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THEOLOGAL ANTHROPOLOGY I:  
              ETHICS AS  

           DESTRUCTIVE CRITICISM  
 

                    Our Father… 
save us from the Evil One.  
                    Matt. 6: 9, 13  
 

These first two chapters take' up the matter of  
theologal anthropology, that is, a theological considera-  
tion of the being of the person. The first chapter enters  
into a consideration of the last phrase of the Lord's  
Prayer: "Save us from the Evil One" (Matt. 6: 13). I prefer  
this translation to "deliver us from evil." The Evil One, of  
course, is the Devil. This will be a chapter mainly about  
the Evil One, the Devil, but viewed from the standpoint  
of Latin America.  

What I say about Latin America is valid for what today  
we call the "periphery" (which includes Africa and Asia  
as well); a realistic look at world history will indicate this.  
Evil is by no means confined to the private sector, some-  
thing I do all by myself. The "prince of this world"  
structures everything to his advantage. If right now I  
could pin a name on evil-a name in line with current  
history-1 would call it "detente." Evil can also be a world  
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power that we are a part of: a world order in which there  
seems to be a benign justice and things get done because  
there is peace under the security of law. One who would  
liberate us from the Evil One will thus have to start from  
something very concrete.  
In the second chapter I shall be talking about the  
words "He died under Pontius Pilate," because the just  
person dies under the power of sin. This is the major  
theme of contemporary Latin American theology .Latin  
American theology does not start with existing theologies  
but with the real and concrete totality of what is taking  
place. Neither does it start with a relationship of the  
solitary self with another individual self but considers the  
structure in which the sin of the world conditions our  
own personal sin.  
 
FIFTEENTH-CENTURY ECUMENES  
AND THE ORIGIN OF DEPENDENCY  
 

A little more than five hundred years ago, Bartolomé 
de las Casas was born in Seville. In that epoch Isabel de  
Castilla married Fernando de Aragon, thus achieving the  
unity of Spain. On our planet there were then seven  
great "ecumenes," that is to say, seven horizons of under-  
standing, unique spheres of power outside of which were  
nothing but barbarians. Later we will see that the  
ecumene (as a totality) is a theological category.  
The first ecumene is Latin Europe, the Europe that  
opposed the Arabs who from the east and from the south  
had, for eight centuries, impeded its expansion to the  
Orient. The second is the little that was left of the Byzan-  
tine world after its conquest by the Turks in 1453. The  
resplendent Christendom of the Orient practically dis-  
appeared in the fifteenth century.  

Next there is the empire of the Hindu kingdoms,  
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where there is also a Buddhist presence that is mostly  
Brahmin. There is China, where Marco Polo in the thir-  
teenth century viewed the natives as barbarians. Going  
across the Pacific, we come to the Mayan-Aztec world.  
We see it and the Incan world to the south as another  
"center of the universe." Every ecumene sees itself as the  
center of the universe. The Incas in Peru called their city  
Cuzco, a name meaning "navel of the world"; for the  
jews the center of the world was Mount Zion. Every  
culture sees itself as containing the ultimate totality of  
meaning. It is the place where the gods communicate  
with human beings in the way that a mother communi-  
cates with her child through the umbilical cord. All these  
ecumenes were self-contained, "totalized" worlds and had  
practically no contact with other worlds. That is,  
until 1492. In that year, Europeans were able to go west  
across the Atlantic and achieve what they had never been  
able to do before, namely, slip out of the enclosure the 
Arab world had erected around them. When the Atlantic  
was conquered, the geopolitical organization of the  
world changed completely. The discovery of America by  
Spain and Portugal gave Europe elbow room for de-  
velopment and an end to their entrapment.  
What would they now do about the Arabs? Simply  
surround them. The navigating of the Cape provided  
Europe with a water route to India. The ancient route  
through the Middle East, so long dominated by the  
Arabs, would now no longer be needed because the pro-  
duce of China, Japan, and India could be brought home  
by sea. Thus the: Arabs ceased to be the center of the  
world. The Mediterranean basin, which had been the  
geopolitical center of the world for almost five thousand  
years, gives way to the Atlantic. Now Europe can conquer  
the whole world, known and unknown, and it now oc-  
cupies the center of the world. The rest becomes  
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periphery. Thus was born a situation in the fifteenth  
century that has perdured until the twentieth; we call all  
this the colonial world. The colonies of Spain in Spanish  
America and Asia, the colonies of Portugal in Brazil,  
Africa, and Asia, and later those of England in Africa,  
India and China present us with a whole new panorama.  
The colonial world comes into being. The ecumenes that  
before the fifteenth century were on a par with Europe  
become its colonies within a century, so that there re-  
mains but one ecumene, one center, ringed by a concen-  
tric circle.  

The term "ecumene" comes from the Greek word  
oikoumene, which is derived from oikos, meaning "house."  
My home is my ecumene, and my home is my world; it is  
where things take on meaning for me. Someone coming  
from the outside does not know the significance of the  
objects in my home, the pictures on the wall or the por-  
trait of my grandfather; that person cannot grasp the  
meaning of "my home"; I am in charge in my own home  
because I am in the center and I have always been there.  
"World" in the gospel is kosmos, and Jesus speaks of the  
"prince of this world"; this prince is completely at home.  
Every ecumene has its prince and it is about that "prince"  
that we want to speak.  
 
TOTALITY AS FLESH OR "MY WORLD"  
 
Ecumene is the same as "totality", a highly abstract  
technical term. "Totality" obviously comes from "total";  
we say: "the totality of meaning" of my day-to-day world,  
because everything in that world has meaning. What is in  
my world makes sense for me but it would not necessarily  
do so for another. My world is a totality of meaning;  
therefore whoever understands the meaning of all that  
takes place there has to be someone in the center of the  
world. One who is on the periphery of the world does not  
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know w hat it is all about. This means that the totality has a  
center, and that center is where everything acquires  
meaning; in the Bible, totality is called "the flesh." The  
"sin of the flesh" has nothing to do with the body and  
much less with the sexual or sensual. The "sin of the  
flesh" is evil itself, it is a world become totality; it occurs,  
for example, when an ecumene sees itself as the only  
ecumene in the world and denies the existence of all  
others; it occurs when I think only of myself and deny the  
existence of others; in its essence it is egoism. "Flesh,"  
then, in the Bible means "totality ." In the flesh and in the  
world everything is seen in the light of "this" world; I am  
the center of that light.  

In the age of Hispanic discovery the European world  
expanded and other human experiences (Mayan, Aztec,  
Incan, African, Arabian, Hindu, Chinese) were con-  
quered and destroyed.  

One example: the Aztecs sacrificed people to the god  
Huitchilopochtli at Tenochtitlán, because in the fifth age of  
the world a lesser god, the sun, sacrificed himself for  
others and now the sun needed the blood of humans to  
subsist. According to the Aztec theology of Tlacaelel the  
sun-god needed human blood and the Aztecs would have  
to get victims for the sun-god; for this reason they built  
an empire. A theologian causes the founding of an em-  
pire. What are we to make of this? Well, what more befits  
a person's dignity: to die sacrificed as a person on the  
altar of the sun-god or to die in the depths of a mine  
sacrificed to the gold-and-silver-god like a beast of bur-  
den? Many more Indians were sacrificed to the new  
modern European god than to the Aztec god, and it is far  
more indecent to die in the depths of a mine like an  
animal than to die as a divine victim on an altar, even  
though it be the altar of a false god.  

The first bishop of Potosi, of La Plata, quickly cen-  
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sured for theological reasons those who were sacrificing  
people to the god of gold. Often the Spaniards wanted  
only to get rich. Spaniards who in Spain were nobodies,  
menials whose masters were constantly ordering them  
about, come now to America as conquistadors and want  
to be the "masters" here-to get rich and go home to  
Spain, wealthy, in order to say, "I have become rich," a  
process which later will be called "making it in America."  
This "making it in America" was achieved with the blood  
of Indians. That bishop was seeing, as did Bartolomé de  
las Casas, the new plan of worldwide totalization:  
Europe's determination to have wealth coming in from  
overseas; this wealth would have to flow in toward the  
center. Thus arose the gold and silver adventurers, and  
Spain was the first to begin the quest for wealth and  
glory. Today in Seville there is a tower that is still called  
"the tower of gold," where the American gold and silver  
was deposited and little by little was distributed in Spain  
until it finally found its way to the rest of Europe in the  
process of buying manufactured goods, coming to rest in  
the Low Countries or in London banks. Or it would take  
the Mediterranean route to Venice and Genoa and from  
there to the Arab world, coming to rest in China. The  
Chinese sold silk and spices and bought gold in order to  
build their temples. It is much more fitting that gold end  
as a temple ornament than in a bank, and more so be-  
cause it was purchased through the skilled labor of the  
Chinese, whereas the gold and silver that came from  
America had been stolen at the cost of Indian blood.  
What is far worse, however, is that that light which  
illumines all that happens in the world is in turn consid-  
ered to be sacred, eternal; and Latin Christians go on  
from there to say that their culture-which is Chris-  
tendom-is also sacred, because "God is with us." The  
Christians who came to rob the Chibchas of their gold  
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were not simply Spaniards with a craving for wealth; they  
also stood before the Indians as Christians. We see here 
precisely the sacralization of an ecumene whose sole  
purpose at bottom is to "be in the money. "  

Between the feudal person whose purpose was to "be  
in honor" and the person of the church whose purpose  
was to "be in holiness" there arose in the ninth century a  
third person, who was neither feudal nor ecclesial and  
who lived as a pariah in the city and for this reason was  
called a burgher , bourgeois. In the city, working in various  
handcrafts and saving money, this person began to build  
a new culture. The bourgeois person came out on top in  
the French Revolution in 1789 and replaced the feudal  
person, the noble, and the monarchy. And thus the new  
bourgeois humanism triumphed; by the sixteenth cen-  
tury it was getting a big boost from Spain because that  
country was bringing incredible amounts of money from  
America to Europe, whereas before very little accumu-  
lated capital was available in Latin Christendom.  
Beyond that Latin ecumene, beyond the center, lay in  
distant darkness the other ecumenes-the Hindu world, 
the Chinese, the African. They were far off under the  
night sky, far from the light of Europe; they were bar-  
barous and blasphemous and had to be civilized: civiliza-  
tion here, barbarity there. All the peoples of the center  
think that they are "civilized" and that all the rest are  
"barbarians"; the former step forward to offer the gift of  
civilization and an education to the unlettered peoples.  
They see themselves as offering the greatest gift, but in  
reality they will simply oppress them by imposing their  
culture upon them and stripping them of their unique-  
ness. The Indians were "other" than the Spaniards; the  
Chinese and Hindus were "other" than the English. But  
their otherness would have to be denied them, rooted out  
of them, annihilated.  
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EUROPEAN EXPANSION  

 
The European expansion of the sixteenth century was  

not a harmless geopolitical fact but, rather, essentially an  
ethical fact for the Christian, because there was to be a  
profound injustice within that expansion. When gold  
and silver were extracted from America and sent to  
Europe in quantities five times as great as the gold and  
ten times as great as the silver that existed in Europe,  
inflation ran rampant. Within the century many people  
became poor because ten pieces of silver came to be  
worth only one. The Arabs, without losing a thing in that  
century, became poor because the quantity of gold and  
silver arriving in the Mediterranean basin was so great  
and its value fell so low. Their fall became evident at the  
battle of Lepanto, which marked the beginning of the  
disappearance of the Turks, not because they were less  
valiant but because inflation was wiping them out. To  
afford a warship or to pay an army, they had to payout  
double or more. But the Turks no longer had gold or  
silver, whereas the Spaniards and, little by little, the  
Genoese and Venetians were able to pay hard cash. They  
conquered the Mediterranean because they had first  
conquered the Atlantic, which now became the new  
center. The North Atlantic continues to be the center  
until now. In that North Atlantic are Russia, the United  
States, and Europe. J a pan and Canada ought to be added  
also. This is the center, and all the rest is periphery.  

Samir Amin, an African economist, who is not chris-  
tian but neither is he liberal or Marxist, has written a very  
interesting book called Accumulation on a World Level. The  
accumulation of capital is a big problem for Christians  
because it raises the question: How does anyone become  
rich? It would seem that persons would have to start with  
a certain amount of capital; if they don't have it, how can  
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they make it grow? And if I have even a small amount of  
capital-where does it come from? Amin, who, although  
he is African, considers himself to be on the side of the  
Latin American economists of the left, shows that world  
accumulation was produced in the center through  
economic rape of the colonies. Goods were stolen from  
the colonies and multiplied in the center; gold and silver  
were stolen from the Indians and exported to the center ,  
carried to Spain. This system of imports to the center was  
a part of international trade. Spain in its turn sold oils,  
wine, products that could be produced there. But the  
balance of trade was unequal; ten times the wealth was  
taken from America as was returned. This kind of injus-  
tice is sinful. The Spaniards in Peru, in Potosi, or in the  
north of Argentina who set out to mine gold and send it  
to Spain were thieves guilty of sin; the Spanish miners  
ought to have been confessing their grave sin; but no-  
body stopped to think of the morality of the process  
taking place before their eyes. The conquistadors or  
encomenderos may have felt legally entitled to the gold and  
may have cheerfully gone about their work, but they  
were despoilers nonetheless, thieves sending home  
goods to the center. This economic rape began when  
Columbus first arrived in the West Indies and saw that  
there was no gold there; he captured a few Indians and  
took them off as slaves. A bishop of Michoacán in Mexico  
said that "the gold and silver that goes to those empires  
goes purchased with the blood of Indians and wrapped  
in their hides." This bishop was clearly aware that the  
gold was stained. How could it not be stained with the  
blood of Indians? As if that were not enough, it later  
becomes stained with African blood. From London and  
Bordeaux shrewd slave traders sailed for Africa and  
deceived the poor Africans; they sold them in Cartagena  
or in the Caribbean for the gold and silver of the Indians,  
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whereupon they could buy merchandise; the holds of  
their ships filled to overflowing, they would return to  
Europe.  

The original accumulation, which was deposited in  
newly founded banks, allowed for the industrial revolu-  
tion. The first capitalistic investments were used to pro-  
duce luxury products-such as soap, perfume, fab-  
rics-which rapidly increase capital because they are sold  
at a high markup. An investment of ten gold pieces  
would double within months, and it was thus that capital  
grew.  

Pirates from England, Holland, and France came to  
Latin American cities to steal. England as well as Portugal  
and Holland were poor nations that had no colonies.  
They began their accumulation of capital by stealing.  
The origin of the accumulation of the center's capital has  
been not only robbery but murder as well. This is the  
original sin for the modern European age. Today in the  
stock market of New York, stocks and bonds from all  
over the world are bought and sold on an international  
scale; the capital involved was first amassed in Europe  
and England; later it passed over to the United States and  
Russia. That money is stained by the blood of Indians  
and wrapped in the hides of blacks and Asians. The  
Opium War that England waged against China to make  
the Chinese take to opium (the English were too right-  
eous to want to do so) and to bring prosperity to English  
business interests was just one more of many rotten  
deeds committed in the name of English Christianity.  

The conquest of America was nothing more than op-  
pression. The subjugation of person by person is the only  
sin a person can commit. It is the expansion of dominion  
and the establishment of hatred. It is like the Levite and  
the priest who encounter a wounded man along the way,  
in the parable of the Good Samaritan, and, instead of  
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helping him, turn away and quicken their pace. Instead  
of being ministered to, the other is beaten into submis-  
sion. Conquest is the annihilation of the other as other; it  
is the establishment of rule. To rule is to dominate the  
other. Thus the English, the Spanish, the Dutch would  
reshape a world dominated by their despotic and oppres-  
sive rule. Bartolomé de las Casas said that, where they did  
not actually kill the Indians, they subjected them to the  
"hardest, roughest, most horrible servitude." Domina-  
tion of the other is to reduce him or her to the status of  
servant; it is precisely the construction of a prison so that  
one person can rule over another .  

"He died under Pontius Pilate," says the Apostles'  
Creed. It is a very easy thing to read this in the creed and  
to say, "He died under Pontius Pilate." But who is Pilate  
today? If l do not know who killed Jesus and why he died,  
I am not a Christian. But it is up to me now not so much to  
explain how he died under Pontius Pilate but why Pon-  
tius Pilate is the Evil One from whom we must be liber-  
ated. "Deliver us from the Evil One" is my topic, the  
world order which from the sixteenth to the twentieth  
centuries evolved into Soviet-American peaceful co-  
existence-that is my topic. After certain ominous dif-  
ferences between Soviet Russia and the United States,  
they have now arrived at "peaceful coexistence"; there  
are no longer major problems between them. There are  
other world problems today. The Soviet-American peace  
indicates an alliance of the center. Europe will still fight  
for a while against the United States. The Europeans  
produce the Concorde, a fantastic plane; they sell the  
Volkswagen to the Americans, and Ford suffers. But all  
will be straightened out. Japan and Canada are also part  
of the center. But the battle between them never gets out  
of hand; they don't shoot to kill each other. But they do  
kill the peoples on the periphery; the wars have been  
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exported to other places to be fought by the "bar-  
barians. "  
Germany, Italy, and Japan were industrial nations that  
wanted in to the center, but because the center would not  
admit them, they started World War II. Although they  
lost the war, they won a place in the center thanks to the  
United States (remember "the German miracle," "the  
Japanese miracle” and the amazing development of  
Italy). Since the end of that war (1945) the center has  
closed in on itself, leaving no room for any other nation  
because, if the underdeveloped nations were allowed to  
come in, the high standard of living of those within the  
center would be lowered considerably. Indeed, there is  
today a world order, a peaceful coexistence, but domi-  
nated by the center over the periphery. And the worst  
thing about that order is that it has been divinized. For  
example, Hitler said, "Gott ist mit uns" (God is with us).  
Hitler took unto himself the role of God; and printed on  
the U.S. dollar bill is the sentence "In God we trust."  
Everything they do is in the name of God. There are  
those among us who still defend "western Christian  
civilization." They take it upon themselves to be God's  
defenders; this means, of course, that they see them-  
selves as defenders of Christ. They are like a sacrament  
because their decision-making becomes divinized, a ploy  
the conqueror uses so that the world order will not be  
disturbed. For this reason they have to proclaim that  
"God is with us" and whoever is against that order of  
domination is against God. The Romans operated in the  
very same way. The Roman empire and the emperor  
were divine. Pontius Pilate was therefore the spokesman  
for God in Palestine and also, but in a different way, so  
were the priests of the Sanhedrin; both were delegates of  
God. When Jesus said he was God, there was widespread  
alarm. The empire, or Pilate, cried Out, "If you are God,  
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does that mean I am not?" And the Sanhedrin was scan-  
dalized. If you are God and we who are his agents do not  
know you, this means you are lying. They murdered  
Jesus for having blasphemed, because they believed  
themselves to be God, or at least his agents. The order  
had been divinized. It is only at this concrete level that  
reflection about theology or about faith begins, in the  
sense that reflection about faith is theology. If I am not  
firmly planted in reality, my reflection remains "u p in the  
air"; it is worthless. I tremble when I hear sermons that  
treat sin in the abstract and allow sinners to feel they are  
innocent and to think of the innocent poor people as  
smners.  
 
THE PROPHETS AGAINST THE IDOL. THE ATHEISM OF JESUS  
 

The theological reflection that I am now proposing is  
absolutely traditional; it is to be found in the most ancient  
Judeo-Christian tradition, in the New Testament, and in  
the whole history of theology. What I have to say at this  
point will be negative and critical because I am going to  
talk about the Evil One. Later on we will see how the Evil  
One operates and why he kills the just; death is the fruit  
of sin.  

This critical method, in its negative phase, begins as do  
the prophets of Israel, who have a genuine methodology  
of preaching the liberating vision, revealed to them by  
God, of the meaning of what is happening.  

They always layout a boundary. This boundary is the  
world in its totality; it is the flesh; when it is divinized it  
sees itself as unparalleled and quickly becomes an idol. It  
believes itself to be God but it is only a god with a small  
"g." God is the absolute Other, since he is eschatological  
and therefore does not give himself entirely to us in  
history but only at the end of history. Thus the prophets,  
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in order to affirm God the Creator, had first to lash out  
against gods, created by people. For this reason the  
psalmist says, "Their idols are nothing more than silver  
and gold"-not without reason does the text say, "silver  
and gold"-"their idols are products of human skill, have  
eyes but never see, ears but never hear, noses but never  
smell, hands but never touch, feet but never walk."  
Those are the systems that people make and adore; they  
are their laws, statutes, economic and cultural organiza-  
tions. All this is the work of humankind but it is called " 
God." At any rate, it is said that "God is with us and he  
has blessed us." We have to be careful. It could happen  
that a bishop or a priest or a layperson identified with the  
church could give blessing, by simply his or her presence,  
to an order that is unjust. Woe to that person on the Day  
of Judgment: Dante stuffed a lot of people in hell in his  
Divine Comedy. Elijah, speaking to the worshipers of Baal,  
tells them: "Shout louder, since, if it is true that Baal is  
god, he must be busy or out taking a walk, or maybe he is  
napping and has to be awakened." Elijah scoffed at these  
gods. If we dare, we can scoff at these gods also, but we  
must be prepared to die like Jesus. If we accept these  
gods as gods, we can get along very nicely, but some day  
we are going to wake up to the fact that we have been  
adoring an idol and not God, not Jesus.  

This means then that in order to give witness to the  
Lord, we have to deny the idol, and to deny the idol that  
purports to be God is atheism with a small "a." The  
prophets were atheists in regard to false gods and so were  
the Christians. The Christians who refused to adore the  
emperor or the state or any other idol or false god were  
dragged to the arena as atheists and put to death as  
atheists. Only if I am an atheist in regard to that god can I  
testify to the God who is Creator; if I deny God the  
Creator, then I become divine. There are only two pos-  
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sibilities, not three. Atheism itself is not wrong; it is a  
matter of saying to what God I am being atheistic. Unjust  
and dehumanizing atheism is the Atheism of the "God-  
Other ," Atheism with a capital " A." The atheism of the  
idol is spelled with a small "a." W e can love God the  
Creator only if we are atheists in regard to the false god,  
the idol. Atheism then is not the problem.  
Let us consider a text that comes not from a theologian  
but from an economist-although a theologian could not  
phrase the matter in a better form: "Criticism of heaven  
thus becomes criticism of the earth; criticism of religion  
becomes criticism of law; criticism of theology becomes  
criticism of politics." Someone might say, "This man  
totally lacks any religious sense!" But if one can make a  
god out of the system, one can also make a religion out of  
the system. When the Romans adored the emperor, they  
were being faithful to their religion and adoring their  
gods. Thus, when I say that criticism of heaven is criti-  
cism of the earth, I am saying something enormously  
prophetic. If I do not look critically at the religion of the  
emperor, I will fail to see the injustices that are commit-  
ted in the empire, on earth. Criticism of religion is criti-  
cism of the earth and criticism of theology is political  
criticism, because in politics there is sin, which is the  
domination of person over person. There is a cultural  
theology that justifies this, seeing the dominator as a god.  
We Christians tend to get very upset when an intellec-  
tual says, "I am an atheist." But we should right away ask,  
"In regard to what God?" Jesus and the prophets were  
atheists in regard to false gods. "Give to Caesar what is  
Caesar's and to God what is God's." Jesus, then, was an  
atheist in regard to Caesar. Jesus began to criticize the  
religion of the Romans and of the temple to bring about a  
new alignment with the "God-other ," which was himself.  
I mean that there are two religions-that of the idol and  
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that of the God of Israel, the saving Creator. Therefore,  
the text of the economist just quoted quickly becomes a  
theological text and what he says is soundly orthodox:  
"The original accumulation comes to play, in political  
economy, the same role that original sin plays in theol-  
ogy." This means that to accumulate capital, a capitalist  
robs the Indians and the blacks. But it is worse than that.  
It is the center that, in robbing Indians and killing blacks,  
produces that accumulation. Somebody's death--0ri-  
ginal injustice-is the origin of accumulation. Five cen-  
turies ago it was precisely the desire for gold and  
silver-"Their idols are no more than gold or silver ," said  
the prophets-that led them into sin, the sin of human  
domination. And this author goes on to say that "in the  
period of manufacturing the prime concern of com-  
merce was industry. The colonial system therefore  
played the dominant role in those times. It was indeed a  
foreign god …"   

The author of these lines is Jewish. Obviously he is  
being prophetic without realizing it. He is also unaware  
that he is really Judeo-Christian in his outlook. Speaking  
of that money back in the period of manufacturing, he  
says: "It was a foreign god which came to be enthroned  
on the altar, together with the ancient gods of Europe, a  
god which one fine day would have them all bowing and  
.scraping." This is to say that that money that came from  
the colonies was going to be much more powerful than all  
the other little gods of the pantheon.  
It comes to this: It is perfectly right to be an atheist as far as  
idols are concerned. But one who is not sufficiently  
alert can fall into an error that Marx, almost inevitably,  
fell into-the error of denying the idol without affirming  
the "God-Other ." The danger, then, is of attempting to  
construct a perfect system, without contradictions. If I  
divinize such a system, I am allowing for bureaucratic  
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domination that is above all criticism. This is what hap-  
pened in Russia.  

