

for liberation theology and at times worked besides the Roman Catholic liberationists, the 

evangelical reply was essentially articulated by the 1970 formation of La Fraternidad Teologica 

Latinoamericana (The Latin American Theological Fraternity, FTL).188 It was this organization that 

became the prime voice of an authentically evangelical and indigenous Latin American answer to 

liberation theology, Roman Catholicism, and contextual problems of poverty.  

B. Latin American Evangelical Response: C. Rene Padilla 

In 1932, C. Rene Padilla was born to a poor and uneducated family of tailors in Quito, 

Ecuador. In addition to the early experiences of poverty, the Padillas also experienced persecution in 

Columbia by Roman Catholics in the 1940's and 50's for their protestant faith.189 While returning to 

                                                
186 Heaney, Contextual, 57. 
187 Ibid. 57-58. 
188 Ibid. 57, 63-64: FTL acted as mediator between the Latin American and the international evangelical 

communities. They would make major contributions to missional strategy at the Lausanne International Congress of 
Evangelism in 1974, as well as engaging and arranging the visitation of scholars such as John Stott, Carl Henry, and 
Leon Morris. They would also produce the important journals Boletin Teleologico in 1972, and Mision in 1982. Their 
theological contributions can be identified in the joint writing of C. Rene Padilla, Hacia una teologia evangelica 
latinoamericana, and their partnership with Eerdmans to develop the publishing house Editorial Nueva Creacion. 

189 Smith, “The Essentials”, 307. 
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Ecuador for religious liberty, Padilla personally came to faith at the age of 15. He received the 

typical Marxist education throughout high school, and upon meeting a Wheaton College graduate in 

1955, Padilla decided to attend Wheaton and complete a BA in philosophy and an MA in theology. 

He later moved to England and pursued a PhD under the famous New Testament scholar F. F. 

Bruce.190 Upon completion of his thesis, Padilla returned to Latin American and focused his energy 

in publishing Latin American evangelical literature.191 Padilla made chief contributions to the FTL, 

as well as important theology of mission texts at the 1974 Lausanne conference. He continued this 

emphasis through his roles as the founding editor of Mision, and as a prolific writer of numerous 

articles. Throughout his work, Padilla attempts to develop a distinct Latin American approach to 

mission and social concerns, which attempts to fuse Anabaptist and Reformed theologies.192 For the 

emphasis on mission as proclamation and social concern, Padilla makes an excellent candidate to 

provide the evangelical perspective and rebuttal to liberation theology. 

1. C. Rene Padilla Against the Priority of Context: Context in Light of Scripture 

 Although liberation theology is hardly monolithic, the literature does find widespread 

agreement on the emphasis of conducting theology in light of prioritizing context. The liberationists 

see traditional theology as a stale attempt to grasp truth from past propositions. In response, they 

note that truth can only be attained in light of the immediate contextual environment acted upon 

through praxis. With this priority of situational socio-political "text," the Latin American 

liberationists first turn to their Third World experience of domination, dependence, and poverty.193 

From this they develop a hermeneutic of liberation that seeks to understand and analyze this context 
                                                

190 C. Rene Padilla, "Voces para Nuestro Tiempo: F. F. Bruce," Certeza, 13, No. 49 (1973), 10f.: Padilla's thesis 
would focus on "the relation between the Church and the world in Paul's teaching." He would interact here with a social 
ethic that would later contribute to his contextualized theology. 

191 Smith, “The Essentials”, 309. 
192 Ibid. 311-312. 
193 Nunez, Liberation, 134. 
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through social sciences.194 Padilla agrees that theological method is contextual to the historical 

scenario of the person, and that any attempt to produce a theology void of context is to promote the 

salvation of a "spiritual nomad."195 However, Padilla fears that the liberationists’ hermeneutic 

produces a historical reductionism that subordinates Scripture to the human context.196 This is seen 

in the liberationists' definition of the kingdom of God and other biblical terms as stemming mainly 

from human contexts and ideologies.197 The problem of this liberationist hermeneutic is that "instead 

of showing the relevance of revelation to revolution, it makes revolution its source of revelation. The 

result is a secular gospel whose dominant emphases parallel those of Marxism."198 

 Padilla also has both disagreements and agreements with traditional Roman. He agrees in 

Ratzinger's critique that the liberationists employ a revolutionist hermeneutic that opens up the 

enterprise to historical reductionism. He also agrees with Ratzinger that this leads to the definition of 

biblical terms in light of historical situations and social-analytical tools, which were seen in 

Ratzinger's critique of the liberationists equating the poor to the proletariat. Where Padilla disagrees 

is that truth is a series of reachable propositions contained within the magisterial tradition. Rather, 

Padilla agrees that theology should be contextual, but that this contextual understanding is the 

situational application of the objective truths revealed in Scripture. For Padilla,  

 

 
                                                

194 C. Rene Padilla, "Liberation Theology: An Appraisal" in Freedom and Discipleship, ed. Daniel S. Schipani, 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1989), 36. 