Marx is not heterodox because he is an atheist (in  
regard to the idol, to money) .He is heterodox because he  
is not enough of an atheist, because in his failure to  
affirm the "God-other" he is left with a system that has no  
outside support and no radical critique. Christianity is  
atheistic in regard to every idol-this it shares with Marx;  
but it is more critical than Marx because, in affirming the  
"God-other ," it is critical of every possible system and will  
be until the eschatological times, until the end.  

Although people believe Marx to be intelligent-and  
he was-they do not know that Jesus is even more intel-  
ligent, that he goes far beyond Marx because his method  
is more critical. 
  
SIN AS A TOTALIZATION OF THE SYSTEM  
 

Sin, all sin, is by nature a totalization. When we sin, we  
think we are all that there is and are therefore divine. We  
deny the Other and believe that our own totalized order  
is the kingdom of heaven. Those who would say, "I am in  
the kingdom" are really in sin. Those who know and  
believe that the kingdom is not only here but also yet to  
come has the kind of readiness and openness that will  
enable them to receive Jesus in the Parousia. Those who  
think they already have it "in their pocket" and consider  
it their own will be told by the returning Lord, "I do not  
know you." Nobody has Jesus in their pocket; no one is  
yet in the eternal All. We have one foot in and the other  
out, in such a way that there is a now but also a not-yet.  
And the not-yet is basic, because the true kingdom comes  
later. This means then that sin, paradoxically, is to to-  
talize, and to totalize is to create an idol. And this is evil,  
the only kind of evil.  
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That original evil is exactly what is described in the 
 four symbolic accounts in the first eleven chapters of  
Genesis. A symbolic account is a myth in the sense that a  
myth is an account of reality that is expressed rationally  
in symbolic form, valid for all people and for all epochs.  
These myths, in a way, are a message that God has for 
humanity-not only for primitives but also for persons  
who land on the moon and who work with computers.  

The first and most concrete myth is that of Cain and  
Abel; the second and most abstract is that of Adam. The  
next two are less important-those of Noah and of Babel.  
Each one treats a different aspect of evil.  

Beginning with the first myth, we learn that Cain was  
in his world, and Abel in his. And Cain killed Abel.  
Cain was an urbane city-dweller, whereas Abel was a  
shepherd. The shepherd's way with things is to wander  
about like an outsider, whereas the city-dweller takes  
over as if an owner of the whole earth.  

Thus there was outright rivalry between prophetism,  
which is nomadic like Abraham, and the Canaanites, who  
were influential in getting the Jews to live in cities and to  
worship the baals, the idols. It is a problem of poverty  
and wealth. The sedentary person-the possessor-is  
the person of the city, Cain; on the other hand, the poor  
shepherd who walks the earth a free person is Abel. The  
latter is the attitude we must always have; it is what the  
prophets have. The person who is free can adore God.  

Cain killed Abel; he killed a brother, the Other. Upon  
killing the Other he committed fratricide. Every frat-  
ricide since the Incarnation has amounted to theocide.  
Theocide is a prevalent notion at the moment in Euro-  
pean thought; the "death of God" is often spoken of. It  
was Nietzsche who said, "God is dead." Like the genius  
that he was, he pointed out that "Our hands are stained  
with the blood of God." In effect, to kill the brother is to  
kill the epiphany of God; it is not as if God died but that  
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he disappeared, because Abel-"Holy Abel" as Jesus  
called him-is the poor person in the Beatitude sense o 
f the word "poor ." Abel is the epiphany of the absolute  
Other, of God.  

In biblical thought are two basic categories; the first is  
totality, or flesh, and the second--essential for under-  
standing the whole Bible-is the Other, who is not only  
God but also the other brother by our side. Jesus once  
asked, "Who is in the neighborhood?" In the New Tes-  
tament this is ordinarily translated, "Who is my neigh-  
bor?" Jesus answers with a parable. Do not believe that  
Jesus was a simple or ignorant man, a moralist for the  
crowd. Jesus was a Hebrew theologian who had a  
method, the method of the prophets, and he used this  
theological method with perfect preciseness.  
The theology born later in the West was not in accord-  
ance with the Hebrew method. When Jesus was asked  
who was the perfect person and who the poor person, he  
taught them the parable of the Good Samaritan. There  
was a man lying wounded along the side of the road, the  
Other, the poor man; he had been assaulted. There  
passed by the Other a Levite, who, because he was so  
totalized, so wrapped up in his affairs, saw nothing. He  
was totalized, his flesh was blocked off, he was in sin.  
Later a priest came by, so absorbed in his worries that he  
did not see the poor man either. Lastly a Samaritan – 
utterly despised by the Jews-came along. The  
Samaritan was also flesh, totality, but although he rode a  
mule and carried possessions and money with him, he  
was open, he was able to establish the original experience  
of Judeo-Christianity, the face-to-face. Therefore he ac-  
cepted the fact that the wounded man was the Other, that  
he was worthy of being ministered to. The Samaritan's  
service is the fulfillment of Christian existence, as it was  
in the beginning and will be until the kingdom of heaven  
comes. In the kingdom there will be no theoretical  
 
 



20  
 
vision but a face-to-face, which is something much more  
profound. We are confronted here with one of the great  
distortions of Christian thought-the distortion  
of no longer knowing the meaning of the face-to-  
face experience, the kind of experience one has with a  
loved person. This is the highest form of wealth, beauty,  
joy, happiness-to be face-to-face with her, with him.  
"Moses was face-to-face before God." In Hebrew, when a  
word is used twice, the meaning is intensified, much as  
we might say, "Years and years ago."  

Face-to-face indicates proximity; "Moses was mouth-  
to-mouth with God. " And in the Song of Songs, the loved  
one cries out, "Let him kiss me with the kisses of his  
mouth." Face-to-face, mouth-to-mouth is the fundamen-  
tal experience through which I respect the Other as  
other, I love the Other as other; it is agape. Charity is not  
merely friendship among brothers, because then it  
would be a totalized we, a house tightly closed. It would  
not be charity, love for the Other as other, for John says,  
"He first loved us." The one who loves first does not yet  
have friendship, because to love the Other as other  
comes before the love is returned. Friendship is mutual  
well-wishing, allowing us to be self-centered. To love the  
Other without receiving the Other's love is not mutual  
well-wishing but pure well-wishing toward the Other. It  
does not matter whether the Other reciprocates-I love  
that person for himself; only this makes it possible for  
that person to love me some day. This is how friendship  
really comes about. Charity is not merely comradeship, it  
is love freely given. How can parents come to love a child?  
Before the child was begotten, it did not exist. The par-  
ents love the child before they have it and that is why they  
have it. Procreation is similar to creation. God creates us  
while we are still unable to love him. He stands before us  
face-to-face, in the sense of love for the Other as other  
and not just as one of us. To see others as just one of us  
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may be a kind of group selfishness; it is not love. Love for  
the Other as other is charity, agape,. it is a revealed con-  
cept found only in Judeo-Christianity, the most rev-  
olutionary approach to love in all history.  
Cain was face-to-face with Abel and killed him. His  
action was just the opposite of the Samaritan's. The  
Samaritan was of service to the wounded man, and "ser-  
vice" is a technical word in Hebrew. Upon killing Abel,  
Cain was left alone. After killing the Other, who was  
there to reveal the Word of God to him? The Word of  
God in our lives comes to us only from the Other. If you  
tell me that the Word is in the Bible or in the liturgy , I  
shall believe it, but all I want to say here is that we are  
touched by the Word only when a poor person summons  
us. (The church also summons us as the Other .) I can  
read lovely Bible texts from the depths of my sinful  
totalization, and thus can, with my false approach, be-  
come more and more divinized. But someone suddenly  
charging into my world and telling me, "1 have rights that  
are not yours" upsets me, disconcerts me, challenges me,  
demands that I go "beyond" myself. That which makes  
me go beyond is service. "The Servant of Yahweh," Jesus,  
practiced that kind of service. So, if I kill Abel, I am  
alone, I am unparalleled, and thus I am a god. It is a  
fratricide coupled with pantheism, because I divinize  
myself as the Unparalleled One. And at the same time it  
is an apparent theocide of God the Creator. This is the sin  
of Adam. The rational structure of the Cain-and-Abel  
myth is rather simple, but that of Adam is a bit more  
complex.  
 
THE SIN OF ADAM  
 

While dwelling in the innocence of paradise, Adam ate  
the fruit of the "tree of life." This wanting to eat "life" is  
wanting to be God. ("Life" is the life of the All, divine life,  
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the life of the gods; it is as though one would have the  
Promethean fire of the gods that the gods did not want  
humans to have.) Wanting to eat of the tree of life is not  
so much a sin of pride as it is of idolatry and pantheism.  
" Adam," meaning humanity as such-we are all " Adam"  
when we wish to eat of the tree of life-wishes to be God,  
but in order to be God he has to be the Unparalleled One.  
This means he must kill the other through some kind of  
injustice. This is why the prophets say, "There is no God  
because there is no justice." I can deny God only when I  
have killed the brother and, in order that my religious  
conscience not reproach me for his death, I have to  
affirm myself as God. Once everything is divine, injustice  
also appears to be perfectly natural.  

In Latin America many people say the poor are poor  
because they are lazy and will not work. This judgment is  
an original sin. They will not accept that the poor are lazy  
not because they want to be but because they are the  
victims of a system whose benefits go to those making this  
judgment. This bourgeois argument that you hear con-  
stantly hides the fact of human and historical injustice  
and, in doing so, sets up injustice as though it were of  
divine origin, a natural fact over which we have no con-  
trol. In this way Pilate washes his hands. The prince of  
this world becomes the natural law. A great contempo-  
rary Jewish thinker and philosopher has said: "War  
comes to be very reasonable."  

Heraclitus, who was not given to being vague, said,  
"War is the start of everything." If war, then, is the start  
of everything, this means that injustice is natural. This is  
exactly what the story of Adam denies. Adam sins and  
the Bible makes the point that it was his free decision, 
 that evil is not divine but human. In declaring God to be  
innocent, the Bible blames humankind for all sin. The  
cause is human freedom and the prince of this world,  
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that is, the Devil. I had a Scripture professor who con-  
fessed that he "could not prove the existence of the Devil  
but he believed in him." But the essential point is that  
humankind is also the prince of this world. It would be  
untrue to think that there is only a demonic person to 
 blame, a fallen angel out there on whose shoulders we  
can place all our sins and be free of them.  
Nor can we put the blame entirely on him for our  
temptations. People also can be "the prince of this  
world." An individual goes to a broker's office and says,  
"I want my investment to net me 5 percent instead of 3  
percent annually." The broker replies, "Put your invest-  
ment in an armaments company stock. They have a  
higher yield." The following year the broker can very  
proudly say, "There you are! A 5 percent profit on your  
investment." "Nice going," says the investor. But the  
investment helped pay for arms that killed people. That  
doesn't make any difference to the "princes of this  
world," who matter-of-factly kill people for economic  
benefits. They are Cains who kill Abel, Adams who eat of  
the tree of life and become gods, unparalleled, no Other  
before them.  

God told Noah that, because people had done evil, he  
was going to destroy them. Noah floated safely on the ark  
of faith while all other people were destroyed. This tells  
us that the idol will reign for a time but that it will be  
destroyed. The destruction of the Beast in the book of  
Revelation will be like that of Sodom and Gomorrah. All  
the systems of sin in history will end u p dead, and the dead 
will be buried with the dead. Those who play by the  
system will lose their lives in the system. "But you, follow  
me," to be of service to Abel instead of killing him. Sin  
owed a confusion of tongues at Babel, whereas the one  
who searches out the poor will be understood perfectly  
and will "converge." One thinks of the Latin American  
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brand of ec11menism between Protestants and Catholics  
who fight for the poor; they "converge" in their libera-  
tion efforts. It is a kind of ecumenism very different from  
that of the Old World.  
This, then, is what I mean by the Evil One. The Evil  
One is the totalization of a system that negates the poor.  
The Indians, Africans, and Asians were negated; the  
poor, the farmers, the laboring class go on being negated  
within these systems. Another name for the Evil One is  
Pontius Pilate. Let us not forget that he was a delegate of  
the empire. The very idea of alienation is implicit in the  
notion of empire. The concept and the word "alienation"  
are very Christian when used in reference to Christ-He " 
emptied himself' (Phil. 2:7). To alienate the other  
means that Indians with their world, their possessions,  
their culture are transformed into tools in the hands of  
the Spaniards; the blacks, who had their world, were  
alienated from it and sold into slavery. Alienation is to kill  
the other; it is to kill Abel. You make the other depen-  
dent, at someone else's beck and call. You make the other  
a thing. The Indian is of value to the European, the  
person in the center, only as a trained thing. This world  
order becomes fixed and even claims to be eternal,  
natural and, furthermore, divine. This fixing of the pre-  
vailing order is Evil. The conquest was bad enough but  
worse still is the claim to be eternal of the established  
order. This brings us to the question of inheritance.  
We know, of course, that the system of Spanish land  
grants came under heavy fire. Therefore King Charles  
of Spain, in the New Laws of 1542, proposed that the  
land grants not be hereditary. In this way the Indians  
could recover their freedom within a generation. But the  
proposal met with stiff resistance in Mexico, Central  
America, Peru, and all over. The New Laws faded from  
 
 
  



25  
 
existence. Land grants went on being hereditary in the  
colonial oligarchy. This means that if the conquest and  
the murder of the other are unjust, even more unjust is  
the eternalization of the system, of the institutions that  
perpetuate the original sin. So we can say it is just as bad  
to inherit what is stolen as it is to steal. 
 
INSTITUTIONAL INHERITANCE OF THE SIN OF THEFT  
 

There are three origins of property: ( 1) I work to get  
my property; (2) I steal, like the English pirates and the  
modern Europeans, and in this way I get property; (3) I  
inherit. There is nothing to justify the last two. Only the  
first is valid. I rightfully have what I work for and it is  
always relatively little. If I have a lot, it is because I robbed  
someone, perhaps without even being aware of it. Later  
on, my children will inherit my property, and, along with  
it, my original sin.  

How is original sin inherited? Along some hidden  
channel? No. The mother says to her son: "Don't play  
with that kid down the street. He's dirty and you might  
get some disease." Later on, a schoolmate wants to bor-  
row that child's eraser and the son says: "Don't let him  
have it. You'll never get it back." The son becomes to-  
talized without realizing it, a simple matter of inheriting  
original sin. When we reach the age of freedom-i.e.,  
thirteen, fourteen years of age-whe we are really  
born, we become aware that we have played the role of  
Cain many times, killing many Abels unknowingly be-  
cause that is the way we were brought up. Original sin is  
transmitted through the ontological constitution of our  
being in the course of our education. On the day the child  
is taken from the uterus, it is not in the kingdom but  
neither is it condemned. The child has the potentiality of  
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being a person, but by adolescence is already in the  
kingdom of sin because cultural formation has taken  
place within the institutions of injustice.  
There are echoes here, of course, of Rousseau. Rous-  
seau taught the opposite of Calvin and spoke in a very  
Catholic way when he said: "Man is born neither good  
nor bad but institutions make him bad." He came close to  
talking about what the Bible calls "the sin of the world."  
The sin of the world is the sin of the flesh, and the sin of  
the flesh is likewise transmitted through cultural condi-  
tioning. The fifteen-year-old child of an aristocrat, of an  
oligarch who despises the poor and seeks only to aug-  
ment the family wealth, is living in sin and has a share in  
all the deaths of Abel. Cain is both the agent of the Evil  
One and the Evil One himself.  

"Our Father. ..deliver us from the evil one," "lead us  
not into temptation." That is the question-for us to be  
delivered from being one with the prince of this world,  
from entering knowingly and willingly into the struc-  
tures of human domination. Deliver us!  
When a poor exploited worker comes home and beats  
his wife, he is also a sinner inasmuch as he is a subjugator  
of his wife. In spite of the fact that his reaction is fair  
toward those over him in the factory, he is a sinner  
toward those who are not at fault-his wife, his child,  
those he beats up when he is drunk.  

It is difficult not to be unjust on some level. But when  
we are unjust it is precisely because we are caught up in  
the system determined in history by the princes of this  
world.  

This is the first thesis that I want to propound: the  
original sin of the prevailing world system has first of all  
been colonial domination. This is the first sin; all the  
others in the system spring from it. The greater sins are  
those that we don't even notice.  
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And this is the way the devil is present in real history.  
No one believes in the devil anymore. It is necessary for  
the devil that no one believe in him. But maybe what  
happens is that we locate him wrongly. We locate him  
within the individual conscience where, for example, he  
might tempt me sexually. This may be important, but not  
very; the great temptations into which one falls daily are  
the political and cultural structures of sin. Sin has be-  
come a very private affair. B ut the great historic and  
communitarian sins of humankind pass unnoticed by all.  
This is how the prince of this world rules.  
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THEOLOGAL ANTHROPOLOGY  II:  
ETHICS AS LIBERATION CRITICISM  
 
                                    ...and He died under Pontius Pilate.  

                                                Apostles. Creed  
 

The Apostles' Creed, the oldest creed in the church,  
tells us that Jesus died under Pontius Pilate. Just before  
we come to this phrase in the creed, we read: "We believe  
...in one Lord, Jesus Christ; ...by the power of the  
Holy Spirit he was born of the Virgin Mary; ...he was  
crucified under Pontius Pilate [and] died."  

I would like to show through this text how Jesus breaks  
through into the flesh, into the structures of sin, and  
blows them apart, being ground up nevertheless by the  
prince of this world.  

I also would like to go into the thinking of Franz  
Rosenzweig, who was a German- Jewish theologian at the  
beginning of the century. I have studied the Jewish  
theologians in considerable depth because they give a  
good account of the way things were before the Incarna-  
tion; they have a keen insight into pre-Christian happen-  
ings that helps one understand the complementariness 
of the Old Testament to Christianity. Rosenzweig was an  
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extraordinary Jew who was very sick for many years and  
who, in spite of his constant pain, was able to write a  
unique book entitled The Star of Redemption (New York:  
Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1971). In that book he laid  
down the fundamental categories that Emmanuel  
Levinas employs. Rosenzweig, commenting on the his-  
tory of Moses and the exodus, says some beautiful things.  
I am indebted to his viewpoint in what follows.  
 
DEAD FLESH: THE TOTALIZED SYSTEM  
 

The flesh when closed up is dead and its death is sin.  
When the flesh closes up, it becomes totalized and says: “ I  
am all there is because I have already killed Abel." To-  
talized flesh-this is the meaning of sin as death. This  
does not mean, of course, that sinners drop dead. They  
are alive with biological life, but they are dead as far as  
human life is concerned because they are subjugated,  
totalized. Jesus said to Nicodemus, "You must be born  
again." How? By detotalizing the self, getting out of the  
flesh, opening up the self. Baptism is the condition of  
possibility for this detotalization of the system. It is grace.  
Thus to "let the dead bury the dead" is to let them lose  
their lives in their concern for the stystem. The bourgeois  
person of our world today works in order to have more  
and more money. Such a person is a lackey of the devil,  
who goes about burying the dead. But Jesus says to us,  
"You, follow me."  

Just as dead as totalized flesh is divinized totality be-  
cause it believes itself to be God; it is the idol. It is that  
Totality that Otherness breaks into.  

In the beginning we stated: "We believe in Jesus Christ  
who was born of the Holy Spirit." The Other is the Holy  
One. Poor people are holy ones inasmuch as they are  
outside the system; such persons are innocent of all the  
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sins of the system because they have not committed them  
but have been their victim. God is the Other, the Holy of  
holies, the Saint of saints.  
From "outside" the totalization of sin and of the flesh,  
from the Spirit, the Word breaks into the world. But how  
can the Word seep into the flesh if the flesh remains  
closed up? If the flesh is totalized in sin because I am  
constantly watching to see how my stock-market invest-  
ments are doing, the Word cannot enter. Only if I do not  
see myself as being all there is, only if I have a deep and  
constant respect for Abel can I then be open to Abel. In  
this case I am the Samaritan who takes the poor person  
off to be healed. This openness to the Other, which is  
always and in concrete instances openness to the poor  
and through them to God, is the giving of food to who-  
ever asks me for food. There are not three possibilities  
but only two: Yes or no. "If you did not give food, to this  
poor person, you did not give me food. ..and therefore  
I do not know you"-this could be said to us at the  
Judgment. Those who open themselves to the Other say,  
like Mary, "Be it done unto me." This is perfect flesh, the  
perfect creature.  

Quite suddenly we have tied in a mariological reflec-  
tion with the entire European colonization of America – 
Mary is the flesh which opens up: "Be it done unto me  
according to your Word." She is the liberation Virgin, she  
is the Virgin of Guadalupe carried by the Indians at the  
vanguard of the army of Padre Hidalgo who fought, in  
1809, against the Mexican oligarchy and Spanish power  
with the battlecry, "The land for those who work!" This is  
the Virgin who said: "He has pulled down princes from  
their thrones and exalted the lowly." It can be said that  
she was in favor of subverting law and order! But was not  
her Son put to death for being a subversive? With- 
out realizing that Jesus was put to death as a subver-  
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sive by the empire and the traitorous oligarchy of his  
country, we cannot understand what happened in what  
we call Holy Week.  

"Be it done unto me, according to your Word." This  
means that the flesh becomes open and for that reason  
the Incarnation takes place. "In-carnation" (the process  
of taking on flesh) is something within the flesh.  