195 Ibid. 43. On critiquing traditional evangelicalism in light of the liberationists emphasis on theology's need to 
respond in compassionate praxis, see Samuel Escobar, Pedro Arana, Valdir Steuernagel and Rodrigo Zapata, "A Latin 
American Critique of a Latin American Theology", Evangelical Review of Theology 7, no. 1 (1983), 58: "Here is where 
we have found the weakness of traditional Evangelical theology as we received it in Latin America. It has not dealt 
adequately with our own situation." 

196 Heaney, Contextual, 83. 
197 An example of this was seen in the Roman Catholic critique, which noted that the poor are defined as being 

the proletariat. 
198 C. Rene Padilla, "Revolution and Revelation" in Is Revolution Change? ed. Brian Griffiths, (London: IVP, 

1972), 80. 
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[T]he point here is not to advocate an ahistorical, individualistic approach to the 
Christian faith. Such an approach is not only politically irrelevant but also unbiblical . 
. . There must be, however, a better way to relate the public and the private, the social 
and the personal, life shared with others and the inner life of the individual person 
than the way suggested either by an ahistorical theology or by a theology bent 
towards historical reductionism.199  
 

The solution is to understand Scripture in its context, and then applied in our context.200 This 

commitment is treated further in responding to the liberationists’ emphasis on praxis. 

2. C. Rene Padilla Against the Priority of Praxis: Praxis in Light of Scripture 

 On the importance of praxis and obedience for attaining truth, the Latin American 

evangelicals are in agreement that faith is meant to be practiced.201 He also describes its chief 

contribution to theology as not necessarily being a robust "academic dissertation but a prophetic 

message" that calls modern theologians towards repentance. The key appraisal to be adapted from 

the liberationists is the ever-important reminder to live one's faith in history.202 Padilla agrees that 

theology should be practical, claiming that the "Gospel truth is always truth to be lived out, not 

merely truth to be intellectually known."203 However, Padilla and others note a significant problem 

with the liberationists’ pragmatism and their emphasis on theology as reflection on praxis in light of 

faith.204 The problem arises in a circular inconsistency. For the liberationists, faith is understood as 

"historical liberating praxis."205 According to Padilla, for the liberationists theology really isn't 

reflection on praxis in light of faith, but reflection on praxis in light of socio-political praxis 

                                                
199 Padilla, “Liberation”, 44. 
200 Martin Goldsmith, "Contextualization of Theology", Themelios 9, no. 1 (1983), 21. 
201 Padilla, “Liberation”, 35: Padilla describes the contribution of liberationists on approaching theology as 

reflection historical praxis as the "handmaid of pastoral action."  
202 C. Rene Radilla, "La teologia de la liberacion: una evaluacion critica", Mision 1, no. 2 (1982), 16-21. 
203 Padilla, “Liberation”, 40. 
204 Heaney, Contextual, 79. 
205 Ibid. 79. 
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("faith").206 The alleged objective scientific understanding of history is elevated before a subjective 

understanding of Scripture. This inevitably leads to a circular understanding of praxis in light of 

praxis, and Padilla argues that something is needed to correct this inconsistency, and thus make 

possible an understanding of theology as reflection on praxis in light of faith.207 

Padilla finds the needed correction in a hierarchical arrangement of authority that is crowned 

by Scripture. In addition to the necessity of reflection on Scripture to enable true reflection on praxis, 

Padilla also argues the necessity of a personal relationship with God.208 Whereas the liberationists 

emphasize the incarnation of God's logos in the world, Padilla argues that this logos has both 

incarnated and spoken. The gospel is not only a message to be incarnated within the world, but a 

message to be understood and obeyed. For Padilla, "doing the truth is not equivalent to making the 

truth through praxis, but to practising the truth, which has been given [to] us through revelation."209 