All that I have said is strictly technical; I am not using  
symbolic approximations but a method. It is a matter of  
categories, it is the theology of Jesus. In the Incarnation  
the Eternal Word was in-humanized in the humanity that  
is totality as flesh. In order for Jesus to become incarnate,  
to become in-totalized, to enter into this human world,  
someone had to open the self. Here is where the young  
girl of Nazareth enters; by the power of the Holy Spirit  
(strictly and essentially this means that Christ is from  
absolute Otherness) she conceives Christ in her womb.  
The Otherness of the Word is absolute and cannot be  
Incarnated through human mediation. From absolute  
Otherness the Word breaks into the totality of the flesh,  
and therefore the Incarnation is also the summons of the  
poor as otherness in the world as a system.  
 
INCARNATION AS THE "DEATH OF DEATH"  
 
The Other as "exteriority" is definitively God.  
Whenever we respect the Other as other, we live our lives  
as we should. Evil enters our lives when we do not respect  
the Other but use the Other as a thing. When I kill Abel I  
sin; I see him as a thing. If I respect Abel as other, I am 
 the Samaritan who helps, serves, heals, and puts him  
back on the road to life. The Virgin Mary was so accus-  
tomed to respecting the Other as other that when the  
Absolute Other called upon her, she said, "Be it done  
unto me." She did not see herself as God; she was an  
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atheist in regard to herself. She never wished to eat of the  
tree of life because she never wanted to be God. She knew  
that God was the Other and thus it was easy for her to  
open herself Jesus is the mysterious bringing together of the 
divine Otherness and the human Totality. This mystery  
of a bringing together is the first thing the Bible talks  
about when it reveals to us that "In the beginning God  
created the heavens and the earth." This is to say that the  
Other created the totality, the flesh. For this reason John  
begins his Gospel in the same way but at another level.  
Because John was Jewish, he intended to begin his Gos-  
pel with praise to the Word of God and thus he was  
inspired to turn to the prophets. In the beginning it was  
the creative Word, but now it is the re-creative Word: " In  
the beginning was the Word (logos). ...The Word was  
made flesh."  

Not only did God create everything but he re-created  
it. This re-creation is Jesus. Jesus, the countenance of  
God, is a person of God. He is the divine person who  
manifests himself in history; being of flesh, of the world,  
he reconciles everything. He is the countenance that is  
born of the Virgin by the power of the Holy Spirit. He is  
the Word of God who can now speak for the poor of the  
world from flesh and to flesh (the system). The Word on  
becoming flesh, that is, on gaining entry into the system,  
upset the totalized totality. He, as a divine Person, essen-  
tially Other, Other beyond any system, will always re-  
main within the system and also, like a breach, outside it.  
The kingdom will now be a "within" with no "outside,"  
since in the outside there is a future and the kingdom is  
the ultimate (in Greek: eschatos, whence comes the word  
"eschatology"). The kingdom rises up like a historic inva-  
sion of the eschatological-which means that Christ  
permeates the whole system to thrust everything for-  
ward. Christ unhinges the hinge of the system where  
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everyone treads the usual path of sin. The Word is in-  
fleshed in order to blow apart the hinge. He unhinges  
everything in order to set up new hinges. From old  
hinges to new hinges (which are new totalizations of sin)  
to new liberations, there are new systems and new sins  
needing continual liberation until the end of time. It is  
the death of death.  
 
THE PASCHAL INCARNATION OF LIBERATION  
 

The Incarnation is the invasion of the Otherness of  
God who is always Other, an eschatological invasion be-  
cause it is the ultimate thrust that puts into liberating 
 motion all systematization. But Jesus invades totality in a  
determined place, not just anywhere. We are told: "Hav-  
ing the divine condition, he emptied himself, taking the  
form of a slave." The better word, of course, is servant,  
but not in the sense we think of when the Hebrew refers  
to the "servant" of Yahweh. The "servant" here is the one  
who carries out the provident plan of God; it is service in  
regard to the poor; it is work in regard to the needy  
and to God. In fact we can say that work for God is  
nothing more than work for the poor. "Service" is the  
same thing. The priests of the temple performed the  
"services," the divine rites. They would take an animal  
and sacrifice it solely to God. As for the poor, they would  
bake a chicken in the oven and give it to whoever was  
hungry. If I dismember an animal and burn it in the  
name of God, I perform a divine sacrifice. Work in  
service of the poor is worship of the poor and a prime  
condition for the acceptance of worship of God. I must  
first serve the poor and in them God. The second step is  
unacceptable without the first. "I desire mercy and not  
sacrifices." This means that if I exploit the Indian, I  
cannot very well take part in the Mass later on. If I sell  
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African slaves, the same is true because the poor are the  
epiphany of the living God.  

Jesus took the "form of a servant," a poor person. The  
rich are the rulers and the poor are always the ruled.  
Again, let there be no doubt that Jesus took the form of  
the poor person. We ought now to explicate a question  
that is heavily debated among us.  

The "poor" in one sense are the oppressed. But there  
are three meanings to the word "poor ." "Poor" is the  
servant as dominated, ruled./Jesus was not an "intellec-  
tual" who had studied in a school of theology or in the  
temple of Jerusalem as did Paul. The poor Jesus was a  
man of the land, of the people. How is it that he knows so  
many things if he has had no teachers? object those who  
despise him. But Jesus, not only through infused knowl-  
edge but also through the education that he received  
in the synagogue at Nazareth, learned the theological  
categories of his people and brought them to their cul-  
mination, because his intellect was not encumbered with  
the limitations of sin. He thought more clearly than any-  
one. Therefore when he was a child of twelve and the  
priests asked him about the traditions of his people to see  
if he was ready to take his place as an adult in the com-  
munity, he surprised them because he put things in a way  
that disconcerted them. It was as if a boy today in cate-  
chism class would say that the unjust sale of raw materials  
was a sin. Jesus saw the deep and mysterious relation-  
ships of sin and the historical liberation of his people in  
relation to the history of all other peoples. They were  
amazed because, having taken the radical stance of a  
poor man among his people, he had understood the  
mystery. He not only took on the "condition of a servant" 
but accepted that condition unreservedly-accepting  
death itself (Phil. 2:5).  

Why did Jesus die on the cross? Was it because the  
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heavenly Father was a sadist? This is a gross error. Jesus  
did not come to pay a debt, nor by any means did he come  
to compensate for the sufferings that the Father would  
have experienced. On the other hand, the Father ac-  
cepted that he would live the logic of sin, and, living this  
logic within himself, he would bring about the definitive  
destruction of the system of sin, that is, he would conquer  
with his death the death of sin and thus arrive at Resur-  
rection.  

The "passage from death to life" also means the pas-  
sage from one system to another more just, the greatest  
of all-the kingdom of heaven. It is the passage from  
oppression to liberation: "I have seen my people en-  
slaved in Egypt," and God tells Moses, "Free them."  

This passage from death to life is a movement of con-  
quest. The word "passage" means pasch. Before the final  
pasch comes there is to be a historical passage-the pas-  
sage from Egypt (which is also called the "departure  
from Egypt," and departure is exodus: ex [from], hodos  
[road]), like a departure from prison. In prison I am a  
slave; upon my departure I am free. "Exodus" is another  
way of saying liberation. In Isaiah 61 we read: "The spirit  
[the Spirit of Otherness] ...has been given to me; he has  
sent me to bring good news to the poor, ...to proclaim a  
year of favor from Yahweh, ...to proclaim liberty to  
captives."  

The word "liberation," so upsetting to many people, is  
perfectly biblical and Christian: "Father, deliver, liberate  
them from the Evil One. ..."  

The pasch is the passage that is celebrated as a feast of  
joy-the Eucharist. The Eucharist is the feast of the  
liberation from Egypt; it is the feast of the Paschal Lamb  
before the deliverance, it is what people feel when they  
see they have been freed from slavery; it is redemption; it  
is salvation. Jesus redeems; it is like getting out of prison.  
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Redeemers are those who hand themselves over so that  
the prisoners can go free. Redemption is exactly the work  
of the servant: it is a service by which the Samaritan helps  
the poor man to become a new person: He takes him out  
of slavery, he frees him.  
 
THE THREE MEANINGS OF "POOR"  
 

There are three meanings to the word "poor." In the  
first place, poor means oppressed-Jesus took the posi-  
tion of the oppressed.  

In the second place, the poor are the prophets who  
bear the lot of the poor, "the servants of Yahweh." The  
prophets are poor because when they speak to totality in  
the name of the poor they stand alone. Because the  
prophets advocate an order that will be more just for the  
poor, they are killed. Witnesses to a future order are  
saying that the present order is dying, because if there is  
to be a new order, the old must disappear. The Devil,  
who is "the prince of this world," cannot tolerate the  
death of death ( that is, the death of the fossilized totality) .  
Before the system dies, the system kills the witness.  
Therefore the martyrs die; and therefore John writes the  
book of Revelation to show that the martyrs of the  
Roman empire are the builders of the heavenly  
Jerusalem, and that their blood is the building material.  
The martyrs' blood is the same as the blood of Jesus.  
Those who give witness to the future affirm the death  
of the present order and become a sign of contradiction  
for the system. The sign is at one and the same time  
historical and eschatological. Historically, to pass from  
one order to another, it has been necessary for the sub-  
jugators to cease subjugating; without their wealth, they  
could even stop sinning. But before being dispossessed  
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the subjugators would rather give up their lives, so iden-  
tified are they with the Devil, who will do anything to  
avoid ceding power. The salvation of the subjugators, of  
the sinners, is brought about by the liberation of the  
poor, because once the former lose the instruments of  
subjugation, they are no longer capable of sin. "The rich"  
who lost their wealth during political upheavals and were 
 reduced to being office workers, poor laborers, very  
likely were saved by what was done to them. So let us not  
be scandalized by those who take away private property;  
they may well represent the hand of God reaching out to  
save the subjugators.  

The third meaning of poor is those who are outside the  
system, oppressed and outside the system. A poor man on  
a cold day walks by the window of a rich man and sees  
him and his wife and children sitting down in comfort to  
a nice steak dinner. The other is outside in the cold and  
saying, "God, how lucky they are!" He is viewing the  
system from outside; they are within and they view from  
within. Like gods they are living in a well-established  
order. The well-established and closed-off system is sin.  
That is, the poor man views from outside the order that is  
not his; he yearns for an order that he would be part of, a  
future order like the kingdom of heaven. Even those  
poor who are ignorant of Jesus want this. Whereas those  
who are well installed within the order want it to remain  
that way forever: "The kingdom is on earth." This is 
humanity's sin.  

The Hebrew word for "work" and "worship" is the  
same. The work of liberation is the same as the service of  
the Servant; it is the same as the worship of God. The  
worship of God is a liberating praxis of the poor, but it is a  
praxis that does not arise from pure necessity, and it is  
not a praxis of domination.  
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TOWARD A CHRISTIAN ETHIC OF LIBERATION  
 

The subjugators employ a praxis; it is an act by which  
they subjugate. The subjugators pay people just enough  
so they will not leave the factory. But let them unionize  
and declare a strike and they are fired. Today we rarely  
see management providing labor schools for their work-  
ers so that they will understand what their rights are.  
Even where this is done, it reeks of paternalism and is  
another form of subjugation.  

There is, furthermore, a praxis of necessity: I do some-  
thing because I need to do it. I go to the bakery to buy  
bread because I need to eat bread. But just as service"  is not  
a praxis of subjugation, neither is it of necessity. Rather ,  
it is a praxis of gratuity; it occurs when I do something for  
the Other as other, not because I need to, since I already  
have food. It is the other who needs food. When I do  
something for the Other as other, that is the praxis of  
liberation. It has to do with liberating the Other as other  
because to eat bread is an equivocal act. The purpose of  
eating bread is to subsist; it is an act of possession. And  
thus I can eat bread so that later on I can go to the stock  
market and trade; or I can eat bread just to subsist, which  
is not good either, or I can eat in order to have enough  
energy to serve the Other, to give my life for the Other ,  
and this is the only good human act. So the real question  
is not the eating of bread but the why of it. The only really  
good act is the act directed to the Other as other, and  
every other act is either indifferent or evil.  

There were times when Christian ethics tried to tell us  
that the foundation of morality was the end-beatitude,  
ha ppiness. The end is also the purpose of the established  
order. But if I fulfill the end of an established order of  
subjugation, I commit sin. The end of an established  
order is not, simply because it is established, the foun-  
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dation of a good act. I can live up to the constitution of a  
nation and end up in hell because the national constitu-  
tion can be totally evil. It does me no good to cry out, "I  
have complied with the law," because laws can be unjust.  
Outlaws can really be good. This is what happened to  
Jesus and that is why he said, "The law was made for man  
and not man for the law." When people put themselves  
outside the law, they are out in the cold. Again, this  
happened to Jesus. When he proposed a new order, the  
old order became an unjust imposition.  

At times, to be good we must flout the law, so that we  
may fulfill the law of loving the Other as other, a love that  
goes beyond all law. How risky it is to be a Christian! No  
wonder the prophet, understanding finally what his role  
was to be, cried out, "Cursed be the day I was born!" as if  
to say, "Why has such a dangerous calling been given to  
me? It will cost me my life, just as it did for Jesus." "The  
cross" is not a form of self-laceration I inflict upon myself  
because in my comfortable middle-class condition I don't  
have sufficient pain. This would be nothing more than  
masochism and would have nothing to do with sanctity. It 
 is often a striving for perfection without renouncing the  
prince of this world. But if we put ourselves in the place  
of Jesus we will be lacerated, not by ourselves but by the  
sin of the world. Penitential practices can easily be a form  
of vice and this may very well have been the case in  
medieval monasteries. But when, like the saints, we try to  
subvert the reigning order, we will be beaten and the  
lashes will be administered by our own brothers, as hap-  
pened in the case of St. Bernard, St. Francis, or St. John  
of the Cross.  

Again, current laws cannot be the foundation of the  
good act, because laws are nothing more than the exigen-  
cies of the end. To achieve a certain end, well-defined  
means are necessary. The end is the foundation of law;  
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but if the end is bad, the law is unjust, and ifl comply with  
an unjust law, my act is bad, it is a sin. I would be better  
off not complying with the law.  

Furthermore, the prevailing virtues can be habits of  
subjugation, because those who subjugate everything de-  
termine what is virtuous. Thus the prevailing virtues do  
not serve us as a guide to what is a good action because  
they are the virtues of subjugation and not of liberation.  
The prevailing values, all told, are only the prevailing  
values of the subjugating group.  

Liberating praxis has its origin from the Other as  
other. It is service to the poor who are outside the system,  
who are beyond the ends and the laws of the system.  
Today it means serving the peoples on the periphery,  
wanting the liberation of those peoples. When we want,  
and commit ourselves to, the liberation of the peoples of  
Latin America, we enter into salvation history. Thus  
when the Chinese people broke out of their dependence  
oil the Russians, they put themselves on this road, the  
road of service to the poor. Jesus fulfills this service when  
}he commits himself to the poor and says, "Blessed are  
you," which was to announce their liberation from all  
systems. Among the Hindus the poor are the pariahs, the  
lowest of the castes; they are those who do not comply  
with the order. The Rig Veda so arranged things as to  
immobilize the system, the flesh. In the same way, Con-  
fucius ingeniously established an order that lasted from  
his time-the seventh century before Christ-until the  
Chinese revolutions of 1912 and 1949. In India and  
China there was no one who could budge the established  
order because it was understood that to defy the order  
was wrong. The Devil imposes an unjust order and  
judges anyone who violates it to be evil. But Jesus turns  
this completely around. Jesus says that the pariahs are  
the blessed ones, the highest caste, well beyond the law.  
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He thus becomes a subversive in regard to the unjust  
order because he sacralizes the poor, whereas Confucius  
sacralized the order. Jesus proposes a kingdom that is  
beyond all historical order, because it is an eschatological  
kingdom. Thus, without having drawn a sword, he  
makes every subjugator tremble, beginning with Herod.  
This is why Herod wanted to kill the infant Jesus. Jesus  
was born as one already crucified. They persecuted him  
from birth because he came to announce a kingdom in  
which the poor would be blessed.  

If the order is sacralized, there is no one who can touch  
it; therefore, if there is no possibility of a new historical  
order in the future, God the Creator is denied, the king-  
dom of heaven is denied, the Spirit is denied.  
 
THE LOGIC OF SIN  
 

Only now can we understand the statement, "He died  
under Pontius Pilate." He died "crushed like a grape in  
the wine press." Why did Herod want to kill the infant  
Jesus? Why did the Roman soldiers torture and mistreat  
him and gouge his side with a lance? Did the oppressed  
make those lances? No. Arms are made in armament  
factories. They are the only arms that torture and ri p  
open the heart of Jesus. Frightening though it is, there is  
a logic of sin, a logic of totality, a logic of the flesh. It is the  
realm of human will as the realm of sin. It is the logic of  
the realm of this world that inevitably had to kill Jesus,  
because Jesus, being the Son of God and of Mary, was  
such a clear sign that the structure of sin had no doubt  
that he had to be eliminated. We are sinners and in the  
half light of our wrongdoing sin does not see us as clearly  
its opposite and therefore it leaves us with our life. But if  
we were clearly anti-sin, we would be so intolerable for  
the order of sin that it would destroy us.  
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The logic of sin is this: The Other, who is Abel, is killed  
or treated as a thing: subjugated. If the victim is unaware  
of this subjugation, there is peace, as in the Soviet-  
American peaceful coexistence. If a people that is subju-  
gated believes that this subjugation is by eternal decree  
and that God is in favor of it, all goes well for the estab-  
lished order. But if all of a sudden someone preaches to  
the poor that they are blessed, that the kingdom of  
heaven is theirs, that they have dignity, that they can be  
free, that there is an order in which they can be fully  
humans and they believe the preacher, the subjugators  
tremble. If the subjugators were to free the poor, they  
would die as subjugators but would be reborn as saved  
people. Thus we don't have to kill the brothers or sisters a 
s persons but the subjugators as subjugators. The sub-  
jugators become identified with sin when the oppressed  
start out on the freedom trail toward a new order. So we  
have to dispossess the subjugators in order to save them.  

The prophet starts the process by saying to the poor,  
"You are poor but free and of great value; you are  
blessed and yours is the kingdom of heaven." When the  
poor rise up, they no longer cry out as did Martin Fierro,  
"Because of my ignorance I know that I am worthless."  
The subjugators made the poor believe they were worth-  
less; and as long as they believed this, all went well with  
the established order; but as soon as they rose up and  
realized their true worth, the subjugators began to trem-  
ble. The poor lift themselves up in rebellion because the  
prophet has told them that they are destined to be free.  
When a people rise up and begin their march to freedom  
subjugation suddenly becomes repression, the hidden  
violence comes out in the open.  

When Jesus announces the liberation of the people, he  
comes forward as a witness to a new kingdom. Then  
Pilate "washes his hands" because he has no need to sit in  
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judgment; that thankless task is better left to the sanhe-  
drin or Herod. Herod represents the oligarchy of the  
dependent homeland. We thus have this arrangement:  
The empire (Pilate) is on top, then comes Herod and the  
Herodians, dominated by Rome but in turn dominating  
and exploiting the people. We see these three levels in  
operation at the time of the crucifixion. All Pilate has to  
do is wash his hands because he knows that the depen-  
dent oligarchy under him wishes the death of Jesus. It is  
the same as saying that a Latin American is going to take  
care of the death of the Brazilian priest Pereira Neto.  
The ones who kill him will act in the name of the depen-  
dent oligarchy which is exploiting the people in the name  
of those of the "center ." It is really Herod, dependent on  
the center, who kills Jesus. Sin can do nothing else but kill  
life because, if life conquers, death dies. If Jesus, who is  
life, is allowed to live, the system, which is death, dies.  
Here precisely is the dialectic between death and life.  
Jesus dies as he must because repression brings about the  
disappearance of the witness to the kingdom to come.  
 
THE VIOLENCE OF SIN 
  

As long as the oppressed accept subjugation, sin  
(whether erotic, pedagogical, ideological, or political) is  
considered to be a natural fact, a sacred fact. There is no  
need, then, for any kind of violent repression. Subjugat-  
ing violence needs no claws, like the lion who plays with  
the mouse. But when the oppressed people lift up their  
heads, with a will to freedom and love for the future, not  
hatred, war begins. In war not all are corrupt. Unjust  
indeed will be the army of the subjugators and just the 
army that defends itself in war and fights for liberation.  
San Martin and his grenadiers were violent, but just; he 
was a just liberator, a true hero. It is the "realists" who  
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want to save the empire who wage unjust war, war in  
exactly its demonic sense. In war there are two sides: The  
one helps and defends the poor, the other wants to keep  
on subjugating them. The question of where sin is can be  
answered. Jesus accepts that the claws of sin's logic will  
tear him to pieces. Jesus witnesses to the future order. He  
does not kill anyone. The subjugators are the first to kill;  
and the first to die are the ones who witness to the future  
order-the martyrs, the prophets, the Christians.  

The prophet has to become poor in order to hear the  
poor. Therefore Jesus is poor as a prophet, poor as one  
of the oppressed, and poor as exteriority. The poor  
person as the prophet of the eschatological poor acts on  
behalf of the oppressed poor to liberate them. Jesus is  
identified with the poor, and, listening to the poor who  
ask a new kingdom of him, he acts on behalf of those  
poor. In doing so, he subverts the established order.  
Therefore the order kills him.  

Of the three meanings of the word "poor ," the  
strongest is that of prophet, the poor according to the  
Spirit, consecrated by the Spirit. These are not the poor  
"in spirit," for whom it is acceptable to be subjugators or  
rich because their "hearts" are poor. These are subter-  
fuges we use that allow us to align ourselves with the  
"prince of this world." The poor according to the  
Spirit are the servants of Yahweh and commit themselves his-  
torically, pedagogically, and economically. They are  
poor according to the Spirit, according to the otherness  
of the system. The Spirit is God, who comes to us if we are  
open, and stays away if we remain closed. We are never  
spiritual by nature; if we are spiritual, it is because the  
Spirit is within us, as St. Paul teaches.  

Jesus is the poor man; Jesus is the martyr because he  
witnesses to the future kingdom; Jesus is the prophet  
because he speaks to the system and says, "Cursed be you  
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Pharisees! ...Give to Caesar what is Caesar's." What?  
Money, of course. "Give to God what is God's." What?  
Adoration. Caesar is a mortal, he is not God; but to say  
that he is not is a sacrilege against the empire. This man is  
dangerous because he is witnessing to the subversion of  
the empire. For this reason "he died under Pontius Pi-  
late."  

I have read many commentaries on the creed. The  
latest I have seen is that of Karl Barth. Commenting on  
the words "he died under Pontius Pilate," the exegete  
puts himself in the place of Jesus, as do all the others. He  
considers the sufferings of Jesus, his resistance to them,  
but he fails to look from the other side- Who is killing  
Jesus? Why? What is his motivation? On learning that  
Jesus was to be killed, the apostles said, "No, this can't  
be!" But Jesus said, "We are going up to Jerusalem!"  
Because Jesus sees that "they" are closing in on him, the  
only solution is either to betray his mission or to die. "We  
are going up to Jerusalem."  

There are moments in our life when we are not aware  
of being on the road to Jerusalem, but if we do not go to  
Jerusalem, we betray our faith. It happens at times that  
our Jerusalems are of minor consequence. Still the mo-  
ment can come when our Jerusalem would be that of the  
Lord. We have already undergone much in Latin  
America and the same may well be in store for us many  
times over. It is hard to remain a Christian under torture,  
but we must be prepared for this. In Brazil nuns are  
being tortured because they want a more just order .  
Since the present order is "sacred," they are being killed  
in the name of the order .  

This means that, for witnessing to the eschatological  
kingdom, Jesus, the Life of life, dies in the claws of death.  
"He died under Pontius Pilate." The same is happening  
today also; but only the great saints are capable of dis-  
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playing clearly their opposition to the system even  
though they know they will be ground up by it. We stand  
in awe of their sanctity, their heroism, their spiritual  
struggles; but we tend to overlook the meaning of their  
challenge to their times. When Don Bosco rounded up all  
those orphans and gave them an education, the indus-  
trialists of Turin and northern Italy tipped their hand  
when they said, "This priest is going too far; he's becom-  
ing a bother ." He was giving dignity to a poor people; but  
}when those technical schools were taken over by influen-  
tial urban groups, their prophetic contribution came to  
an end. 
  
THE ETHOS OF LIBERATION  
 
In the praxis of liberation there are liberating virtues.  
First among them is the love of justice; it is the love of the  
Other as other--charity. Justice means giving to all people  
what is due them. But to give to the Other what is due  
them as other, and not as part of an unjust system, I must  
love them as other. Thus only in loving the Other as  
other will I go on to give them their due as persons and  
not as part of the system.  

I cannot love people effectively as other if I do not trust 
 their word. They cry out to me, "I'm hungry!" I answer , 
 "Bums, you're hungry because you won't work." Since  
they shall make no further appeal to me, I have denied  
them as other. To trust is to have faith in the other; it  
means accepting their word out of a concrete praxis of  
commitment-this is the meaning of St. Thomas's ex  
voluntate. My intellect accepts what they say because hey  
say it, even though I do not understand what they say.  

The third position is hope. Hope means desiring that  
those who have appealed to me and told me of their  
hunger achieve their liberation, because I love them as  
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other, that is, I "hope" they will no longer be hungry.  
These three fundamental positions-to love the Other as 
 other, to believe their word, and to hope for their libera-  
tion, their salvation-these are the three alterative or  
theological virtues. The rest are subordinate.  

Prudence knows how to listen to the voice of the Other;  
it knows how to orchestrate tactically its service. Justice is  
not merely the offer of bread but of more just laws; it  
could mean risking one's life so that one day there might  
be a more just order. Prudence and justice come into play  
in planning for the liberation of the poor. Anger, too, is  
involved, which is a manifestation of the virtue of  
fortitude. Being valiant is the capacity to commit oneself to  
the point of death, and this is the most difficult of all. To  
do so one must be poor. Poverty is an attitude. Poverty is  
not a question of having nothing but of a willingness to  
give up one's life for the poor. If I give up all my goods  
and join twenty people who have nothing, I will fre-  
quently have more than I had before: This is wealth and  
not poverty. The individual poverty of the monk many t 
imes comes to be wealth among many; it is security for  
the future.  

The strength of Jesus evidenced itself when he par-  
doned those who were torturing him. He looked u0pon  
them as persons. He who did the nailing looked upon  
him as a mere thing, and not a person. But Jesus looked  
at him as a person, face-to-face, and forgave his tor-  
turer-the noblest act a person is capable of. A school  
teacher in Argentina just a few years ago was able to  
forgive the police who were torturing her with electric  
shock treatments. When we know that the torturer is not  
sin but only the instrument of sin, we win out over death  
by treating him or her as a person.  

But bravery and fortitude are not enough; we need  
temperance also. Today the opposite of temperance is  
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comfort, or socially acceptable pleasure. People today sell  
their lives in order not to lose their comfort. They watch  
what they say or do for fear of losing their jobs, and  
herefore no one is afraid of them. But those who have  
no fear of losing all they have bear watching. There is no  
point in telling Jesus that "we are going to take every-  
thing from you" when he had not even a place to lay his  
head. Jesus was unencumbered by things; he was poor  
and had no fear of losing anything. So there was no way  
to shut him up. He was a man to be feared. The only way  
to shut him up was to kill him. And this is precisely what  
they did.  

Thus the ethos of liberation is all the virtues put to the  
service of liberation.  
 
MORE ABOUT VIOLENCE  
 

The violence that killed Jesus was the violence of the  
conquistador, repressive violence designed to nullify the  
authentic gesture of liberation. There is, on the other  
hand, the liberating violence of the liberator, for exam-  
ple, San Martin and his army of the Andes. Furthermore,  
there is the pedagogical violence of the prophet, the kind  
we see in Jesus. He organized a church and not a state.  
The function of the church will always be that of ped-  
agogue and prophet, and not one of armed violence, not  
even in the cause of liberation. As a prophetic institution  
its function is eschatological-preaching what is to come.  
It takes a critical look at the fixation and anti-historicity  
of the totalized system, which is sin. The system would  
have wished that the Word of God had never come to this 
 world. Nothing arouses greater anger in it than that  
God would have become man and placed himself within  
the system. Jesus Christ is now present until the end  
of time, continuously supplying Christians with the voca-  
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tion of commitment to the poor. Having done away with  
the old order, these Christians work toward a new order .  
But they will have to do this over and over again. The  
function of the Christian is to deinstitutionalize the in-  
stitutions of sin and, like Jesus in his identification with  
the poor, turn history toward eschatology.  
 
"BEING-IN-THE-MONEY"  
 
At one point in their history people said that being rich  
was all that mattered. Then the Christians came along  
and said that people have a natural right to private prop-  
erty. And this is true if we are talking about what a person  
needs according to individual human nature: a car, a  
house, clothing, food. But a piece of land measuring a  
thousand square miles cannot be natural private prop-  
erty, but only juridically so. That kind of property has a  
social function. If I am able to make institutions work for  
the good of the poor, I am complying with the demands  
of the gospel. Excessive private property leads to an  
economic system of subjugation. In the time of the  
monarchy there were Christians who fought for democ-  
racy and they made out badly. Now, in a time of capitalist  
democracy and private enterprise, there are Christians  
who are fighting for a more perfect society that would be  
socialized. They are faring badly, too. It frequently hap-  
pens also that the church aligns itself with the sub-  
jugators, and this is its sin. Only by identifying itself with  
the poor can the church liberate the world from an  
unjust system.  

Natural private property is not contrary to socialistic  
principles because I have a natural right to whatever I  
need to live-things like calories, protein, clothing, hous-  
ing, etc. There is no socialist system that quarrels with  
this. But the excessive and unjust accumulation of juridi-  
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cal private property is an offshoot of original sin, of the  
death of Abel, of the disobedience of Adam. It is at the  
root of the subjugation of peoples in Latin America.  
IfJesus had respected the law, the Jewish "constitu-  
tion" of the Sanhedrin, the reigning order and the so-  
cially acceptable virtues, he would have died an old man  
within the confines of the city. But he died outside the city— 
crucified.  

On Palm Sunday the people celebrated the arrival of  
their king; the poor were quick to recognize his kingship.  
One week later, the great ones, the subjugators killed  
him. Jesus is the proclamation of the Parousia and the  
only ones who see him as king are the poor because he is  
one of them. The frenzy of Palm Sunday is the last straw;  
"he" will have to be killed because of the ugly situation  
brewing-the people are following him. His death a week  
later is a foregone conclusion.  

His resurrection is the re-creation, the birth of the new  
person; it is death that has died and that which is born is  
new life, a new order. It is the new order that rises up  
unmerited in Christian history, a bonanza, the walking  
again of the paralytic. Jesus said, "You believe; well then, 
 walk." The Christian today in Latin America says, "You,  
do you believe in Christ?" The other answers, "We'll wait  
and see." The prophets must risk themselves for the  
liberation of Latin America. It will believe if the paraly-  
tics walk again, if the people become free. Only in this 
 way can we today give meaning to the kingdom of  
heaven.  

We can no longer say, "We have no use for economics  
or politics; we believe only in the kingdom and nothing  
else because we reckon only with things of the spirit."  
What we would be doing in this instance, without realiz-  
ing it, would be to consecrate the order, sin. Others can  
say, "We are betting everything on the historical king-  
 
 



51  
 
dom." They do so with such enthusiasm that history  
becomes a new religion. When the new order takes over,  
the poor end up being subjugated all over again and we  
have a new divinization of the order .  

Christians, however, assert that there is an eschatologi-  
cal order and a historical order; working toward the  
historical future which they know is not absolute, they  
witness to the eschatological kingdom. The doctrine of  
the Incarnation allows us to say that we have to commit  
ourselves to a historical, pedagogical, political level, but  
only as a sign of the eschatological.  

This is so very obvious, yet how often are there misun-  
derstandings! How often do people say, "Watch out for  
Latin American messianism!" Messianism in the tem-  
poral order that becomes absolutized is bad; but if we  
temper it with a view to the eschatological, it is perfect. If  
we do nothing more than cry out against messianism in  
the temporal order, we eviscerate the Christian's critical  
contribution; we put ourselves on the side of the prevail-  
ing order and we make Christianity the opium of the  
people.  

If we say, "Bear with your suffering because the king  
will come!" we are saying, " Accept the Devil!" In this case  
the kingdom of God will not come; the kingdom to come  
will be the kingdom of this world.  

It is wrong to preach "resignation." On the contrary,  
we should preach a holy liberating Christian restlessness  
for the coming of the kingdom. Be resigned, yes, when it  
comes our turn to shoulder the cross. But in an active  
way. In the moment of our inevitable crucifixion, we  
shall have to resign ourselves. There is a difference.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                    3 
THE THEOLOGY OF POLITICS :TOWARD A LATIN AMERICAN 
ECCLESIOLOGY 
 
                                           I believe... in the Holy Spirit, 
in the Holy Church. 
     Apostles' Creed 
 
In the previous chapters we gave an example of the  
possibility of discourse, a way of thinking. Using certain  
categories, we have restated the question of ethics, what I  
could have called moral theology but which, in reality, is  
simply a branch of the one theology in praxis.  

In this chapter I would like to dwell on the following  
theme: a Latin American ecclesiology .Here I will deal  
with another article of the creed: "I believe in the Holy  
Spirit, in the Holy Church"; this is how the most ancient  
of creeds states it (Denzinger, 1963; no. II). I intend to  
go into the theology of politics. The question we should  
ask ourselves is: What is the function of the church in  
world history? Or, more simply: What is the function of  
the church? You realize that we are in a crisis, a very  
difficult situation because some, seeing that the church is  
not responsive to certain demands, leave the church.  
Others, perhaps, demand of the church works and func-  
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tions that are not its task. For this reason, I believe that  
the church is in the center of all our discussions. On  
previous occasions I have pointed out that to deal with  
the history of the church is to deal with ecclesiology. I  
want to treat this theme in more depth.  
 
PRELIMINARY CLARIFICATIONS  

 
I believe that theological discourse should always begin  

with a theologal anthropology, that is, with people, be-  
cause God revealed himself to people. Even what we can  
say of God in himself is what has been revealed to us; it  
has been revealed to people as people are. This means 
that theology has to be anthropological. But this an-  
thropology has distinct levels, and I would like now to  
take time to talk about these levels in order to have a  
better understanding of what is meant by the theology of  
politics, an ecclesiology.  
We have seen that the fundamental categories we were  
using relate to the confrontation between what we called  
totality-which at base is always "my world," since it al-  
ways begins with the self-and the otherness that is  
beyond the self. Moses is an example of the self to whom  
God spoke. Here we can use the very same categories. We  
always start with a world; but in Judeo-Christian thinking  
the world we start with is always secondary. The Other is  
always felt to be primary, as the origin. Here precisely is  
the difference between Greek and Hegelian (by that I  
mean modern European) thought and Judeo-Christian  
thought.  

The Christian does not begin with the self but with the  
Other, whether it be the father, the mother, the home-  
land, or history, or, lastly, God the Creator. The whole  
idea of creation indicates precisely that before the self  
there is an Other. The confrontation that I spoke of is the  
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face-to-face stance. It is said of Moses that he was "face-  
to-face with God."  
"Face-to-face" is the experience of someone before an  
Other recognized as someone. Let me give a simple ex-  
ample. You arrive at an institution and are met by a  
person who is nothing more than an employee to you.  
You do not recognize him as "someone" but as just an  
adjunct of the institution. But if this person suddenly  
turns out to be an old friend, you say, "Hi, John, how are 
 you?" He ceases to be an employee and becomes some-  
one that we are asking something of. You expect his  
answer to be informative; otherwise you would not have  
asked your question. Someone facing someone and put-  
ting a question to that person-this has to be an interper-  
sonal experience.  

For me to come face-to-face with someone-the  
Other-I have to see that person as free and not just a  
thing in my world that I could dominate. If I am a boss, I  
can dominate the worker. But if I see the worker as  
"someone," then he or she is much more than just a cog in  
the wheel; that worker becomes a mystery standing be-  
fore me, as exteriority, as someone who is beyond the  
system I rule over. The system can be my home, my  
factory, my neighborhood-my world. We have already  
noted that the word "world" means "flesh." Christ uses  
the word to mean "totality ." The Other as free is always  
going to be beyond the world, my world, my totality. The  
experience of the face-to-face is proper to the Semite  
tradition (it is found in the Code of Hammurabi) but it is  
also part of the Hebrew tradition as expressed in the  
thinking of the prophets. Later on Christ will equate it to  
the kingdom of heaven.  

The face-to-face is not to be confused with "vision."  
Vision always occurs within a world (I see things, I know 
 them). But I do not see the Other as other; I love and  
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espect the Other as other and I ask who he or she is. The  
Other is beyond my vision, in the realm of justice and 
 love. This experience of the face-to-face is proper to and  
basic to all Judeo-Christian thinking.  

"Face" means countenance and countenance is the  
person. It is precisely here that the formulation of  
trinitarian dogma began. God reveals himself to human-  
kind (who is also a countenance) in three ways: as the  
Father-Creator, as the Son- Word that is incarnated, or as  
Spirit. These three countenances or persons of God are  
what I would now like to talk about. But keep in mind  
that these three countenances belong to the Other, not to  
me, in the sense that, at heart, I will never see or experi-  
ence my countenance.  
 
THE EROTIC, PEDAGOGICAL, AND POLITICAL RELATIONSHIPS  

 
This experience of face-to-face may seem abstract, but it 

 is really concrete. Someone's countenance comes face-  
to-face with the countenance of a concrete other .  

The first manner of self-revelation to others I will call  
the erotic. The Song of Songs comes to mind: "Kiss me  
with the kiss of your mouth." The book is about the  
relationship between a man and a woman. I call it erotic  
in the sense that the first face-to-face is that of a man with  
a woman. Of course, the Song of Songs is not only about a  
couple; it also sings of the unity of the church or of the 
world with God its Creator .  

We are dealing here with a theological eroticism in  
which the face-to-face becomes mouth-to-mouth and, by  
a further extension of Hebrew thought, sexual inter-  
course. All other relationships, even the political, have  
their basis in this erotic relationship.  

In the man-woman relationship there can be either  
respect for the Other or domination of the Other-the  
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sin of domination. This happens when the woman, who 
 is the Other in the world of eroticism, is not respected as  
other but is used as a thing, a sex object, housewife,  
nursemaid to children, doer of multiple household tasks.  
Woman, nothing more than a thing, has been at the  
disposal of man for thousands of years; it just happens  
that Indo-European and Semite thought has always  
called God the Father.  

In reality, as Paul Ricoeur has well noted, the title  
"Father" that we give to God is nothing more than a  
symbol, a symbol that designates him as the creative  
origin of all things. But because of male dominance, we  
stick with the word "father ." The male dominates our  
world even in the purest and most perfect symbolic lan-  
guage.  

When the female ceases to be Other to the male, the  
totality is dominated by the male. This gives rise to the  
first sin: the subjugation of woman. How is the liberation  
of woman to be achieved ? We said that ethics studied the  
nature of liberation and it proved to be a matter of the  
"center" and of the "periphery." But this is politicalliber-  
ation on an international scale. Woman's liberation be-  
gins by being, first and foremost, erotic liberation, which  
entails the woman's moving from the status of alienation  
to being the Other to the male-a face-to-face relation-  
ship between two free people.  

If we were to take a whole new look at this question, we  
would see that sin, subjugation, has made of the home (this  
is the world of the erotic) a totality where the woman is  
locked up in a kind of prison. The man goes freely out  
the door to work while the woman stays in seclusion. We  
have not yet got around to a theology of the married  
couple. We have taken a few steps in that direction but we  
are only just beginning. We need to scrap all our notions  
 
 



57  
 
about the erotic act and start over again if we are ever  
really going to bring about women's liberation.  
The man-woman relationship will be normal and lib-  
erated only when one free person stands before the other  
who is also free. Only then will we see the fullness of eros.  
But what in fact happens? Even when two people who are  
free enter a marriage, both can end being totalized all  
over again and killing the Other. The new other that can  
be killed is a third party-the child. Its life can be snuffed  
out by abortion or it can be brought up along the same  
lines as the parents. I would call this the pedagogy of  
subjugation. The child will not become a fresh, new  
being but an echo of the parents. Basically they will teach  
it to be what they are. The child will not be a new,  
messianic, anointed chapter of history; in one sense it will  
be killed off.  

The child then, growing up under the totalized couple,  
even in the best of care becomes once more the alienated  
one, dominated by the father and the mother. Given that  
the child is allowed to be born, it is subjected to educa-  
tional dominance. We call this second phase of the  
parent-child, teacher-pupil relationship "pedagogy."  
Remember that Jesus was not called "father ," nor  
"mother" either, naturally. He was called above all  
"teacher"-"rabbi." This means that Jesus established  
with his disciples (and the church in turn does the same  
with the world) a pedagogical relationship which in real-  
ity was prophetic. Thus we are no longer on the erotic  
level but have come to the pedagogical level.  

If the child is brought up in the exact model of the  
parents, we are faced with a case of pedagogical subjuga-  
tion. This is to a great extent the source of rebelliousness  
of the young; they become aware that they are expected  
to walk the same road as adults. The demand "to be like  
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people have always been" brings on a kind of alienation.  
Liberating the child is the same as pedagogical libera-  
tion. The relationship of parent-child or teacher-pupil  
must become a matter of respecting the child as Other  
and showing it the way in which it can arrive at being a  
free person in the presence of the free. In essence, this is 
 the problem of pedagogical liberation.  

Only when the child becomes a free being in the pres-  
ence of CJ free being (the parent or the teacher) will the  
two become colleagues. When the teacher is able to  
hammer home to the pupil that he or she is equal to the  
teacher, they become colleagues. When the parent is able  
to lead the child gently toward adulthood, they become  
"brothers." And, precisely, the relationship between one  
brother and another is the third relationship that I call  
"political." It is a relationship of brothers as equals. It is  
perhaps on this level that the most frightening kind of  
alienation takes place repeatedly. When a brother does 
not respect another brother, he or she places the other  
one in subjugation-the domination of brother over  
brother or of master over slave. In humankind's history  
there have been many inequities and subjugations, in-  
cluding the latest of the center over the periphery  
-widespread political subjugations of brother over  
brother.  

Even on this level of political subjugation-the last of 
 the three-political liberation will happen and the subju-  
gated brother will come to be equal to the free person  
and will live in justice. This political liberation is the third  
phase. The political subjugator conditions the erotic sub-  
jugator, and the latter the pedagogical, and the pedagog-  
ical the political, and vice versa, in such a way that it is  
impossible to determine which is metaphysically first.  
In the erotic relationship the woman learns, in her  
domestic upbringing, that she is to be the servant of the  
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male. From early childhood she is told that "girls play  
with dolls and boys learn to fight." Her education is  
directed toward being the servant, whereas he is trained  
to subjugate the world. This is also, and in the last  
analysis, a political question. She in turn trains her  
daughter to be the slave of her future husband and her  
son to be the lord and master that she never was. When  
we train the son to be subjugator, we are laying the  
groundwork for political behavior. But we could just as  
well begin our analysis with the political and it would be  
altogether proper to see the politico-economic as  
paramount and the other phases conditioned by it. At  
any rate, all these problems can be stated theologically  
because Christ is related to them all.  

Our God reveals himself as Father and as Teacher, Son  
and Brother. All this has to do with Christian thinking.  
Besides being real, it is also theological, as we learn from  
the Old and New Testaments. They are categories that  
should stimulate our thinking.  

To conclude, ecclesiology is the theology that deals  
with the political aspect of theology .We need to know  
how to explain the prophetic-pedagogical function of the  
church in the political history of the world.  
 
ECCLESIOLOGY AS POLITICS AND PEDAGOGY  
 

Our question was: What function does the church  
perform? What is the church for? The answer will come  
to us in part through theological reflection-the study of  
the relationship between brothers insofar as they are  
Christians. The relationship of one Christian with  
another within the ecclesial body is a matter of politics,  
because it is a relationship among the parts of a whole.  
But the church's role in the world is pedagogical. This is  
not the same thing as a political role, because the church  
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is not a state. The state takes care of the political side of  
things whereas the church, being a community of  
brothers (theologal politics), fulfills a pedagogical, 
prophetic role. For this reason I repeat: Ecclesiology  
considers theologal politics as a relationship of brothers  
within the ecclesial community, but with regard to  
prophetico-pedagogical function in world history.  

So the question remains: What is the function of the  
church? Better still, what in fact has the church accom-  
plished up till now in world history and, more concretely,  
in Latin America? We might answer, Nothing! If this  
would be our answer, we would be at a loss to know what  
is our function at the present moment.  

The Greek word for church is ekklesía, meaning "the  
assembly of those called together"; the Hebrew word is  
kahal, meaning "to summon the people," "those brought  
together for ." The question then arises: Brought to-  
gether for what? This is the vital question. To put it  
another way: What role should the church play in the  
process of universal liberation, specifically in Latin 
America? The answer should make clear to what degree  
the church at times fails, sins, for not having taken the  
stand it should have in the process, maintaining an un-  
shakable status quo or perhaps aligning itself on the side  
of sin. Before answering the question, we ought to take a  
clear look at other considerations.  
 
ECCLESIAL PREHISTORY AND PROTOHISTORY  
 

To understand the church, we have to begin with its  
prehistory, the history of the non-Christian world-what  
we usually call the pagan world. In reality, though, the  
pre-Christian world was nothing more than the "flesh,"  
the totality before the coming of the Word. The Hebrews  
went into Canaan, a pre-Israelite world. The Christians  
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went into the Roman empire, a pre-Christian world.  
Christians came to America and discovered there the  
Aztecs, the Tupi Guarani, the Caribs, the Incas-a pre-  
Christian world. Why is there always this kind of con- 
frontation? Because it is of the nature of the church to  
insert itself. First there is a totality which does not yet  
have that which will come to it. This is the prehistory of  
salvation.  

Afterward, there is a protohistory of the church.  
Israel-and we keep coming back to it-is its protohis-  
tory. Israel has a very interesting structure and I would  
like to talk about several aspects of it. First, there is the 
faith of Abraham. In Hebrews 11 we read: " Abraham  
believed." (There is a similarity here between the faith of  
Abraham and the openness of the Virgin Mary to the  
Spirit.) Abraham lived in the totality that was pre-  
Hebrew and even pre-revelation. He was just one more  
citizen in the third dynasty of Ur. He heard the Word  
and the Word offered a covenant to him. Think about  
it-in a pre-covenant world, someone speaks to him and  
he believes, he believes the Word of the Other and,  
accepting it to be true, he journeys forth on the strength  
of the word of the Other, with no guarantee other than  
that the Other had spoken to him. This is faith. There is a  
whole anthropological structure to faith: Abraham be-  
lieved in someone, the Other; he took this word to be  
true; acceptance led to commitment because he left his  
homeland and journeyed through strange lands. This is  
precisely a process of liberation because he went from Ur  
of the Chaldees to the promised land, solely on the word  
of the Other and before the time of Moses.  