There must be simultaneous reflection on both praxis and Scripture. For Padilla, "faith seeks results 

from the convergence between the knowledge of God's truth inscripturated in the Bible and the 

knowledge of God's truth incarnate in history."210  

However, it is noted that this produces a hermeneutical circle between the past (Scripture) 

and the present (historical scenario). Padilla argues that what is needed to avoid the pitfalls of a 

rationalistic theology (the orthodoxy of Roman Catholicism), or a pragmatic theology (the 

orthopraxy of liberation theology), is a contextual theology that is both faithful to God's Word and 

                                                
206 Juan Luis Segundo cited in Padilla, "Liberation", 41: Padilla quotes the liberationist Juan Luis Segunda as 

acknowledging this methodological circle, who states "If the Christian contribution is hung, as it were, from a prior 
revolutionary commitment, this latter appears hung, as it were, from a correct, non-deviationary, evaluation of socio-
political praxis. One preunderstanding presupposes another. Do they not, then, enter into a circle?"  

207 Heaney, Contextual, 79. 
208 Ibid. 80. 
209 Padilla, "Liberation", 42. 
210 Ibid. 42. 
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relevant to man's context.211 A theology that hears, understands, and obeys. Padilla describes the role 

of this contextual theology as "to interpret and clarify God's word for the sake of obedience to Christ 

in the concrete historical situation. In other words, theology is an instrument for the 

contextualization of the gospel. And for it to fulfill its purpose it must be based on biblical 

revelation, in the context of real life and for obedience to Christ today."212 The Latin American 

evangelicals accept the emphasis on praxis, but note the problematic understanding of the 

liberationists prioritizing of praxis.213 For this reason, the evangelicals will opt for the term 

contextual, which implies that truth only occurs when it is both understood and acted upon. 

3. C. Rene Padilla Against the Priority of Ideology: Ideology in Light of Scripture 

As was evident in Instruction on Certain Aspects of the "Theology of Liberation", one area 

that has rightfully garnered the most critique is the liberationists’ usage of ideology. This has been 

noted all throughout the various refutations, as it displays a clear actualization of the historical 

reductionist grievance. The poor appear not to be defined according to Scripture or Tradition, but 

according to an ideological understanding similar to Marx's proletariat. Theologians are correct 

when they note that liberation theology "has Marxist leanings; . . . it espouses violence; . . . it 

reduces the gospel to sociology, economics or politics; . . . it is partisan and therefore destroys the 

universality of the gospel; . . . it is too contextually conditioned."214 Although American theologians 

could perhaps benefit from acknowledging the value of social scientific data in their theological 

formulation, the liberationist take it to the extreme of conditioning it ideologically.215 

                                                
211 Heaney, Contextual, 80. 
212 C Rene Padilla, Mission Between the Times, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 106. 
213 Kirk, Liberation, 200: Kirk calls this liberationist understanding as "vague, unreal and tending towards 

romanticism." 
214 Padilla, "Liberation", 40. 
215 Brown, Liberation, 45: Brown raises a good point in regards to Western Theology's emphasis of using 

philosophy over social sciences: "Instead of reading only philosophers (a favorite indoor sport of theologians) in order to 
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Gutierrez makes this problematic reliance evident in early statements, claiming "it is to a 

large extent due to Marxism's influence that theological thought, searching for its own resources, has 

begin to reflect on the meaning of the transformation of the world and human action in history."216 

The liberationists’ further critique traditional theology by arguing that no ideology is void of an 

ideological influence. With this, they simply read Scripture in light of ideology. Padilla agrees with 

them that a theologian cannot rid himself of his historically conditioned commitments, but argues 

instead that ideology should be interpreted in light of Scripture. Whereas the liberationists advocate 

the possibility of an objective reading of historical situation, and the traditional Roman Catholics the 

possibility of an objective reading of magisterial tradition, Padilla and Latin American Evangelicals 

advocate the possibility of an objective reading of Scripture.217 Padilla "proposes that a superior 

alternative would be a theological approach which reads the Bible on its own terms and refuses to 

force it into an ideological straitjacket."218 Padilla's proposal is then a theological dialogue between 

Scripture and concrete situation that sets out to establish a "historical manifestation of the kingdom 

of God."219 

  

                                                                                                                                                             

understand the world, Latin American Christians are taking seriously the insights of social scientists, sociologists, and 
economists, in order to learn how to change the world."  Perhaps paying some more attention to social statistics could 
benefit evangelical theology (such as some that are displayed in the conclusion, with the intended goal of stirring the 
reader into action).  

216 Gutierrez, Liberation, 8. 
217 Heaney, Contextual, 88. 
218 Ibid. 88. Also see Padilla, “Liberation”, 47. 
219 Ibid. 88. 
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C. Latin American Evangelical Response: Method and Mission as Biblically Contextualized 

Presence. 

 It has been noted throughout that in responding to the three key elements, which formulate 

the liberationist 'method,' the evangelical emphasis on the authority of Scripture has been repeated. 

In relation to the liberationists' priority of context (in specific the preferential treatment of the poor), 

the liberationist hermeneutic led to a historical reductivism that reinterprets 'poor' in light of socio-

economic terms. The gospel is then belittled to being nothing more than an ideological and historical 

concern.220 Here, ideology stands in place of the gospel. This problematic hermeneutic is furthered 

in the prioritizing of praxis over Scripture and theology. In arguing that experience formulates the 

first text, and theology a reflection there-of in light of faith, the liberationists are actually interpreting 

praxis in light of socio-economic praxis. This proposes another hermeneutical problem in addition to 

historical reductionism, which is the circular nature of the liberationist hermeneutic. Padilla again 

appeals to Scripture as the authoritative means to breaking this circle and making genuine faithful 

interpretation of praxis, and thus genuine theology, a spiraled possibility.221 This theme of misplaced 

authority is further critiqued and evidenced in the liberationists’ reliance on ideology.222 In this is 

seen the reductionist and circular warnings, which become manifest in the liberationists’ reliance on 

Marxist ideology to interpret and change society. Instead of analyzing ideology in light of Scripture, 

Scripture is analyzed and interpreted in light of ideology. 

 In brief, the Latin American evangelical critique of liberation theology is one focused on 

authority. They agree with the liberationists who critique certain streams of theology that emphasize 

stale positions opposed to contextualization. They agree that there must be a necessary link between 
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truth and action, and they thus reject any dualistic approach to theology that elevates some spiritual 

plane above the physical. Theology is holistic and contextual. Nunez describes the method as  

Biblical in its foundations, ecclesiastical in its close relationship to the community of 
faith, pastoral in its attempt to be an orienting voice for the people of God, 
contextualized with regard to that which is social and cultural, and missionary in its 
purpose to reach with the gospel those who are not Christians.223  
 

Whereas the liberationists promote theology and the mission of the Church as liberating praxis, and 

the Vatican as ecclesial tradition, Latin American evangelicals promote it as biblically 

contextualized presence. This approach neither rejects the importance of praxis, nor tradition, but 

views both in in light of and in submission to the authority of Scripture.  

  

                                                
223 Nunez, Liberation, 280. 
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V. CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT: BIBLICAL PRESENCE IN NORTH AMERICA 

 The main thrust of liberation theologians such as Gutierrez is that pastoral action should be 

emphasized above reflection. Surrounded by the death, suffering, and decay inherent within a third 

world environment, Gutierrez has seen this pain first hand. Only in the midst of such pain and 

suffering can truth come to fruition. While it has been demonstrated that liberation theology errs in 

over-emphasizing context, praxis, and ideology above the authority of Scripture, Latin American 

evangelicals have maintained the emphasis on a contextualized biblical faith. They have also 

critiqued their northern neighbors for stale theologies that speak to modernist, post-modernist, and 

wealthy recipients. As such, Latin American evangelicals continues the Reformation’s call to place 

its authority in Scripture, yet also approaches theology in a manner that is concerned with 

interpreting Scripture in its own context, and the context of the interpreter. There is merit to this, and 

it is worth paying some closer attention to the Latin American’s call to be biblical and contextual. 

 If a single positive contribution is to be drawn from the liberationists, it is that their prophetic 

focus on our context and those brethren suffering worldwide. As North American evangelicals, we 

are rich. It may not seem like it, especially to seminarians, but by the world’s standards our poor are 

their rich.224 North Americans have substantially higher incomes and recreational spending than their 

southern neighbors. In comparison to the vast majority of the world’s inhabitants, we live incredibly 