This structure of Abraham's faith is at the heart of 
 what will come later .  

Abraham ratified the covenant, affirming his belief t 
hat God would look favorably on all who believed as he  
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did, those who would reject the totality and be capable of  
opening themselves to the Other, risking themselves for  
the Other. Concretely, the Other is always the poor, 
because they are beyond any possible system of exploita-  
tion. It was because of the covenant that a small tribe  
began its history of wandering as foreigners. Foreignness  
is a must for leaving totality behind and setting out for  
uncharted lands.  

But the foreignness of the clan was transformed much 
later into a monarchy. With this transformation they  
were once more locked into totality. This is why Samuel,  
a prophet who leads a nomadic existence, wants to do  
away with every possible monarchic or political system.  
When the Israelites express a desire for a monarchy,  
Samuel asks them: Have you thought about how danger-  
ous it is to have a king (1 Sam. 8-10)? Kings subjugate  
people. The prophet does not want to anoint a king  
because to anoint a king is to bring about totality. This  
will have a great deal of importance in later history. But  
they went ahead and anointed a king-Saul. From that  
moment there began the dialectic between the king and  
the prophet who spoke in the name of the Lord. The  
dialectic will continue for the duration of the monarchy.  
But what happens after this?  

Upon the disappearance of the kingdom of Israel, the  
Israelites become foreigners, first in the Babylonian  
world, later in the Greek world and, finally, in the Roman  
world. It is the time of the diaspora. They cease being an  
ethnic and monarchic kingdom and become a religious  
community. It is worthy of note that the Jews can con-  
tinue to be a religious community without any political  
backing.  

This experience of the Hebrew world is transmitted to  
Christianity. The Jews discovered that any conceivable  
empire is not the kingdom of heaven, in a way that  
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enabled them to wait for the kingdom, the coming of the  
Messiah, without the backing of a formal government.  
This is the great experience of the diaspora as far as its  
proselytes were concerned. Remember that Paul would  
use the experience of the Jews in his preaching of the  
gospel of Jesus, starting in the synagogues. Without this f 
irst experience, the second would have been impossible.  
Therefore, the church will never be a political state like  
the monarchy of Israel. It learned from Israel's experi-  
ence to be a diaspora or an eschatological religious com-  
munity. At any rate the Jews had also an institution in the  
diaspora-the synagogue. The synagogue had a definite  
structure as an institution. But it was pedagogical and not  
political, because in the synagogue there was no assump- 
tion or exercise of power. Its function was to teach the  
Law. The pagan proselyte was educated in the Law. This  
means that the Jews saw a clear distinction between the  
political community of the monarchy and the religious  
community of the synagogue with its prophetic or es-  
chatological sense. So it is very easy to demonstrate the  
importance of this process.  

Properly speaking, the history of the church begins  
with the fact of Christ who is the culmination of the  
vocation of Israel's "remnant." Jesus will not start from  
scratch but will build on the experience of Israel. He will  
not structure a temporal kingdom and, therefore, when  
the Zealots want to consecrate him king, which is the  
same as trying to make him a political candidate, Jesus  
says No to this. But behind this No is his eschatological  
strategy and his historical tactic. We have to take a keen  
look at the question. The church has its beginning in  
Jesus, the Teacher, and his disciples; there is a pedagogi-  
cal relationship here-the rabbi and the Twelve. Those  
Twelve constituted a small community. That first com-  
munity will later be extended to Samaria; it will go to  
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Antioch where it will have its first Hellenistic experience.  
The Corinthian community will be made up of people  
who were nothing more than pagans.  

Then comes the great story of the persecutions. Why  
did the Christians die? Why did Jesus die under Pontius  
Pilate? For the same reasons that Christians were perse-  
cuted under the Roman empire-Rome had divinized,  
made a god of, the emperor. Christians lived within the  
empire but among the poorest of the poor. They dwelt  
among the lower, but not necessarily the vulgar, classes.  
In their poverty, the Christians had no great estates, or  
the huge armies of the empire, or the proud fleets that  
sailed the Mediterranean. But in their poverty they pro-  
claimed the eschatological kingdom and thus called into  
question the divinity of the emperor and the system of  
the empire. With their vision of, and hope for, the re-  
birth of humankind, they became the target for the  
lances of the emperor. They were dragged to the arena  
as atheists. The Christians, atheists in regard to the em-  
peror, were a subversive threat to the reigning kingdom.  
In a sense the Christians-awaiting a future kingdom  
-were responsible for what was later to be the Holy  
Roman empire or the Byzantine empire. They did not  
fight for this later historic development but they cer-  
tainly sowed the seeds for it. They were really battling for  
another, eschatological kingdom. At any rate they be-  
came the moving force of history, de totalizing the  
Roman empire and casting it in a whole new mold.  
 
THE FIRST CULTURAL TOTALIZATION OF CHRISTIANITY  
 

The Christians themselves became a new totality called  
Christendom-the Holy Roman empire or the Byzantine  
empire. Christendom got its start toward totalization  
from a twisted understanding of Augustine's concept of  
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the city of God. The city of God and the city of the Devil  
were precisely two cities, the former of otherness and the  
latter of totality. Augustine says that those who love  
themselves are the founders of the Devil's city, whereas  
those who love God, that is, the Other, constitute the  
kingdom of heaven. But medieval people juggled  
Augustine's concept around and said, "Roman or Byzan-  
tine Christendom is the kingdom of God and the Arabs  
are the infidels." They thereby made a culture out of the  
kingdom of God and totalized this culture. Totalization  
means the identification of the church with the temporal  
state or the culture. All totalization is sin. The church,  
upon becoming totalized, loses its critical exteriority and  
puts itself forward as an institution in which all are to be  
saved. Herein arises the theology of Christendom, a  
theology of the Eucharist, of baptism, of the church, of  
the whole.  

Clearly, then, if everything is taken care of and we are  
already in the kingdom of heaven and the feudal lords  
along with the princes and kings are the depositories of  
the authority of God, we can baptize everybody practi-  
cally at the moment of birth. The church as an institution  
is part of Christendom and in turn sees the order as  
sacred. Whoever rebels against the feudal lord rebels not  
only against the natural law but also against the divine  
law. There thus comes a point where exteriority is iden-  
tified with totality because there is only the one order .  
This is why a theologian from Uruguay says that "in  
Christendom there is no mission because everybody is  
Christian." If there is no mission, there is no prophecy.  
And if there is no prophecy, all we have is an ecclesiastical  
institution identified with the culture. If this is so, we are  
then in a situation of sin because the church has become  
totalized.  

And how are the non-Christians treated? They are  
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turned over to the secular arm and burned at the stake.  
The other is murdered: Stalin's Siberia and the jails of  
the Inquisition are methods for erasing the other. In  
both instances the same logic is at work. The other,  
instead of being loved and respected, is murdered and  
therefore the totality is totalized; it becomes impossible to  
break out of it and go beyond it. This theology of Chris-  
tendom, this identification of the church with a given  
culture, is part of the crisis we are suffering from. The  
big problem lies in getting beyond the crisis.  
 
FIRST THESIS: THE CHURCH "BEFORE" THE WORLD  
 

In the first place, the church is always and primarily  
before the world. Thus, if there is totality in the pre-Chris-  
tian world, if the world is already a given, already  
created, it will now be re-created, reborn through the  
function of the church. We begin with a world consti-  
tuted as created. The church nevertheless comes from  
outside and as already preconstituted. The first position  
of the church is to invade the world from outside. It can  
also be said that this is its first function: The church is a  
"face-to-face" of itself with the world. This face-to-face,  
which every Christian lives out on an individual level and  
which is lived out also on the social and even historico-  
political level, signifies crisis-in the Greek sense, from  
the verb krinein, which means "to be critical," "to sepa-  
rate." To criticize means to stand at a distance in order to  
form a judgment. This criterion or judgment is, in a way,  
the 'Judgment of God." It is revealed to us, or, better still,  
we discover what is the meaning of totality as totality. The  
multitude that dwelt in the Holy Roman empire, or in  
Hispanic Christendom, or wherever, accepted totality as  
divine, as totally obvious. They were completely naive  
in regard to totality as such. They exclaimed: "Our king-  
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dom is the only one blessed by God and apart from it  
there is nothing but barbarism. " If we lived in barbarism,  
we would see that it is not so barbarous and that it makes  
its own kind of sense .  

Where there is no "separation," no standing at a dis- 
tance, there is no crisis. The one who comes from outside  
criticizes totality as totality and finds it totalized. This is  
why the early Christians were able to see that the Roman  
empire was demoniacal. Were they exaggerating? By no  
means, because when the Romans proclaimed the em-  
pire and the emperor to be divine, they were totalizing  
the whole system. But the same thing happens in our 
"Western and Christian" civilization: If we totalize it un-  
critically we also end with a demoniacal totality.  

In the first place, then, occurs the crisis, in such a way  
that the church, the Spirit, comes from out of exteriority .  
The Spirit is in the church and that Spirit invades the  
world as Word. But that Word is a prophetic word, 
critical of totalization. If the church does not issue a 
summons to the world, if it does not point out to the  
world that it has closed in upon itself, it has failed in its  
essential mission. Its first step should be to criticize. This 
is where the dialectic begins between the king and the  
prophet, between Moses and the pharaoh, between Jesus  
and the leaders of his people-not to mention present-  
day instances.  

The great epochs of the church occurred when the  
church exercised its critico-prophetic function, not just  
in calling attention to the sinful totalization of a system  
but also at the same time in pointing the way to liberation,  
a way out of totalization. To be concrete, how was all this  
set forth in Latin America? First there was totality that  
was the Amerindian world. It was made up of Aztecs,  
Incas, Caribs, who heard the prophetic voice of very few  
missionaries. Bartolomé de las Casas, for example,  
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makes a clear distinction between conquest and evangeli-  
zation. Conquest is the precise opposite of evangelization  
because conquerors do not respect the other who is  
merely a thing in their world, whereas the evangelist  
respects the world and the culture of the other and 
liberates the other from self. This is what Paulo Freire  
calls the pedagogy of the oppressed.  

This first Amerindian totality becomes partly  
evangelized but very soon the Word is stifled by a world  
become totalized allover again. Indians were gathered  
into Hispanic Christendom only to find themselves in a  
new kind of totalization where they cannot be Christian  
and Indian but are Christian and exploited workers in 
the viceroyship of Peru. Indians are stripped of their  
human dignity and become aliens in a culture where the  
evangelizing Word often serves no other purpose but 
that of integrating them, after baptism, into a civilization  
that exploits them. We have the word of many mis-  
sionaries for this. To what end did we evangelize the  
Indian man who sold fish in Asuncion for a living or the  
Indian woman who did domestic chores, sleeping with  
the master and fulfilling other functions even more de-  
grading? Just how far did the Word penetrate this world  
after the sixteenth century ?  

Jesus talks explicitly about this Word in the parable of  
the Sower. God, through the church, sows seed that falls  
in different kinds of soil. Hence let there be an analogous  
acceptance of it.  

Our first thesis, then: The church prophesies from the  
outside. 
  
SECOND THESIS: THE CHURCH "IN" THE WORLD  
 

The church is not only "before" the world but also "in"  
it. You will remember the alternative of which Jesus  
spoke: "I do not ask that you take them out of the world  
 
 



69  
 
but that you preserve them from the Evil One." The  
church invades, enters into the world.  

The church is not made up of only the oppressed even  
though Christ came among us and took the form of a  
servant. The church is also human and takes on not only 
the form of a slave but often the form of the oppressor .  
This becomes a very serious matter. Because the church  
is in the world, it assumes the errors of the world. There  
are Christians who are poor by choice or because of an  
accident of birth. On the other hand, there are Christian  
subjugators who collaborate with the sin of subjuga- 
tion-the only sin. The Christians who identify with the  
powerful, the rich, the elite, the oppressors tend to di-  
vinize the reigning system. They are the ones who "con-  
secrate" the historic states and defend the power of  
kings, emperors, lords, and presidents as a matter of  
divine delegation. In essence the system becomes divi-  
nized and prophecy is out of the question. Christians who  
identify with the poor, on the other hand, are free in the  
face of the system. Having nothing, they have nothing to  
lose and nothing to defend in the system. Poverty as an  
evangelical disposition is nothing more than an openness  
to the future, to the eschatological kingdom; it stands  
free before the temporal kingdom, the reigning totality.  
Only when the church identifies itself with the poor and  
the oppressed can it accomplish its prophetic function.  

When Christians identified themselves with the pow-  
erful after having suffered persecution for their defense  
of the poor in the Roman empire, they adopted as their  
own the culture of the empire. It was thus that they  
adopted the pagan Latin language, which came to be  
considered sacred. What a chore it was to rid ourselves of  
Latin! A pagan tongue and we took it to be the most  
sacred of languages.  

The process of incarnation, in-totalization is difficult  
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but, once it is accomplished, it is not easy to free the  
church from it. This enfleshment of the Word is a pro-  
cess of acculturation in which Christians absorb a culture.  
It is a happening that apologists have to contend with.  
They attempt to preach the gospel to the Romans, using  
Roman categories. In the Letter to Diognetus it says that in  
nothing do we Christians differ from the Romans; we  
dress the same, speak and write the same language, and  
do the same kind of work. There is only the difference  
that we Christians adore a God who is not a creature.  
How deeply the Christian became assimilated to the  
Roman empire! And this is what distinguished the Chris-  
tians from the Jews. The Jews remained "separated"  
(farisim: Pharisees) because they had a vocation to  
prophecy, but they did not accept the Incarnation.  

The Jews lack the Incarnation and this is where we  
Christians have differed from all Jews at all times. They 
have never had a sense of incarnation.  

In Latin America (Amerindia) the evangelization en-  
tered into a culture and, at the same time, became a  
Christendom. This incarnation in the form of colonial  
Christendom supposes, nevertheless, the assumption of  
all the errors of totality. This totality, as we have said, has  
a center and a periphery. The peripheral world in turn  
has an elite and a people. And indeed the church is in the  
"center" (in France, the United States, and, in the case of  
the Byzantine church, in Russia); it is found in our  
oligarchies, naturally, in our upper classes, and also in  
the oppressed. We have here a strangely equivocal situa- 
tion. Every sociological analysis of dependence or of  
social classes ought to be taken into account here and put  
to use. The church is real but it is also equivocal as far as  
its concrete manifestation is concerned.  

There are subjugators and subjugated in the church  
and no ecclesiology can afford to overlook this fact. But  
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that brings up the question: How accommodating can  
the church be? Are the ones who collaborate with sub-  
jugation as "angels" of the "prince of this world" really a  
part of the church? If we say No, then we will have to let  
them know that they are not Christians. This is a serious  
matter .  

The parable of the Wheat and the Chaff sheds light on  
this problem. It is not up to us to root out the non-Chris-  
tian elements in the church, because we are not the  
“Judgment of God.” But it is certainly not the same thing  
to be poor among the subjugated as it is to be influential  
among the subjugators, because the subjugators commit  
sin and cause scandal, whereas the poor do not commit  
the sin of subjugation but are, rather, the victims of it.  
The poor person is the just person. For this reason Jesus  
chose to be poor, a "man of the people." It does matter  
what side we are on. The church, living in the concrete  
reality, falls into the equivocacy of the world. When this  
goes unnoticed, an aristocracy that calls itself Christian  
will want to manipulate the church. The most genuine  
thing about the church, that which is Christ in it, is the  
poor, not because they are poor but because, being  
dominated by the system, the poor are at the same time  
exterior to it. An example would be a poor man going by a  
rich man's house on a cold winter's day. Shivering with  
the cold, he sees the rich man through the window bask-  
ing in the warmth of an open fire. There are two differ-  
ent worlds-and the poor man is outside the rich man's  
world.  

The poor are always on the outside. They go to the  
bank to ask for a loan, but, because they have no assets,  
they come away empty-handed. The rich man, on the  
other hand, who already has millions, is given more  
millions. Or take the case of the poor woman going to the  
Post Office to buy stamps; she must wait at the end of the  
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line. But a lawyer coming in goes right to the head of the 
line and says, "I'm in a big hurry." The poor woman,  
saying nothing, waits patiently for her turn. All day,  
everywhere, the poor are made to feel outside. They are  
unable to cope with the intricacies of the system. All they  
know how to do is put up with abuse. This experience of  
exteriority is at the root of the gospel saying, "theirs [the  
poor] is the kingdom of heaven." They are already in the  
kingdom because in the exteriority of the present system  
lies the future, the eschatological kingdom. This is not a  
question of symbolism but of concrete reality: "Blessed  
are the poor for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."  

The Beatitudes were seen to be paradoxical (in Greek  
paradoxon is the opposite of a common opinion). Of  
course, the Beatitudes go against the opinion of the total-  
ity. But if we are able to perceive "the logic of exterior-  
ity ," they become perfectly rational. The Beatitudes are  
to be taken in a very literal sense.  

The church, then, is in the world-in its incarnation.  
But being enfleshed, it gets mixed up in the errors of  
history. Nevertheless it has criteria for discerning its  
function.  
 
THIRD THESIS: THE CHURCH AS PROPHETIC INSTITUTION  
 

We can now begin to describe the nature of the church.  
The church is a prophetic institution. It is an institution  
but at the same time it is prophecy. It can be said that it is  
a new paradox. It certainly seems unthinkable that an 
institution could also be prophetic.  

Let us use as an example a priest who would be com-  
pletely perverse, whose only ambition is to become rich  
by using church money to invest in property. We would  
say that he has become totalized. Nevertheless he re-  
mains an institution. And so it is that he reads the gospel  
 
 



73  
 
on a Sunday morning, which is heard by a young person  
who then feels called to prophecy. We have here a  
paradox, but the church is an institution that proclaims  
prophecy. If there were no institution, prophecy would  
be pure anarchy, a utopia without content.  

If the institution had no prophecy, it would be annihi-  
lated, it would be totalized in sin. Latin Christendom,  
because it would not allow for exteriority, downgraded  
prophecy as a mission. It totalized the culture; the lord  
bishop had armies and was a temporal power. An exam-  
ple of this was the archbishop of Toledo before the  
reforms of Cisneros.  

The church is a prophetic institution. When the in-  
stitution closes in on itself, becomes totalized, as did Latin  
America's colonial Christendom, seeing Christ as "King"  
becomes most acceptable. To see him as "King" is ap-  
propriate for someone who is totalized. If, in my totaliza-  
tion, I do not look to the future, I begin to interpret the  
church from the point of view of the political state. I want  
Christendom with its princes and kings to be like the  
political state. Thus arises the figure of the king. "Christ  
the King" is a new name for Christ born of a certain  
totalization of the institution. What a far-fetched and 
ill-defined name for the Christ who historically did not  
want to be crowned king-although ironically they  
nailed to the cross the inscription JESUS OF NAZARETH,  
KING OF THE JEWS. Whenever totalization gets into trou-  
ble, people spring to its defense in the name of or-  
thodoxy.  

From 1930 on there had been growing among Latin  
Americans the ideal of a New Christendom. Catholic  
Action set out to reconvert Argentina and other nations 
of Latin America into Catholic nations. By "Catholic" was 
meant the Middle Ages and a great deal was said about  
that in the 1930s. Leon Bloy, Charles Péguy, and many  
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others glorified the Middle Ages. The church was again  
identified with a culture. Since there was a crisis, the  
question was how to reintroduce the medieval totality or  
at least defend it. There was much talk about defending  
the faith ("secretariats for the defense of the faith" were  
very much the order of the day). And instead of under-  
taking the mission of exteriority, this was seen to be the  
enemy, because we were totalized and we were defend-  
ing ourselves against the other. People defend them-  
selves against the other when they are not in a state of  
mission or prophecy; in a state of totalization, mission is I 
mpossible and even more so when people think they  
must defend the institution as an absolute.  

The intraecclesial defense of the church is a sin on the  
part of the church. It brings to mind the parable of the  
Leaven and the Dough. If the leaven is removed from the  
dough and is constituted as totality, it rots. It works as  
leaven only when it is inside the dough. It is leaven and  
nothing else. This means that there is an institution, but it  
makes sense only by doing the job of fermenting the  
dough. Apart from the dough, it rots.  

Thus it was that Christendom was losing out in the  
defense of the faith. Faith needs no defense. How will I  
defend the faith if I see the other as an enemy? In whom  
will I believe if I have no one in whom to believe? The  
only thing I would then be defending would be a doc-  
trine. But faith can never be reduced to a mere doctrine  
because faith is to accept the word of the other, of the  
poor who today are the epiphany of God. If the other is  
for me the infidel, the barbarian, the enemy against  
whom I am on the defensive, faith becomes impossible. I  
am in a totalization, which bars me from mission; this is  
Sill.  

The church, on the other hand, is essentially a mis-  
sionary and prophetic institution and, as I will explain  
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later, a liberating institution. I cannot first define the  
institution and then the mission, as we were once  
taught—0rganize the community first and then go forth 
to the apostolate; organize the community first and then 
figure in what way we are to be prophetic. No indeed!  
The community is to be organized around what we call  
apostolate, it is to be organized in and for prophecy,  
mission, and service to exteriority. If we start first with  
community only, the essential law of its constitution is  
already contradicted. At whatever point there is no ex-  
teriority for the church to fulfill its mission, it would die.  
And we shouldn't be at all surprised, when at the end of  
time the kingdom comes, that the church would disap- 
pear because it would no longer be necessary, because  
there would be no historic exteriority. The kingdom will  
have come.  

We speak of the militant church and of the triumphant  
church. The triumphant church is not the militant  
church; it is the church that remains when the militant  
church disappears. What I mean is that when the church  
has no exteriority, it disappears. When it becomes to-  
talized in the shape of Christendom and can no longer  
anticipate the kingdom of heaven, it passes itself off as  
the kingdom; and that puts us right at the portals of hell.  
To pretend that I rule heaven is to set myself up as a  
"prince of this world"; as an idol of a divinized system, I  
proclaim, "We are already in the kingdom of heaven."  

It should be observed here just how intrinsic it is to the  
church to be defined in terms of exteriority and how its  
essence is at stake in this regard.  

Let us use a concrete example. We still see among us  
the religiosity of the people. If we want to bring about an  
effective pastoral praxis among the people, we must first  
bring about reforms in the church. The clergy, for ex-  
ample, if they are trained apart from the day-to-day  
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living of the people cannot undertake a real pastoral  
praxis among the people. If we are to have such a praxis,  
clerical recruitment and formation must be reformed.  

This does not mean, however, that the reformation  
should come first and later the apostolate, but that in the  
act of prophesying to the world, we will find that we will  
have to reform ourselves. This is the exact opposite of  
what we so frequently hear. Hans Kung, the great Ger-  
man theologian, as well as almost all European  
theologians, considers the church in itself (ad intra). It's  
what we call intraecclesial thinking. All they are doing is  
totalizing the church and never coming to the solution  
demanded, because to reform the church our thinking  
first has to revolve around the extraecclesial, whence the  
demands for internal reform will come.  