                                                
224 Robert Rector & Rachel Sheffield, “Air Conditioning, Cable TV, and an Xbox: What is Poverty in the 

United States Today?” (Heritage Foundation, Heritage.org). <http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/07/what-is-
poverty>, (accessed March 30, 2013). As scholar James Q. Wilson has stated, “The poorest Americans today live a better 
life than all but the richest persons a hundred years ago.” In 2005, the typical household defined as poor by the 
government had a car and air conditioning. For entertainment, the household had two color televisions, cable or satellite 
TV, a DVD player, and a VCR. If there were children, especially boys, in the home, the family had a game system, such 
as an Xbox or a PlayStation. In the kitchen, the household had a refrigerator, an oven and stove, and a microwave. Other 
household conveniences included a clothes washer, clothes dryer, ceiling fans, a cordless phone, and a coffee maker. 
The home of the typical poor family was not overcrowded and was in good repair. In fact, the typical poor American had 
more living space than the average European. The typical poor American family was also able to obtain medical care 
when needed. By its own report, the typical family was not hungry and had sufficient funds during the past year to meet 
all essential needs.” 
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comfortable lives.225 We even decorate our churches with projectors, fog machines, stadium seating, 

and coffee shops.  

In short, we live in extreme comfort, and perhaps this has seeped into our theological 

convictions. As conservative evangelicals, we are quick to be suspicious about any mention of 

contextualization or justice given the experience of liberal social justice theologies. Perhaps both this 

healthy suspicion, and the unhealthy accumulation of wealth and recreation, has blinded us to our 

social responsibilities. However, our Latin American evangelical brethren provide us with a healthy 

model and message that sets out to be chiefly biblical and contextual. It determines to provide a 

Gospel proclamation that encompasses all spiritual and physical reality, and it was born through the 

birth-pains of experiencing true suffering and poverty. 

Perhaps it is our lack as North American evangelicals of experiencing such suffering and 

poverty that has blinded us to our blessed position and our social responsibilities. Further 

strengthening our southern brethren’s example, an interesting parallel exists between them and our 

evangelical forefathers. The late Middle Ages, which gave birth to Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin were 

infamous for the amount of ways it produced poverty and suffering. Lindberg notes one example in 

the black plague, which had practically a 100% lethal rate, and plagued nearly 30% of the European 

population (including Zwingli in Switzerland and Luther’s homeland).226 In addition to such 

                                                
225 See Figure 2. James Davies, Susanna Sandstorm, Anthony Shorrocks, and Edward Wolff, “The World 

Distribution of Household Wealth,” (Ontario: University of Ontario), <http://tinyurl.com/bopqk3a>, (accessed March 29, 
2013): America makes up about 5% of the world’s population, yet has about 35% of the world’s net worth (exchange 
rates). Europe contains nearly 10% of the world’s population, and has nearly 30% of the world’s net worth. In 
comparison, Central and South America have about 9% of the world’s population, and less than 5% of the world’s net 
worth; Asia over 50% of the world’s population and about 25% of the world’s net worth; Africa over 10% of the world’s 
population and less than 1% of the world’s net worth.  

226 Carter Lindberg, The European Reformations, (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 1996), 27: Late Middle Ages: 
“these infections [bubonic plague] were practically 100 percent lethal [in similar modern cases in Asia] . . . It is not 
possible to estimate accurately the mortality rate due to the plague, but it is supposed that approximately 30 percent of 
the population succumbed . . . The Swiss Reformer, Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531), nearly succumbed to it, and in 1527 the 
plague struck Luther’s area.”  
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environmental threats, Calvin and Luther had their fair share of religious persecution and physical 

ailments. 

In light of these experiences, how did they respond to the Christian’s contextual social 

concerns as it related to the poor? Luther notes that God designed, commanded, and blessed work. 

According to Psalm 127-128, such industriousness produces blessings, which in turn are to be used 

to bless those in need.227 Luther reminds the Christian, “in God’s sight everything which a man has 

left over and does not use to help his neighbor is an illegal and stolen possession.”228 Luther took the 

Christian’s role of caring for his neighbor so seriously that to do otherwise was to break the 

commandment against theft in Deuteronomy 5:19. Calvin agrees, arguing that in the spirit of the 

commandment we ought to "preserve and procure our neighbors property as much as our own."229 

In addition to the example of the Reformers, we also see the same pattern repeated with our 

other evangelical forefathers, the American and European Puritans. Although they’re usually painted 

in secular literature falsely as dour legalists, they were serious people who lived during difficult 

times. J. I. Packer paints the picture with sobering strokes, noting that it was “an age of routine 

discomforts, rudimentary medicine without pain-killers, frequent bereavements (most families lost at 

least as many children as they reared), an average life expectancy of just under thirty years, and 

economic hardship for almost all save merchant princes and landed gentry.”230 How then, did the 