Our theology has to be of the world, and from that  
world will come the demands of the poor for reform in  
the church, because the church is a prophetic institution.  
In the institution we find all that is historic, real, and  
concrete in the church. On the prophetic side we find all  
that is eschatological in it. We must not overlook either of  
the two dialectical extremes. Some are so concerned  
about the institution that they wish the prophets would  
clear out. The prophet is tempted at times into thinking,  
"Come what may, I shall fulfill my mission." But we  
should add that almost always they end up beating the  
air, in the sense that they get so involved in their own  
apostolate that they find themselves cut off from the  
institution, alone, in the camp of the enemy without a  
rear guard. In the end they fail to do whay they set out to  
do and have to fight just to stay alive.  

Of course there are others who say, "Look at those  
crazy guys beating the air! I'll stay with the institution  
even if it doesn't get reformed," and they do nothing.  
This is not the right attitude either. To accept the church  
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as it is is to betray the church in its very essence.  
The hard task of the missionary, of the prophet, of the  
Christian is to be open to prophecy, maintaining a critical  
stance within the institution.  

In Latin America, secularization-that is, the slow  
withdrawal of the world, because of its growing au-  
tonomy since the nineteenth century, from the church  
(in the sense that the world began taking land and money 
from the church and undermining its political and edu-  
cational influence)-is liberating the church for its role  
of prophecy. Secularization is the "arm of the Gentiles"  
allover again, because the church had become identified  
with the colonial culture, with colonial Christendom.  

As it becomes poor, the church is obliged to tilt toward  
exteriority; in doing so, it will pronounce the prophetic  
word. Poverty is the condition that makes prophecy pos-  
sible. If I have property and money and they put pres-  
sure on me, saying, "You keep quiet or we will confiscate  
your property and everything you have in the bank," I  
will be tied hand and foot and will be incapable of the  
prophetic function. If, on the other hand, I have nothing  
in the bank, I cannot be the victim of extortion. Prophecy  
demands poverty. Poverty is not a virtue to be desired for 
itself, because in this case it would be meaningless. pov-  
erty is the giving of one's life in the fulfillment of the  
prophetic role. Those who are in no way compromised to  
totality because of poverty, can, from their exteriority,  
confront totality with its sin; they can criticize.  

Thus secularization, this withdrawal of the world from the  
church, this preventing the church from exercising  
power, is the opening of the way to prophecy. It is the  
parable about the light not made to be hidden. Jesus says  
that when the light is hidden under the basket, we have to  
be able to take it out, to bring it to exteriority. Exteriority  
speaks to us of Christ (Messiah, prophet, anointed) and  
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no longer of the King. Christ the King is not the prophet  
of Galilee, the "suffering servant."  

At the beginning of this chapter I put forth the article  
of the creed that reads, "I believe in the Holy Spirit, in the  
Holy Church." Holy is only "the Other ." No one is ever  
holy, but only that which is to come. The Other is mys- 
tery, the one to be honored. Hence the church is holy  
when it preserves exteriority from every system, when it  
prophesies eschatologically against a totalized totality.  
 
PROPHETICO-PEDAGOGICAL FUNCTION OF THE CHURCH IN THE WORLD  
 

I can now go back to the question I asked at the begin-  
ning of this chapter: What is the function of the church?  
Only now can I answer in the following way: Its function  
is a prophetico-pedagogical function of liberation. I am  
using the word "liberation" in its traditional sense to  
indicate at the same time "salvation" and "redemption."  
But I am also using the word in its economic and political  
sense, to indicate liberation from economic dependence,  
pedagogical dependence, erotic dependence, etc. The  
advantage of the word "liberation" is that, taking it in its  
biblical sense but also in its concrete and socio-political  
sense, it is charged with a strength that the word "salva-  
tion" no longer has. Salvation has an ethereal sense and  
has become almost meaningless. That is why I say that  
the church's function is a prophetico-pedagogical func-  
tion of liberation.  

Again, this means that history, in its economic, politi-  
cal, and pedagogical systems, in its family relationships, is  
constantly being totalized, and, in this totalization  
(through sin), people dominate other people. This, on  
the political level, is the oppressor state, the pedagogy of  
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subjugation, i.e., a socio-political version of machismo.  

If totalization is not thrust toward the future, is not  
detotalized, it goes on forever. Look at how the Hindus  
have defended the five castes for centuries. The castes  
came about through successive conquests in the subcon- 
tinent and were later sacralized. The Brahmins are the  
first caste and are on top of the heap, then come the  
military princes, then the artisans, until we come to the 
farmers. The lowest caste is made up of the pariahs, who  
have no respect for the order. This kind of system could  
go on forever because, once the order is sacralized, any-  
one who rebels against it is severely punished. The sys-  
tem is so well entrenched that any change from within is  
impossible.  

The Chinese also, with their emperor and mandarins,  
endured for centuries because there was no one to deto-  
talize their system. These systems prevailed for so long in  
India and China because within these cultures there was  
no prophetico-pedagogical and liberating institution like  
the church. What a pity that when we Christians are  
asked what the church has done, we don't know how to  
answer. This ignorance amounts to stupidity. Not to see  
that the church has been the moving force of history in  
our culture for two millennia! What further proof do we  
need than the stagnancy of India and China (before the  
revolution, which came about through contact with  
Christianity)? What this means is that these two cultures  
did not have within them a dysfunctional, destructuraliz-  
ing capacity that would have detotalized them, thrust  
them into the future instead of clinging to the ontologies  
of totality found in Confucius and the Rig Veda. What  
happened? Exactly what I am saying-no one identifying  
with the poor, the outcasts came along to found an in-  
stitution with a capacity for exteriority, to proclaim that  
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their system was unjust and that a future, more just  
system is possible. (The only perfect system is beyond  
history.)  

This is precisely what the Christians did in the Roman  
empire. Later they were able to do the same in the Holy  
Roman empire and in modern Europe. This dynamism  
was not due, as some seem to think, to access to the  
Mediterranean. In a sense, the Indian Ocean was better  
situated and China had a greater social cohesion. The  
Chinese were more culturally advanced than the Romans  
(witness their many inventions). Granted. But what hap- 
pened? Simply that among the Romans there was a de-  
structuralizing element, as a principle, a category. The  
other was respected; whoever went beyond the system  
was held to be of greatest value. This was not the case in  
India or China.  

If the highest value is found within the system, who can  
move it? But if the opposite is true, a system cannot long  
remain immobile. It should be clear, then, that the func-  
tion of the Christian in the world is precisely to destruc- 
turalize the totality totalized by sin. We can say that it is a  
rabble-rousing, subversive function, or whatever you  
want to call it. This is the subversive function of the  
church in world history and this is liberation. Go back  
and read the Scripture epigraph at the beginning of this  
book (Luke 23) and perhaps you will see what I am  
getting at.  

But liberation from what exactly? From the prison of  
the system that is death. Jesus said, "Leave the dead to  
bury their dead" (Matt. 8:22). That is what sin is, the first  
kind of death. To die it is not necessary to be lowered into  
a tomb because the totalized system is already a tomb.  
And who will raise it up? The one who converts it and  
thrusts it toward the future.  

This way of seeing things throws a whole new light on  
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them. There is a man who is of the flesh, says Paul, but  
there is a man who is according to the Spirit and who is  
reborn ( I Cor. 15) .And Jesus says, "The wind [ that is, the  
Spirit] blows wherever it pleases" (John 3:8), and he who 
receives it is reborn, raised up anew. We have to be born  
again! And this means precisely that we should get out  
from under totality, the system, sin, and walk in exterior-  
ity together with the poor. It would almost seem that we  
have been blind. It is the liberation of the oppressed from  
sin. Sin had totalized everything, "privatized" it. Sin had  
become minimized; a child steals a dollar from his  
mother to buy ice cream-that was sin. Going to bed with  
somebody you're not married to--that was sin. Every-  
thing was privatized, reduced in scale, minimized. We  
had taken away from sin its monstrous reality, its heart-  
less subjugation. Sin is the whole political order as totali-  
zation, the whole ideological order as totalization, the  
whole ideological order that makes us believe that the  
culture of the system is the best, the culture that is touted  
on television and radio, in the schools at all levels,  
through books and every other way possible: That is sin.  
It is sin acceptable to all because all are guilty of it.  

So, in saying "liberation of the oppressed from sin," I  
am saying what Jesus said when he quoted Isaiah, chap-  
ter 61: "The spirit of the Lord Yahweh has been given to  
me, for Yahweh has anointed me. He has sent me to  
bring good news to the poor, to bind up hearts that are  
broken; to proclaim liberty to captives, freedom to those  
in prison; to proclaim a year of favor [liberation], ..."  
that is, a year in which prisoners will come forth from  
their prisons.  

Where the text says, "The spirit of the Lord Yahweh  
has been given to me," the meaning is that the Spirit  
enters in from exteriority. When the Spirit enters into  
the totality, the Incarnation is begun anew (it is the Spirit  
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who begets Jesus in the flesh of Mary), a time, a year of  
liberation, an exodus from oppression, from sin, death, 
injustice (see Rom. 8). Do we not have here a logic that  
functions as a fresh historical rationality?  

There still remains, then, much that we must learn to  
think about, that we must discover in Christianity. We  
must not allow five centuries of ideology to keep essential  
" things from us. We have not been fed a pack of lies. But  
Christianity, in the measure that it continues to grow in  
history, continues to discover new possibilities; and we  
are in a time of grace. There is a "homogenous evolution  
of dogma" (to quote Father Arinteros). We can say that  
there is growth, in the sense of a continuous explication  
of the implicit. Indeed, I believe that, in these fantastic 
times in which Latin Americans are living, we shall very  
quickly recover a universal and political sense of sin and,  
therefore, also a universal and political sense of redemp-  
tion. The search has been grand. In order to continue,  
we must accept the turmoil that comes with it.  

The redemption of the oppressed from sin is libera-  
tion. (Redemption means saving the other by taking that  
person's place as a hostage.) Concretely, it is the libera-  
tion of the woman dominated by machismo, of the child  
from a subjugating pedagogy. By child I also mean disci-  
ple, citizen, patriot. In the phrase "subjugating peda-  
gogy" I include all institutions that gloss over reality in a  
way that makes the oppressed believe that by nature they  
are destined to be slaves and that anyone who does not  
rebel against the "order" is a model of sanctity. This is a  
pedagogy that we have been made to feel in our bones  
and none of us can declare ourselves innocent (naturally  
I include myself). We simply do not have a critical con-  
science sufficiently clear to determine to what point we 
have identified a subjugating pedagogy with the nature  
of things.  
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We are talking about liberation from political injustice,  
that of the dominating class over the dominated classes,  
that of the systems that subjugate people. This is sin.  
It should be clear that liberation, in the sense I am  
using the word, is quite traditional in the church, some- 
thing we have always seen in the church. We agree with  
Gustavo Gutierrez that all that the theology of liberation  
has done is to make us rethink all of theology by putting it  
in motion. Theology in recent times has been within an  
order that was thought to be eternal. But that is not so  
because the eternal is always act, process; the process is  
passage and the passage is Pasch. The theology of libera- 
tion is a paschal theology in the sense of being liberating.  
We leave sin behind and head for the kingdom; accom-  
panying us as a historic sign is a concrete, historical plan  
for liberation. I take my stand on this, on what is pro-  
foundly traditional, going back to what has always been.  
But I do not say what many keep saying is traditional – 
which is to hide tradition.  

On the other hand, it can be said that those who con-  
fuse their own present order with every possible order  
are indeed in error; they are traditionalists. Since they  
are so sure of their truth, they are critical of those in the  
paschal process as if the latter were the ones in error .  
They behave exactly like the Sanhedrin when Jesus de-  
clared himself to be the Son of God, the Christ (Matt. 26:  
63-64); they tore their vestments because they thought  
they possessed God. How could anyone be God without  
their knowing about it? They were self-divinized!  
 
MYSTERY AS "BREAKING DOWN THE BARRIERS"  
 

In the process of history the church fulfills the func-  
tion of detotalization, which means "breaking down the  
barriers" (see Eph. 2). For Paul the mystery of Christ  
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consists in breaking down the barriers so that there will  
be neither Gentile nor Jew but all will be "one." That 
"one" is eschatological. But breaking down barriers is  
historical. Indeed, breaking down barriers is precisely  
the passage; it is to grace someone, to set someone free, to  
set at liberty someone who is a prisoner. Hence the origin  
of the word "grace." Grace is like a free-conduct pass to  
someone in jail; it is the liberation of prisoners, or, as the  
army would say, a discharge. Grace, then, is the act itself  
in which prisoners are set free. They are told, "You who  
were slaves are now free." Now they have changed their  
ontological status. To set them free is to open the gates of  
the prison, of totalization, of sin, of death. Therefore to  
liberate is to rise anew, it is new life, new history, new  
person. All is new.  

The Russian philosopher Nicolas Berdyaev says that  
the Greeks were unable to conceive the question of new-  
ness. They affirmed that things move, that Is, It Is permis-  
sible to have change within the system, but a new system,  
never! That would be absurd. How can there be any kind  
of newness in pantheism, for which everything already is.,  
Newness in history is precisely the sign that God is the  
Creator and that there is a God who is exteriority. Be-  
cause God is the Other, it is possible that there would still  
be something new-not everything is a "repeat of the  
same." If everything were a repeat of the same, this  
would mean that same is all there is. If this were so, it  
would mean that God is now the system and that is  
pantheism. It is idolatry and the bedrock of sin. The  
same is not all there is. The new is better than the same  
and it is future. Therefore Christians hurl themselves  
forward to what is to come (adventus); Christians never  
say, " All that is past was better ." Rather, they say, in hope  
and faith, "Everything in the future will be better ." The  
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future of history is always new. The totalized world, then,  
the flesh of sin, is conquered by the ecclesial act of "ser-  
vice."  

Liberation is the same as service in the original  
Judeo-Christian sense. Service is an act that goes beyond  
the system; it is gratuitous because it is done for the  
Other as other; it is the praxis of the servant of Yahweh.  
God anoints his servant with the Spirit and consecrates  
him prophet. The prophet commits himself in the pro-  
cess of liberation. In that process he must be determined  
to go all the way to death.  

Jesus said that only those who lay down their lives for 
their friends truly love him. The prophets know that they 
will have to bear a heavy cross because to "break down  
barriers" of sin, of the system, is not at all easy. Many  
prophets, like Jesus, will die "outside the walls."  
Jesus conquered death and sin. When he breached the  
wall of totality, the flesh, the system simply had to kill  
him. His death was the eschatological and salvific fact of  
history. There is a dialectic between sin as death and the  
death of the just as resurrection. In the same way there is  
an ecclesial act of service, of historic work, like that of the  
servant of Yahweh.  

The church, in the first place and in essence, identifies  
with, and commits itself to, the poor. But if it is also  
committed to the subjugators, it becomes equivocal. If  
the subjugators take charge of the church and thereby  
displace the poor, the church becomes sterile. It is a sad  
day in church history when the sin of its members man-  
ages to stifle prophecy. Today we are living through a  
joyful time in Latin America because at this point in our  
history there are martyrs, the tortured, and the blood of  
the persecuted is being spilled by tyrannical govern-  
ments. And for this reason the church among the poor,  
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even though it be small, is sending forth its sign. Maybe  
very few do this. Nevertheless they are doing it, a weak  
flickering light but light nevertheless.  

Again, the church will have to be with the poor and  
perform for them the "work of liberation." In fact, it has  
done this all through its history. In the Roman empire it  
put itself on the side of the poor and cast the process of  
history toward the future. Europe was born thanks to the  
liberating thrust in the church of the monks and farmers.  
At the time of the Renaissance, Europe, occupying the  
center of the world, proves through the conquest of the  
whole world that it is more real (fantastic but true) than  
any other culture. When Pizarro confronts Atahualpa,  
he is a much freer and more adult man than the Incan.  
He understands freedom whereas Atahualpa is still in  
the tragic world of the eternal return and therefore he is  
conquered. The Europeans are at the stage of nascent  
modernity, since they are no longer in the Roman empire  
but in the age of Latin Christendom, and therefore they  
are more real than Incan or Aztec-and, I would add,  
more real than the Chinese or Hindus. They are more  
real because they are more critical, more liberated. But  
instead of serving the Incans and the others as they  
should have, the Europeans used their strength to domi-  
nate them. There is sin; what God had given to the  
Europeans as a gift they used for themselves to subju-  
gate the very weak. Instead of ministering to them as  
good Samaritans, the Europeans subjugate them.  
At any rate, Europe was in fact more critical and more  
real because, thanks to the church, it had gone through  
many revolutions. The same thing is also happening 
today. Today again the church is thrusting humankind  
toward the future. And if Latin America is liberated, if  
the church in Latin America fulfills its mission at this  
time, it will go on sending forth its signs. If not, how great  
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will be the scandal to the world! What a scandal for all the  
underdeveloped countries of the world! What a scandal  
if the Latin American church continues in solidarity with  
the present imperial totality, which is the center dominat-  
ing the periphery! Hence it is clear that the Latin Ameri-  
can church must give witness before the whole world,  
before China, India, southeast Asia, the Arab world. Its  
witness, its sign is: commitment to the liberation of Latin  
America and against the domination exercised by the  
imperialist countries. If the church does not commit  
itself to liberation, it will deny that Christ is truly present  
in that "passage," .the "pasch of resurrection," in which  
the very essence of the church is at stake.  
 
THE CHURCH, LIBERATING FORCE OF HISTORY  
 

Liberation is a historic passage and at the same time an  
eschatological sign. The church in history, again, is not a  
state. States are the cocoons of history, building and  
destroying for a while but being shed later along the way.  
Nor is the church the eschatological kingdom, which  
finds its fulfillment in ultimate totality. Rather, it is the  
liberating force of history, a force that will be spent when  
Christ comes again; his coming (the Parousia) is his only  
task. The church struggles so that people will mature and  
be able to shed the cocoons, the historic systems, and  
move on to more just systems until the kingdom, that is,  
Christ as Parousia, comes.  

The liberation or salvation of history is the function of  
the church. This function is the detotalization of all finite  
systems that come along. These finite systems are never  
good in themselves but good only in reference to the  
future. The very moment a system sees itself as perma-  
nent, therein lies the sin of subjugation. A good system  
will look to the historic future. But a system is guilty of sin  
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when it sees itself as the sole and irreplaceable system and  
therefore represses liberation. And it is here that the  
church must step in and "break down the barriers" and  
thrust everything toward the future.  

In human history, in the Roman and Byzantine em- 
pires or in the Holy Roman empire, until we come to the  
"center" of our day (Russia, the United States, Europe),  
we see the church fulfilling its prophetico-historico-  
eschatological mission. More in one epoch, less in  
another. Today in Latin America it has returned to its  
ancient vocation in small groups committed to the poor  
but staying within the institution.1To discover those  
signs is to know in the light of faith the meaning of what is  
happening; it is to know where the eschatological rem-  
nant is. These are precisely the ones who place them-  
selves at the critical level of history, who see a newness  
surfacing among the poor and the oppressed-the vic-  
tims and not the perpetrators of sin. Those who place  
themselves among the poor are faithful to history and  
make history by liberating the people. Those who place  
themselves among the subjugators place themselves in  
what is dead, in sin, and they slow down, they retard  
history, kill the liberators, fulfill exactly the function  
of Jerusalem. "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you that kill the  
prophets!" (Matt. 23:37). Read all that Jesus says about  
these things in the Gospel. It becomes quite obvious that  
he is inevitably destined to die.  
 
 

                                                           
* An eminent prelate of the church told me that the account of more  
recent events (1962-1973) in my Historia de la Iglesia en America Latin 
 was a sort of caricature. I accept the judgment: caricature for a pagan  
history , because what is being sought are prophetic signs and not the  
mere recounting of events. It is "insane" history as far as professional  
historians are concerned (see I Cor. 1:17-2:5).  
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Being a member of the church, then, does not essen-  
tially mean that you have already entered into the king-  
dom of heaven, there to enjoy peace at last. To be a  
member of the church, which has a critico-liberating  
function, is to take on a responsibility, a commitment to  
the work of liberation. And right here we run into the  
most serious kind of confusion: To identify the church  
with the kingdom of heaven is to define it in terms of a  
ruling world order, for example, Christendom. In that  
case the church would be on the side of subjugation; it  
would become immobilized, silenced; it would retard  
history, kill it. Only when we realize that the kingdom is  
in the future and that to be a member of the church is not  
a signal honor but a responsibility will we see the church  
in a whole new light.  
 
THE SACRAMENTS (AS CONSECRATION AND CELEBRATION)  
AND MINISTRIES (AS A FUNCTION) OF LIBERATION  
 

Only now can we bring up the question of ministries  
and functions of the church. The church, as a prophetic  
institution, has distinct functional parts. But these  
"parts" in turn playa role of exteriority in regard to the  
very body of the church.  

The modern experience of the church, European and 
even Latin American, has "privatized" the Christian per- 
son: To be a Christian is a matter for the individual. I  
made my examination of conscience; I had an individual  
or privatized conscience to examine. Furthermore,  
Christendom was identified with the church and, as I  
said, the reform of the church is at heart an intraecclesial  
and, at times, a political affair. Witness the "reform of  
Cisneros" in Spain under the Catholic kings. These two  
situations should be criticized: the privatization (life  
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should be communion) and a Christendom that defines  
itself intraecclesially (we will find the solution in an un-  
derstanding of the church from outside the church).  

This can be presented on at least two levels: first, on 
the level of the Christian as one of the people-the laos,  
from which comes the word "laity"; second, on the level  
of the Christian as pastor or priest of the people. These  
two aspects go hand in hand.  

The first of these is the ministry or function of being  
members of the church. We may ask: What is a Christian 
person, taken in the sense that the Christian is the  
anointed, the messiah? What does it mean to be messianic  
in our time? It means to be an alive member of the church  
in the function we have indicated. It is first of all to be  
before the world in a prophetic way; second, it is to be  
incarnated in that world; and, last, it is to detotalize the  
system, pointing the way to liberation as a sign of the  
eschatological.  

What does it mean to be Christian? Indeed, in reality,  
one does not be a Christian but is always in the process of  
becoming a Christian. Those who are becoming Chris-  
tians, as Kierkegaard would say, are not ones from the  
beginning. This "becoming Christian" is a movement of  
liberation in exactly the same way that we have been  
explaining all along. What I am getting to is a pedagogi-  
cal introduction to the "use" of certain guidelines or  
fundamental categories of Christian thought.  

Non-Christians live in a pre-Christian, pagan world.  
One day, the Word comes to them, borne by the church.  
That is why one person cannot carry the Word, because it  
will die with that person. It must be borne in history by a  
historic institution. Let us go back to the beginning of the  
description. One day the Word, prophetic and critical,  
invades the world and it points out to me the road of  
liberation from the prison of the world that has en-  
trapped me. That Word is a call; it is a vocation that  
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invades the flesh, the system, the totality. In a way I was  
dead because I was repeating the "same." Newness was  
passing me by.  

When am I called? Whenever I listen to the other, to  
the poor. It is really more than a call, it is a shout, a loud  
clamoring; the truly Christian call to be part of the  
church is addressed to me by the poor but by means of  
the Word in prophetic function. It is the call of a poor  
person who loudly demands liberation. Again I say that  
the poor are the epiphany of the Word of God.  