Puritans respond concerning work and charity? According to Richard Baxter, riches that came from 

work are to be used “to relieve our needy brethren and to promote good works for church and 

                                                
227 1 Th 4:11-12; 2 Th 3:8, 12; Ep 4:28. 
228 Martin Luther, The Works of Martin Luther, 6 vols. (Philadelphia: The Muhlenberg Press, 1943), 10:3, 275. 
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Zondervan, 1986), xiv. 
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state.”231 John Preston claimed that work is “not for our own good, but for the good of others.”232 

Cotton Mather notes that not only do these responsibilities pertain to persons, but also to all society, 

writing, “God hath made man a societal creature. We expect benefits from human society. It is but 

equal that human society should receive benefits from us. We are beneficial to human society by the 

works of that special occupation in which we are to be employed, according to the order of God.”233  

Most relevant and convicting to our immediate context as ‘rich’ North American evangelicals 

is the warning of Puritan William Perkins on self-aggrandizement: “They profane their lives and 

callings that employ them to get honors, pleasures, profits, worldly commodities, etc., for thus we 

live to another end than God hath appointed, and thus we serve ourselves, and consequently neither 

God nor men.”234 In serving ourselves over serving our needy neighbor, we disserve God Himself. In 

short, unlike typical North American evangelicals, our Reformation, Puritan, and Latin American 

brethren have experienced serious pain and poverty. It is then no surprise to find an emulated 

response regarding the mandate to utilize wealth to the advancement of our needy neighbors. Our 

Latin American evangelical brethren open our eyes in two primary ways: (1) They provide an 

example of the possibility of being biblically grounded and contextually relevant, and (2) they 

prophetically call us to analyze and contextualize our biblical faith. In adapting their emphasis on 

becoming a biblically contextualized presence, we can approach theology from the contextual 

perspective that we are overflowing in resources, and that we are to use them not for self-

aggrandizement, but for the good of our needy neighbors. Perhaps the example of the liberationists, 

                                                
231 Richard Baxter, A Christian Director, (London: James Duncan, 1825), <http://tinyurl.com/dxhg2zl>, 

(accessed March 29, 2013). 
232 John Preston, The New Covenant, (London: I. D., 1630), <http://tinyurl.com/ce5tr8o>, (accessed March 29, 

2013). 
233 Cotton Mather, A Christian at His Calling (Gale ECCO, Print Editions, 2010). 
234 William Perkins, Treatise of the Vocations (Cambridge: John Legat, 1605), <http://tinyurl.com/bopn68m>, 

(accessed March 29, 2013), 911. 
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Pope Francis, and Latin American evangelicals can stir us towards our call to be biblically present to 

the spiritual and physical poor.  
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Figure 1: Portraits of Gutierrez, Ratzinger, and Padilla 

  

C. Rene Padilla 

      

   Joseph Ratzinger   Gustavo Gutierrez 
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Figure 2: World Distribution of Household Wealth, GDP, and Population in the Year 2000. 

 
Source: James Davies, Susanna Sandstorm, Anthony Shorrocks, and Edward Wolff, “The World 
Distribution of Household Wealth,” (Ontario: University of Ontario), <http://tinyurl.com/bopqk3a>, 
(accessed March 29, 2013); and <http://tinyurl.com/dgqu45>. 
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Appendix 1: List of Relevant Roman Catholic of Social Doctrine Documents 
 

• Rerum Novarum (1891) On the Condition of Workers Pope Leo XIII 
 

• Quadragesimo Anno (1931) On the Reconstruction of the Social Order Pope Pius XI 
 

• Mater et Magistra (1961) Christianity and Social Progress Pope John XXIII 
 

• Pacem in Terris (1963) Peace on Earth Pope John XXIII 
 

• Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Vatican II 
 

• Populorum Progressio (1967) On the Development of Peoples Pope Paul VI 
 

• Octogesima Adveniens (1971) Call to Action Pope Paul VI 
 

• Octogesima Adveniens (1971) Call to Action Pope Paul VI 
 

• Justitia in Mundo (1971) Justice in the World Synod of Bishops 
 

• Justitia in Mundo (1971) Justice in the World Synod of Bishops 
 

• Laborem Exercens (1981) On Human Work Pope John Paul II 
 

• Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1967) On Social Concern Pope John Paul II 
 

• Centesimus Annus (1991) One Hundred Years Pope John Paul II 
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