If we are not "convoked" in this way, our call can be a  
temptation and not a genuine call. Only the poor are the  
epiphany of God and whoever thinks to hear the word of .  
God directly and not through the poor begins to inter-  
pret it badly. Hence there are many Christians who  
paradoxically lived a Christianity of Christendom where t 
hey made a "god" of the system that told them if they  
went to Mass they would get to heaven. That "god" was  
not the God of Christianity, because they had totalized  
"god" within their system; they could exploit people and  
still go to heaven. This is a contradiction, because to  
exploit others and still enter into the eschatological king-  
dom is impossible. If I exploit a person, I am divinizing  
my system and I cannot be in any other system than the  
one I live in. This is hell and that "god" is an idol. Let us  
never forget that hell has already begun for all those who  
are "following the way of this world, obeying the ruler  
who governs the spirit who is at work in those who resist  
the faith" (Eph. 2:2)-faith in the poor as the epiphany of  
God and his Christ.  

Really to hear God is to hear him through someone  
who, from outside the system, tells me that the system is  
not the only possible one, that there can be another. Only  
when I become aware that the system is not divine can I  
hear divinity as exteriority. Only when I am able to  
comprehend the finiteness, the historicity, the inevitable  
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coming to an end at any moment of the system in which I  
find myself-my home, my factory, my class, my club or  
whatever -can I hear the Word of God that calls me  
from the future. This Word is not abstract but is a sum-  
mons to me on the part of the poor who cry out to me, in  
effect: "Do justice! because we have rights that are not  
yours. We have rights that arise in us and not in you. We  
do not ask that you give us what is yours but that you give 
us what is ours, starting with our worth as persons." If I  
recognize that word, I will be recognizing the Word of  
God.  

But look how paradoxical this all becomes! Consider  
the case of the Christians who adored a "god" of their  
own making and who now suddenly discover the poor  
and want to work for their liberation. Now they say, "I no  
longer believe in God" and that they are having a crisis of  
faith. It is only the beginning of what I would call the  
political dark night of the soul, which St. john of the  
Cross never got around to describing. The trouble is that  
we don't know how to tell them quickly that they are in  
the preliminary stages of the encounter with the God of  
Israel, because the one they held to be "god" was no more  
than a fetish. That "god" went up in smoke, the same god  
they had preached to them in Catholic Action or they  
learned about in a twisted way from their catechism; but  
the one they were encountering in the history of the poor  
is the God of Israel. We must tell them that they are living  
through the political night of faith, not the kind of dark  
night in john of the Cross:  

 
On a dark night  
burning with anxious love,  
Oh, great good fortune!  
I left the quiet of my house  
without being noticed.  
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The house of the system was quiet and I, escaping  
through the door of liberation, might one day come to  
God. But to come to that God, I must pass through the  
night. And we say, "That man has lost the faith, poor  
fellow. He has become an atheist." But we do not under- 
stand that he had become an atheist in regard to the idol.  
It was precisely the preliminary stage needed to believe  
in the Christian God. It should be clear now how possible  
it is to see things in a different light.  

When we discover and become aware that, in casting  
our lot with the poor, the oppressed, our commitment  
can lead to death, then we are on the road to Jerusalem,  
we are saints. And in order to be completely so, we must  
be confirmed in our option by ecclesial consecration. We  
are like the confused man Philip met on the road; after  
having explained the gospel to him for a few minutes,  
Philip baptized him. The man was already on the way; it  
only remained to point it out to him. The church fre-  
quently says that the politically committed person is run-  
ning away from God. The Christian vocation, on the  
other hand, is always a vocation to the liberation of a  
people.  

To become a Christian is to get to the point where we  
can hear the voice of God, but the historic voice. One  
becomes a Christian through a catechumenal process.  
The catechumenate is a commitment to an ecclesial  
community and a discovering day by day the new 
 "meaning" of things; it is to know how to interpret the  
voice of the poor historically and concretely. It is not just  
a lot of theories we were once taught but, rather, a know-  
ing how to hear the poor who summon us day by day.  
Thus it is that, little by little, in the Christian community,  
among the "people of God," through an existential prac-  
tice and not through a theory, one learns the meaning of  
things. This new meaning does not become clear to me,  
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for instance, because someone explains something  
theoretical and I repeat it back from memory (to repeat  
from memory is to repeat "the same"). This is the way we  
studied the catechism. To repeat "the same" is to repeat  
what is dead. The new cannot be repeated-we have to  
discover it; the new is the here and now, the how of  
responding to God. Learning by memory is a form of  
pedagogical domination. We cannot memorize heaven  
because it is in the future; we must be open and have faith  
and hope.  

What this means, then, is that, in my day-to-day expec-  
tation of the kingdom and starting with the praxis of a  
community that teaches me its faith through its commit-  
ment, I learn the gospel. And when I have at last put  
myself on the road to liberation and am sufficiently ma-  
ture for the process, then comes the supreme moment of  
my calling: " Are you ready to risk all for the liberation of  
the poor? Then you may approach, put on the white  
vestment, and be baptized. Baptism is a responsibility  
and not a prize." I am talking about the kind of prize a  
winning athlete receives after a race and, because of it,  
feels entitled to rest. It is not such a prize, and we should  
consider the disturbing parable of the Talents: because  
one man buried his talents, this was held against him. He  
would have been better off if he had received none.  

Actually I do not receive baptism; rather, I am re-  
ceived into a prophetic body by baptismal consecration.  
We used to think that the individual being baptized was  
the substance and that baptism was an entitative accident.  
The grace of baptism was a received "quality." But it's 
just the opposite. Through baptism I am received "into"  
the church. I do not receive, I am received. Through  
baptism I am incorporated into the "prophetic body" of  
those who are determined to risk all in the church's  
liberating function in history. If I am not ready for this, it  
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would be better if I, like the young St. Augustine, were to  
say, "I'll not be baptized yet." There is danger of sin here,  
because baptism is a responsibility, a consecration as a  
prophet of history. We used to think that if you did not  
receive baptism, you would not be saved. But there is a  
dogma of faith that says: "No one will" fail to receive  
sufficient grace to be saved."  

We have a contradiction here. Because of this, we have  
come up with concepts like "baptism of blood" and "bap-  
tism of desire." But because some neither shed their  
blood nor had any wish to become Christians, we had to  
fall back on something called the baptism of persons of  
good will. Nevertheless, I think we ought to look for a  
solution in another direction. The "Christic grace" comes  
to every person of good will and therefore each is saved  
as an individual. So, what is the church for? Precisely for  
what I have been explaining-to detotalize the historic  
systems and thrust them toward the Parousia. Were it not  
for the church, history would be irreversibly totalized  
and there would be no one to de totalize it, although  
persons of good will would go on being saved individu-  
ally. The problem is not essentially a question of whether  
baptism saves individually. We can state this another  
way: Every person of good will arrives at the kingdom,  
and gets there through the mystical mediation of the  
ecclesial body, the church.  

But, on the other hand, the church is an institution, as  
we have said, and in saying this, we are following the full  
Catholic tradition. Baptism is the consecration through  
which one enters the institution. One enters body and  
soul, with self-awareness and a sense of responsibility.  
Thus the full baptism we are talking about is a consecra-  
tion that demands that I now, within my limitations,  
accept the responsibility of committing myself to the  
prophetic function in the world. I become "part" of the  
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church. We accept the fact that there can be other kinds  
of baptism, but they must all bear a relationship to the  
baptism we are talking about. This baptism allows us to  
participate in the mission of the church. We are conse-  
crated in order to fulfill a prophetico-salvific function to  
all humanity. Hence the pre-Christian, who was before or  
alongside the church, through baptism becomes a Chris-  
tian by being now in the church. Baptism consecrates  
one; it makes one a participant in a body that is a prophet-  
ic institution. We will have to take another look at bap-  
tismal consecration on alllevels--erotic, pedagogic, polit-  
ical.  

Immediately there arises another question: What  
about the ordinary people? The people who were a part  
of Christendom, the people who celebrate a kind of folk  
Christianity. What happened to them? If we reject the  
faith of the people, we would be guilty of a "concien-  
cialismo" (which says that only the self-aware are capable  
of entering the church). Where does that leave the peo-  
ple? We have something ofa contradiction here. A "self-  
aware" faith would lead to an elitist Christianity. This is  
close to the position of those who hold that the Christian  
faith is always a "minority." But there are firm reasons  
for seeing the people as an oppressed people; their his-  
toric catechumenate has been a matter of centuries of  
suffering. This people was evangelized by Latin and  
colonial Christendom and therefore has faith. Theirs is  
not what we would call a well-informed faith but, rather,  
a historic faith. They believe in the poor because of their  
poverty. This is why they are open to the Word of God.  
They have faith but not all that explicitly. I would go  
further-they are on the way, they are in the catechume-  
nate, they are in process. They are often closer to the  
Lord than those in the church who subjugate them. The  
latter have made an idol of the system, whereas those  
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 who do not believe in the system believe in the poor  
and are thus on the right road to God. The people's  
brand of faith is catechumenal and therefore rudimentar- 
 ily Christian, indeed, at times explicitly Christian. They  
are frequently closer to the gospel than those who know  
theoretical theology but who, because they are the sub-  
jugators, have managed to make their theology serve the  
dominating system. Thus they deny the poor and also  
God; they raise an altar to the idol and formulate an  
ideology to which they give the name "theology."  
Often the Christian people, poor and of the masses,  
have criteria that are much more profound than those of  
a well-informed but misdirected elite.  

Between them and the explicit prophet, who is a part of  
the institutional church with complete responsibility and  
awareness, there is an analogy .The seed here falls on still  
better ground; it falls on the good ground in the con-  
sciousness of the baptized individual prophetically com-  
mitted to the liberation of the poor. The seed will grow  
with difficulty in the consciousness of the subjugator; but  
even though it falls by the wayside, it could still grow  
between two rocks. There is still the possibility of salva- 
tion.  

Harvey Cox in his book Feast of Fools reminds us of  
something that is deeply meaningful. Our opulent,  
pragmatic, consumer society has lost a feeling for fiesta,  
joy, play. In the Middle Ages there were certain days, like  
Mardi Gras carnivals in Brazil and elsewhere, on which  
all rules were set aside, and sarcasm and scoffing at  
everything were the order of the day. It was a discharge  
of pent-up aggressiveness, a time for breaking out, for 
pure play. Playas a thing apart from the practical, prag-  
matic, utilitarian order of the day (alienated work to  
make something to sell) is like a present, a gift, like an  
anticipation of the kingdom. From this has come a whole  
 
 



98  
  
theology of play, a theme suggested by Nietzsche in the 
 last century (and related with the Roman otium, the  
Greek skhole, and the Hindu nirvana). Certainly the feast  
of liberation has nothing to do with cold revolutionaries  
devoid of a sense of humor (who take life so seriously that  
they end up in embittered resentment), nor with the fun  
and games of the rich, nor even with the charming "feast  
of fools" of medieval Christendom. The feast of libera-  
tion is an explosive rejoicing, the contagious and en-  
thusiastic happiness of a people being let out of prison.  
It's like a man getting out of jail and having a party  
among his loved ones to celebrate his freedom or like a  
soldier getting out of the army after a war and having a  
drink with friends to celebrate his return to civilian life.  
Or like in my country, Argentina, on May 25, 1973, when  
the people piled into the streets and shouted with joy  
because the oppressors were overthrown. The feast of 
liberation is the joy of an oppressed people and of those  
committed to their liberation. The sad people on that  
25th of May were the oppressors.  

The feast of liberation is not just a getting away from  
the routine of the daily grind but the end of the oppres-  
sive process and the beginning of a new world. It is not  
separate from day-to-day living, or parallel. It is a very  
real moment of day-to-day living. Rather than separate-  
ness it is a deepening of that day-to-day living. Of course  
we are not talking about the pragmatic kind of living the  
rich enjoy. On the contrary, we are talking of the burden-  
some living of the oppressed, which cannot be pragmatic  
because their pragma (their thing) has been ripped away  
from them. The feast of a people being liberated in a  
vibrant moment of their actual existence is something  
that can be reached out to and touched, not something  
abstract, put between parentheses, otium.  

In the same way the festive celebration of the eucharis-  
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tic liturgy should not be looked upon as play (the rich  
seem to do this), nor as a feast of fools (a surface  
phenomenon of a totalized society that wants to forget its  
sins, that is, its state of oppression, and that is why the  
people at this time can even poke fun at the bishops).  
Rather it should be looked upon from the standpoint of 
the liberated person at the very moment of being set free.  
It should be a true feast, having continuity with day-to-  
day suffering-the feast of job, that of Jesus on the way  
to the cross, that of the Israelites in the hot, dry desert; a  
feast that is inscribed in the experience of the reality of a  
concrete, historical path. It is not a feast to help us forget  
about the oppressions of a system. It is a feast in the  
system but of the oppressed where there is rejoicing over  
past liberations as a promise of liberations to come and of  
the eschatological liberation. The eucharistic feast, visi-  
ble presence of the risen Christ who reveals himself as  
eschatological, is the sacrament of anticipation of the  
kingdom to come, but kingdom understood as the end to  
all oppression and, therefore, sin. This is not the kind of  
feast where we get high on narcotics, drifting off into a  
nonexistent fantasy world. In this case the Mass would be  
no more than the opiate of the people. On the contrary,  
the contradictions and sufferings of living are realisti-  
cally accepted by the sojourners in the desert in the  
festive spirit of a people celebrating its liberations.  

On the 25th of May, when I saw vast numbers of  
people out in the street singing and shouting and waving  
flags (in an unaggressive way because nobody was  
threatening them, since their enemies were locked in the  
past) I couldn't help but say, This is what the parousia is  
going to be like. At the same moment, I understood that  
the Eucharist is the "feast of liberation" of an oppressed  
people being liberated in the infinite joy of him who gave  
himself to us as a Gift.  
 
 



                             4 
ALIENATION AND LIBERATION OFWOMAN IN THE CHURCH: 
A TREATMENT OF THE EROTIC IN THEOLOGY 
 
                                         Let him kiss me with the kisses 
                                                                     of his mouth.  
                                                             Song of Songs I:2  
 
                                   How can this come about, since I 
                                                                    am a virgin?  
                                                                        Luke 1:34  
 

My topic is very important for Latin America in gen-  
eral and the church in particular. My topic is woman's  
place in the church; my problem is how to phrase the  
question.  

In the Latin American church there are 140,000  
female religious. Think what it would mean if such a  
huge number of persons would dedicate themselves to  
the liberation of the people!  
On the other hand, since theology has rarely been  
done by laity, the erotic question has been badly put for  
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centuries. Indeed, there are questions that simply have  
never been brought up in the history of theology .  

To pose this question of woman's place in the church,  
we must begin with the face-to-face, the original experi-  
ence of Moses who came face-to-face with God. This  
experience can be described or analyzed on three levels  
because there are three possible kinds of relationship of  
person with person (we are reminded here analogically  
of the three persons of the Trinity). They are male-  
female, which becomes father-mother, parent-child, and  
brother-sister. The first is an erotic relationship, the sec-  
ond pedagogical, and the third political. And this applies  
even to the relationship of the totality of humankind  
before God, which is humankind's theological position,  
but always through the mediation of people, through  
"the poor, the orphan, or the widow ," as the prophets  
say.  

Let us now take up the first of these relationships,  
which even genetically is first.  
 
TOWARD A HISTORY OF THE EROTIC  
 

How has the male-female relationship fared in his-  
tory? For ten thousand years practically all the cultures  
that dominated the makeup of the Latin American world  
were patriarchal. The Indo-Europeans, as Ihave indi-  
cated, saw the God of heaven as a father God and not a  
mother God, and this tells us a great deal. Of course, as a  
French Protestant philosopher and theologian has told  
us, the category "father" is a symbol of the divine fecun-  
dity and creativity. Actually God is not a father or mother  
in the ontic sense because obviously God is neither male  
nor female. God is God, from the beginning, but was  
given the paternal symbol by a patriarchal culture that  
saw the father as having maximum authority. And be-  
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cause he had authority, he also had power, strength, the  
aptitude for violence. At the same time, all these cultures  
saw the father as the initiator of the procreative process.  
Thus God as Creator had to be viewed as the Father.  
The Indo-European culture is ruled by male symbols  
that are in evidence on all levels. Ipropose now an  
example to think about: Consider Plato's book called the  
Symposium (or Banquet), a book well known in philosophi-  
cal circles that treats of beauty, love, eros. Istudied it in a  
seminar three years ago with a group from my university.  
We wanted to go on to things other than those im-  
mediately apparent. The conclusion was quite unex-  
pected.  

In the beginning of his dialogue, Plato tells us what  
eros, or love, is. There are five myths, or symbolic ac-  
counts, handed down by the sages of the past. He accepts  
that there is a heavenly Aphrodite and an earthly Aph-  
rodite; that there is a goddess of supreme love and a  
goddess of common love. Love is the tension of "the  
same" for "the same." It's as when someone says, "There  
is my type" to a girl or a boy; my "type" is "the same" as I. 
In other words, we love "the same"; eros is love of the  
same for the same, and therefore Plato says that the  
heavenly Aphrodite is the goddess of homosexuals. Plato  
held that the highest form of sexuality was to be found  
among the Spartan soldiers. Remember that the Spartan  
aristocracy was made up of a small number of men ad-  
dicted to war who dominated nations much larger than  
themselves. Young men until their thirtieth year were  
alone in the army; they were homosexuals.  

So we have here a defense of homosexuality, love of  
the same for the same. But, he tells us, the man comes to  
the woman anyway and for that he proposes another  
myth, the myth of the androgyne. One of the sages who is  
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recounting ancient beliefs says that in the beginning  
there was a being who was both man and woman. But the  
gods saw how strong this being was and divided it. Those  
who proceed from the androgyne are the males who love  
women; they adore the earthly Aphrodite, and this is  
vulgar. Plato believes, then, that the love of a man for a  
woman is secondary, and if the man must come to the  
woman, the reason is that "the same" would remain "the  
same." "The same" is the human race and remains the  
same through a new individual. Thus the man comes to  
the woman so that the man remains through the media-  
tion of the woman. The man is interested in the male 
child. Thanks to the woman, he has a male child. The  
woman is of no consequence to him.  

Plato, the wisdom of the Greeks! But Plato is not as  
clear as Aristotle. A pupil of mine is doing a study on the  
theme of property in Aristotle. And perhaps when he 
finishes his study, he will have to entitle it, Aristotle, the 
Reactionary. When you get deep into Aristotle, you are  
astounded at how oppressive of women was Greek wis-  
dom. Aristotle, in both his work on economics and his  
work on politics, takes up the matter of the family. This is  
what he says at the outset: "Man is a political animal." Is  
he talking about every man? No indeed! For him the only  
political animal resides in the GreekPolis. The barbarians  
are not men because they do not reside there. Neither are  
the slaves. Only he is a man who is a free male in the  
Greek city: Less than one out of every thousand of the  
people living at that time.  

Woman, says Aristotle, does not have fullness of choice  
and therefore cannot buy or sell property or have slaves.  
Only the male can have them. Nor is the male child yet a  
man, because he is still on the way to becoming one  
through the educational process.  
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This kind of anthropology is strictly oligarchical,  
subjugative-a small percentage of humanity are men  
and the rest are not.  

For Thomas also not all men are such simpliciter. In the  
Summa Theologica I, question 57, he maintains that only  
he is a man who has no one over him (that is, a feudal 
lord) and therefore has "dominative right" over the ser- 
vant. There is also a disciplinary right over the child and  
a kind of domestic right over the woman. This means  
that for Thomas also the male is the one who has full  
responsibility because he has achieved full liberty. He  
says that Adam committed the sin, and not Eve, because  
she did not have "full freedom of choice." In the Summa 
itself there was a certain medieval machismo. Socio- 
logically it was bound to happen. Thomas was a man of  
his times, conditioned by the existing culture. It is in-  
teresting to note that this same doctrine was used to  
defend pedagogical domination. In the Symposium Plato  
says just that as the same remains the same thanks to  
procreation through the woman, so the teacher produces  
the same in the pupil. The pupil had contemplated di-  
vine things and then forgot them. It was the task of the  
teacher to remind him of these things. In the myth about  
the cave and in all the other Platonic myths we are told of  
everyday man who forgets the ideas he had about the  
gods and has to be reminded of them by the teacher. This  
is clearly a matter of pedagogical domination.  

Socrates made his disciples believe that they were con-  
templating divine things that really were nothing more  
than constructs divinized by Greek culture. The soul, it  
was said, had seen divine ideas and then had sunk into  
the body. Socrates made them remember the things they  
had seen. But this process is a coverup. Socrates, with his  
subtle questions, gets them to answer in a way that some-  
one of Greek culture would answer and makes them  
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believe they are on the threshold of the divine. He divi-  
nizes Greek culture and prevents his disciples from tak- 
ing a critical look at what is Greek. This constitutes the  
second part of the Symposium.  

The domination of the woman--erotic domination-is  
followed by the pedagogical domination of the child.  
 
THE EROTIC IN LATIN AMERICA  
 

We come now to the modern age. The modern man  
who arrived in America was a "lord of conquest," the  
conquistador who lived in concubinage with the Indian  
woman. The Indian male did not live in concubinage  
with the Spanish woman. We have here not only political,  
cultural, and economic domination but erotic as well.  
Therefore, the American mother, the mother of the  
mestizo, is Indian. She is not Spain but Amerindia. The  
father is almighty Spain. Spain, therefore, is not the  
"motherland" but the father.  

There comes to mind here a verse of Sor Juana Ines de  
la Cruz: "You men, you accuse women without any  
reason!" She, a woman well rooted in her epoch, rebels  
against the male who not only dominates the woman but  
makes her believe that she is well off being dominated.  
Sor Juana, on the other hand, as a virgin and a woman of  
culture, can rise up against the male because she is un- 
touched by his domination. Here we can see the prophet-  
ic sense in being a consecrated religious who consecrates  
her liberation. This does not mean being married mysti-  
cally to a "spouse" who spiritually oppresses her, as fre-  
quently happens. Jesus is celibate and not polygamous.  
He has no spouse. The nun's "wedding" ring will cease to 
have meaning when she comes to think about human  
liberation and not about darning stockings in a convent.  
This is the problem of 140,000 female religious in Latin  
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America who really are not what they should be because  
they are "mystically alienated" within the convent;  
nevertheless, they have been consecrated precisely to  
work for the pedagogical liberation of the child and the  
political liberation of the brother. Yet they remain alien-  
ated with a male who does not exist because Jesus is  
simply not an ontic spouse. Jesus is the teacher, the  
brother. In Latin American history women enjoyed more es-  
teem before the conquest than after it because our  
peoples-Aztecs, Chibchas, Incas, and almost all the  
Tupi-Guarani-were matrilineal but not matriarchal.  
Among us today to be the son of an unknown father is an  
insult. Poor mother, poor child if the father will not  
declare himself. The father is all-important; if the father  
is unknown, the child is a nobody. How much further can  
alienation of the woman go?  

In all the Indian cultures, however, it is the other way  
around-to be the child of an unknown mother is an  
insult. In fact, the insult of the pre-Hispanic epochs is  
"son of an unknown mother," because the mother de-  
termined one's place in the family tree. She was held in  
high esteem. A man once said to a Mayan king, " And you  
who boast so much, nobody knows who your mother is."  
The poor man was liquidated. In the Popol Vuh we read:  
"The mother and father of all have made all things. " First  
the mother, then the father, as a couple. The gods are  
referred to in order as the mother gods and the father  
gods. Even in reference to persons they speak of grand-  
mothers and then grandfathers. The same is found in all  
the great pre-Hispanic books. The females are named  
first because they are matrilineal. This means the woman  
enjoyed a higher religious esteem.  

But then came the Semitic and Indo-European  
conquerors-Columbus, Cortes, Pizarro, Juan de Garay  
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-for whom the father was the origin of all things. They  
did away with esteem for woman in America and intro-  
duced machismo on the continent in a way that so far has  
been irreversible.  

If we ask now w hat is the place of woman in our society,  
we can get an answer from someone like the Argentinian  
folk figure Martin Fierro, who says: " At that time Ihad 
my ranch, my children, and my woman." He puts his  
ranch first, his children second, and his wife in last place.  
He possesses the three as things and the last of the three  
is the woman.  

There are even more interesting aspects to this ques-  
tion. Consider the tango, a song form indigenous to the  
people of our area and immensely popular. Millions of  
Latin Americans sing the tango verses. Medellin is the  
tango capital of the world. The tango is an erotic song  
with overtones of justice. One of the great tangos of 1918  
is "Margot." It is a lament sung by a young lad from the  
slums. He is a nobody from the "periphery." He sings  
about his girl who was taken from him by an aristocrat  
who plied her with champagne. He is tormented by lone-  
liness. The aristocrat makes a kept woman of the girl  
from the slums; ironically he demands that his aristocra-  
tic wife be a virgin because the women of aristocrats  
ought to be virgins. He then takes the girl to bed. The  
victim, of course, is the young man from the slums-a  
figure of oppression and despair. The tango is erotic  
social protest. The girl's name, Margarita, is changed to  
the French Margot-"now they call you Margot." She  
drinks champagne with the aristocracy while the young  
lad remains in the slums. He recalls the evenings with her  
and his mother, who worked by the light of a kerosene  
lamp, and he remembers when Margot was called Mar-  
garita. He is prepared to forgive the girl for her prostitu- 
tion with the aristocrat. He will wait for her to return,  
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even though she be old and gray. This is a clear instance  
of how the injustices suffered by the people find their  
way into popular songs.  
 
THE BEING OF WOMAN AND HER ALIENATION  
 

Ortega y Gasset says, "The being of woman is to be  
seen by the male." And women are to be seen half naked,  
in pinups and everywhere you look as "things" ... 
because, say the commercialsl "the best thing in life is  
a car and a woman to go with it." The male is the subject  
in all this. The male is the one who gapes at pornographic  
pinups; the object, the one gaped at, is the female. No-  
where to be seen is the male. Ortega y Gasset has hit the  
nail on the head as far as woman's alienation is con-  
cerned. In the world of striptease, the male is in the  
"center" and the woman is a "thing" to be viewed. Right  
away, iPso facto, the woman is alienated by this because  
she is treated as an object, not as the other, not as ex-  
teriority. But what we see is not what is. Mystery lies  
beyond our vision; the other is beyond Our vision. Ortega  
is simply being a masochistic philosopher in his flippancy  
toward women, indicating that he has not begun to un-  
derstand the question. It is just as bad to say cute things  
about women as it is to say things against them.  

Lamentable asis this situation where the male does not  
respect the female as his equal, worse still are the many  
myths that have emerged from this situation.  

Consider first how woman has become a sex object.  
Man is seen as active in his sex role and woman as passive;  
her essential obligation is to satisfy the sexual desire of  
the male, above all in a traditional marriage. This makes  
her a sex object to such an extent that not only does she  
have to watch her figure at all times-it's not supposed to 
matter if the man keeps himself trim or not-but she is  
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also assigned by myth the function of a "housekeeper ."  
Thus the male is the doer in the "world," the one who  
works, and the woman keeps the house. The world in-  
vades her home through television, radio, the press, but  
that doesn't matter. Her third function, mythically as-  
signed, is to be the exclusive educator of the children.  
Then what happens? For example, a twenty-four..year-  
old boy marries atwenty-four-year-oldgirl. Both having  
passed the bar exam, they set up a law office together.  
But when they are twenty-six the first child is born and  
the "normal" thing is for the wife to take care of the baby  
for a year or more. Meanwhile, he is doing well. Then  
come the second and third children. When the couple  
reach forty, he is a famous lawyer and she is a failure, and  
not just in law but in everything. Even though she has  
educated the children, the latter have no longer any need  
for her after their fifteenth birthday.  

When it comes to the "virtues" required of the perfect  
wife, we see that a mystique has built up around what is  
essentially the oppression of women. There is supposed  
to be a mystique about keeping the house clean, about  
having everything in order for the husband's return  
from work, and about who knows how many other things  
that are expected of the obedient wife, It is no more than  
a mystification of the vices of oppression.  

If, for example, you ask a twenty-one-year-old girl why  
she left medical school, her answer will be, "Ileft because  
Igot married." If we asked a boy the same question and  
received the same answer, we would laugh. Why? Why  
do we allow the woman to fail and demand that the man  
do what he must do?  

All this starts with the education a woman receives as a  
child. The male is encouraged to fight his way bravely  
upward, whereas the female is encouraged to play with  
dolls. Right from the beginning she is trained to be alien-  
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ated for her future husband. Her whole acculturation  
brings her to this point. What then is woman? So cultur-  
ally deformed has she become that the question is by now  
difficult to answer. Who are now the alienated ones in  
society? Women, 50 percent of humanity. And if the  
Bolivian miner is alienated, what about his wife? The  
man comes home with congested lungs, dying of hunger  
and cold. The only time he can be a "man" is when he  
beats his wife. How bad can things get for her-to be the  
oppressed wife of an oppressed man in an oppressed  
culture. Let us see how the church deals with this ques-  
tion.  

Not too well. The oppression of women in the church  
is quite extensive, even among the religious, who for  
their part are dominated by their spiritual director or by  
their male superiors and on other levels. But the reli-  
gious are essential to the liberation process; we must  
unleash all the strengths that our people and our church  
have if we are not to become mired in futility in sin.  
 
FEMINI5M AND WOMEN'S LIBERATION  
 
I believe that feminism, especially the North American  
brand, makes the following fundamental mistake:  
Feminists do not want woman to be dominated by man  
and to that end they call for "indistinctness." The Indo-  
Europeans said that "one" is good and "plurality" is evil.  
If plurality is evil, division is the origin of evil. Perfection,  
then, would be to de-divide or get back to the indetermi-  
nate original, to "nondetermination."  

Feminism wants to do away with male and female and  
have only one sex. How is this to be done? For the answer  
we go back to Plato. The homosexual woman does not  
need a man because she can get her sexual pleasure in  
lesbian fashion. In the unisex world, all are the same, all  
comb their hair the same way. The women would want  
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nothing but test-tube babies to avoid even pregnancy.  
With everyone thus equal we arrive at sexual nondif-  
ferentiation and we are headed for asexuality. They will  
accept nothing less than totality.  

How strange all this is. Sin lies in the fission of sexes.  
Good, then, can only be sexual indistinctness. At heart  
such feminists propose to do away with sexuality; al-  
though it might not seem so, they want a kind of asexual  
angelicism. Once sexual otherness is done away with,  
each one finds sexual fulfillment within the self. Love  
thus becomes the tension of the same for the same.  
This is all wrong, of course. Women's liberation will  
come not through indistinctiveness but rather precisely  
through distinctiveness. What has happened is that man 
has taken over woman, establishing that sex is properly  
masculine and that the woman has value only because she  
is castrated. It is the old problem of Freud. He says that a  
woman realizes that she is a woman when she discovers  
she has no penis and is therefore castrated by nature.  
Sexuality, seen from man's point of view, is exclusively  
phallic.  

But there is a sexuality that is originally feminine. If  
man opens himself phallicly , so to speak, to the world, the  
woman opens herself clitorally and vaginally. Freud says  
explicitly that sexuality is by nature masculine. In his  
mental patients he had discovered that the father was in  
command of everything sexual and conditioned his sons  
for machismo; and the resultant illnesses of his clients – 
their hysteria, their neuroses-grew out of their macho  
repression. Freud had to say what he said because he was  
right-in our culture sexuality is masculine. But ifhe says  
all sexuality is masculine, he is wrong. Freud said what he  
did because he too was macho and he too alienated  
woman.  

Women's liberation entails an opening of woman to  
the realm of distinctiveness. "Distinctive" is not the same  
 
 



112  
 
as "different." What is different is within "the same" or  
within the man-woman totality, it is machismo; woman is  
the nonphallus, the castrated one. Distinctive is what is  
originally other. True woman's liberation consists in an-  
nouncing that machismo is unrealistic because the phallus  
is not the only expression of sexuality. The male is thus  
dispossessed not on the politico-economic level but on  
the economico-domestic level, dispossessed of his phallic  
domination in order to be an equal before woman, who  
has her rightful clitoral-vaginal position.  

It is now well known that the woman is more sexually  
sensitive in the clitoris than in the vagina. This makes her 
 just as active sexually as the man and has a lot to say about  
the position for coitus.  

These things that were never breathed aloud in theol-  
Ogy are of the very essence of sexuality. The woman has  
every right to be as active as the man but she has been  
conditioned by the culture to be passive and to be the  
slave of the macho's sexual act.  

Because man all along thought the woman to be sensi-  
tive in the vagina and not in the clitoris, much frigidity  
has resulted. Ninety percent of frigid women are frigid  
simply because they do not know about the clitoris. Faced  
with the frigidity of the woman, the man subjugates the  
woman as a sex object.  

We will need to keep these scientific and ever so simple  
aspects in mind in our discussion of the erotic in Chris- 
tian thinking.  
 
THE EROTIC IN CHRISTIAN THINKING.  
LIBERATION OF THE CONSECRATED WOMAN  
 
"Let him kiss me with the kisses ofhis mouth," says the  
Song of Songs. If you read it, you will notice that there is  
no visual representation. The woman is only a voice that  
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is heard. The voices of the lovers; perfume, warmth-all  
the senses except sight come into play. There is no de- 
scription of the man or of the woman. The Song of Songs  
is a treatment of the erotic that is radically different from  
and opposed to Plato's Symposium. This then is our 
theme: Liberate woman not through asexual or  
homosexual differentiation but in sexual distinctiveness.  
Only then will she be woman. What follows is a descrip-  
tion of three aspects of women's liberation.  

Woman before a man is woman; before a father, she is  
mother. The first is an erotic relationship. Woman is  
mother before the child in a pedagogical relationship, a  
sister before a brother in a political relationship. These  
three relationships in turn are mutually affected. One  
relationship can condition another; the pedagogical rela-  
tionship can condition the erotic, for example, and the  
erotic the political relationship.  

This is to say that it is not just social or politicalcondi- 
tioning that forces woman to live in alienation; it could 
also be that the mother, living this alienation, would train  
her daughter to be the slave of her sons, of the girl's  
future husband. The daughter is taught to accept a lesser  
salary than her brother in the factory in which he works  
or to accept that he will be a deputy and she not able to be,  
or president and she not able to be, or a bishop and she  
not able to be.  

We feel confident that in the future we will see women  
priests, women bishops, and some day-and why not?-a  
woman pope. There is no theological or genetic objec-  
tion: The woman is a human person.  

Thus, since woman has a positive erotic role, she must  
liberate herself erotically from the male. Woman is dis-  
tinct; she is as active as the male. Here there must be a  
strictly erotic liberation that will respect the mystery of  
each one.  
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Woman is also mother to her child on two levels-as a  
mother and as a teacher. But let us not forget that the  
father is father and also teacher to his children. The  
myth would have us believe that the mother is exclusively  
the teacher of her children; the truth is that the father  
should also be. What is lacking in child education in our  
culture is the male presence, leading the children to  
believe that everything about the home is feminine and  
their wanting to get away from family life. Husband and  
wife should give equal time to the education of the chil-  
dren, and this would enable her to devote time to her  
work and to her person.  

Here is the place to bring up the problem of the con-  
secrated woman in the church,  

The consecrated woman in the church makes the gift  
of herself to God through nonmarriage; the relationship  
of man-woman is consecrated to God and therefore,  
mutually, the relationship of mother-child. It can be said  
that the unmarried religious is not a mother to anyone, 
just as she is not a spouse, in a real and physical sense, to  
Christ because, as I said, Jesus really is not polygamous.  

Why, then, the consecration? To acquire the virtue of  
purity? This is not even biblical. Purity is a Greek  
word-for the Greeks the body was rotten. The men-  
strual flow was a symbol of sin and from this we get our  
phrase "the stain of sin." The same with male "pollution."  
But in the Bible all things are holy. Love of man and  
woman is a "knowing," and the person in the carnal act  
itself knows the Other in a face-to-face analogous to the  
"knowing" of God. So we're not talking about consecrat- 
ing something negative-sin. There is no sin in normal  
sex.  

What is consecrated is the erotic relationship and ac-  
tual physical motherhood so that on a pedagogical and  
political level the demands of faith can be met with the  
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greatest possible freedom. This is why St. Paul said, "I 
have no wife"-not because it is wrong to have a wife or  
because he did not want to be a father but because the  
constantly shifting demands of a highly dangerous 
prophetism would not allow this. He was a prisoner so  
many times, he was on the point of drowning at sea, he  
was beaten time and again; once he was lowered in a  
basket from the walls of Damascus. All this coming and  
going on behalf of the gospel prevented him from being  
an at-home husband and father of children. Their edu-  
cation would have been seriously impaired.  

Therefore celibacy is not just for the sake of being pure  
but, rather, it is a consecration to a dangerous prophetic  
life.  

You could see immediately the meaning of celibacy  
when, for example, in Argentina under the dictatorship  
of Ongania, a group of "Priests of the Third World"  
criticized the politics of the president of the Republic and  
went to the city of Rosario with the express purpose of  
getting themselves jailed as a form of liberation protest.  
In a situation of this kind celibacy makes sense.  

This is what celibates are for, so that a family will not be  
put injeopardy. Because they are free, they fear nothing  
and, consequently, are to be feared. A father ofa family  
can't really go that far. There are times when he has to  
cool his approach because there are a wife and children  
to think of. Thus the whole idea of consecration is to give  
a much broader scope to the prophetic, pedagogical, and  
political function of the eschatologically minded chris-  
tian.  

But what in fact happens? A girl, already profoundly  
alienated by her culture, enters the novitiate of a reli-  
gious order where frequently she is further alienated in  
relation to a mystical male who does not exist as such. She  
is given a mound of inconsequential tasks that necessarily  
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alienate her even more than the housewife. As I say, she  
ends up darning stockings, doing kitchen work, and  
sweeping the convent corridors. We never see her in any  
kind of prophetic posture, proclaiming the Word of God  
on television or in any of the media; she never gets  
elected to political office, never takes part in the labor  
movement.  

Then why the consecration? The novitiate should be a  
time when this alienated girl is liberated first as a woman  
and then as a member of a society in which woman is still  
culturally alienated. Free at last, they can dedicate them-  
selves to the liberation of humankind-woman, man,  
child, the elderly.  

It is staggering to think what 140,000 free women  
consecrated to God and without family ties could do for  
the liberation of Latin America! By themselves they  
could liberate Latin America on alllevels-political, cul-  
tural, economic, and religious.  

All that remains for them to do is to go forth from their  
community to accomplish the work of pedagogical and  
political prophetism. Will enough go forth with a  
prophetic mission adequate to the demand of our time?  
Or will the majority remain trapped inside, to go on with  
their alienating domestic duties?  

This is the problem of woman in general and, in par-  
ticular, the problem of Latin American women. The  
woman religious is mystically alienated by a nonexistent  
male or by the spiritual director of the community. This  
spiritual direction should now be taking place in a com-  
munity act called "revision of life."  

In the long run, the woman religious must liberate  
herself from all masculine interference, even though it  
comes from the highest level. This is essential to the  
process of their liberation in Latin America. The poor,  
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above all, need her liberation efforts. The liberated re-  
ligious are the poor's best hope.  

Clearly women's liberation is an important theme for  
any theology of liberation. Not that numbers are all that  
important, but 50 percent of the church's members are  
women and very little is said on this topic, mainly, I 
suppose, because very little theology is done by the laity. 
And they, having experienced the erotic, are the ones  
best qualified to tackle this subject. On the other  
hand-and this is paradoxical-no one speaks more lov-  
ingly of celibacy and virginity than the married Chris-  
tian. But since the married Christian is seldom asked for  
an opinion, we are lacking a new approach in arguing for  
celibacy and virginity, an approach that would respond  
to the demands of Latin American liberation.  
 
MIRI AM OF NAZARETH, VIRGIN OF GUADALUPE:  
A FREE AND FREEING WOMAN  
 

Here are some closing thoughts on a woman of Israel  
who is also loved by the Latin American people. She was  
called MirI am in her town of Nazareth; Latin Americans,  
together with the Spaniards, call her Mary; the Indians  
call her the "dark Virgin."  

MirI am, with a realism often lacking in so many false  
kinds of spirituality, clearly stated to God's angel: "But  
how can this come about [be a mother], since I am a  
virgin?" (Luke 1 :34). One can be a teacher, but to be a  
mother can happen only through an erotic relationship  
with a man. In a realistic and exact sense there is no such  
thing as "spiritual motherhood" but only magisterium.  
Among all creatures, MirI am is the most perfect expres-  
sion of creation. She was conceived without the tension of  
totalization, without autoerotic love, without the perver-  
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sion that  wold lead her to deny the Other, Abel, the 
poor; and while still a child, she would do no less than 
open herself to the Word of God. That village girl, sister  
to her sister, spouse to Joseph the simple carpenter,  
mother of Jesus, teacher of her son and, later on as an 
elderly lady, protector together with the apostles of the 
nascent curch, is the prototype of anti-sin. Sin, we have 
said, is the totalization of the system, any system, any 
aspect of any system. Miriam is willing openness, and  
therefore radically poor, consecrated to prophecy, to the 
cause of the Wold, her Son. Miriam´s fecundity is cor- 
relative to her openness: “Be it done unto me according 
to yoau World.” It is for thid reason that she comes for- 
ward as the “servant” (of Yahwth, a favorite theme of her 
son and disciple, Jesus) and yet able to admit that “the  
Almighty has done great things for me.” Miriam is the  
finest expression of the soul of the Hebrew people. 
 Miriam, a fre woman-because not alienated by a 
Man nor by any kind of pressure from erotic, pedagogi- 
cal, or political systems-risks all she has for liberation. 
“he has pulled down princes from their thrones and 
exalted the lowly. The hungry he jas filled with good 
things, the rich sent empity away” (Luke 1:52-53). “To 
put down those who are above” is rendered in latin with 
the verb subvertere-to subvert. In these verse of the 
Magnificat, Miriam reveals herself to be a teacher of 
subversiob, of prophetic cristicism, defining ahead of 
time the function of her Son, the church, and the Chris- 
tian vocation until the Parousia. Miriam knew the  
theological categories of the people; her healthy, clear 
intelligence, unfettered and uncompromised, allowed 
her to speak the truth, to uncover deceit even though the 
powerfuk, “the princes of this world,” were scandalized. 
 Miriam came to America venerated by the poor of 
Latin-Hispanic Christendom. The Indians understood   
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immediately that she belonged to them, to the people.  
They honored her everywhere (as an assumptive sub-  
stitution for feminine cults, a substitution that was cor-  
rect and that preserved the historicity of their naturalistic  
myths), and they relied on her in their struggle to regain  
what was taken from them. They banded together in  
confraternities and Marian communities. The priest  
Hidalgo and, later, Morelos raised only one flag in  
Mexico-the flag of the "Guadalupana," the "dark Vir-  
gin." To the south Belgrano consecrated his army to  
Mary Immaculate and his flag bore her colors, blue and  
white, and those of the "Virgin of Buenos Aires," patron  
of sailors. Nevertheless that same Virgin of Liberation  
has been totalized by the systems. They have managed to  
identify her with sin, with oppression, making her into  
the "Mother of Resignation." Nothing can be further  
from the posture of MirI am of N azareth, the mother of  
the man crucified for "stirring up the people."  

Latin American liberation will be profoundly of the 
people when it is able to join the political proposals for  
liberation with the religious symbols that have formed  
the soul of the people. The secularization of the process  
of liberation is playing into the hands of the prince of this  
world, who is only too happy to abolish the religious  
tradition of a people. When the "Guadalupana," woman  
of the people and suffering with the people, again be-  
comes the people's banner-as in the time of Hidalgo,  
who said, "The land belongs to those who work it"-then  
indeed liberation will arise from the very heart of the  
people.  
 



                                                           5 
THE SITUATION OF THE CHRISTIAN THINKER IN LATIN AMERICA : 
EPISTEMOLOGICAL REFLECTION ON THE ONTOLOGICAL LEVEL 
 

I will try to point out some aspects of the attitude that  
anyone ought to adopt who thinks as a Christian in Latin  
America. It is impossible to describe thoroughly that  
situation because it is like indescribable totality. The situ-  
ation, because of its concreteness, is hard to talk about.  
Therefore, I will attempt to draw only along general lines  
the structure of the situation and the attitude called for ,  
for purposes of dialogue and future discussions.  

In view of the preceding chapters, Ihope we can agree  
that we are going through something like the pangs of  
apocalyptic birth; and it's like this not only on the Latin  
American continent but throughout the world.  

For the first time there exists one humanity. Until now  
there had existed closed-off empires. The Chinese  
thought they were a world unto themselves; so also did  
the Hindus and, for their part, the Europeans. Suddenly, 
 in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the European  
 
120 
 
 



121  
 
colonial epoch began and, with it, the discovery of other  
worlds. Thus humanity appears for the first time. Not  
humanity as a biological fact-we are all part of the one  
human species-but as a historical fact through which  
the individual has awareness and knowledge of other  
people. This in the beginning was disconcerting; the only  
thing we could think to do was to inflict on other people  
the vision we had of ourselves in our respective empires.  
Consider the Spaniards who came to America. They 
reported back to the king their doubts about the rational-  
ity of the Indians. They commented that the Indians  
seemed rational but had "thick skulls," which made  
communication with them impossible. Thus the  
Spaniards were unable to understand the depth of In-  
ian culture. They thought they saw a man being "mur-  
dered" on the altar of the sun and failed to realize that  
theologically they were sacrificing him to the gods so  
that, because of the shedding of the victim's blood, the  
sun would go on shining. If Spaniards had understood  
this, they could have sunk the roots of evangelization  
much deeper. One thing certain is that today Latin  
Americans are feeling the consequences of humanity's  
appearance and, with it, the breakdown of colonial  
Christendom, and are being exposed to a new reality. It is  
at this point Ibegin this treatise.  

What is the situation in which we find ourselves as  
Christians who want to look now to the future and put  
Christendom behind us?  
 
THE MEANING OF THINKING  
 

In the first place a thinker must know how to think.  
But thinking is a rarity in our times. Even under the best  
of circumstances what you frequently have is study.  
Studium is to go to work with a will on something. We can  
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study, we can memorize, we can cope with a book, record  
it in our minds, synthesize it, explain it. U nfortunately  
this is what is done frequently in Argentina, even under  
ideal conditions. Our study is bookish and unrealistic  
because we are not accustomed to penetrating deeply 
into what we live and what we are surrounded by; but  
" rather, from childhood on we study about the Nile and  
the MississippIrivers without knowing a thing about the  
brook that runs nearby. How, then, can we get an idea of  
what a river is? In order to know the history of our  
people, we must first learn what it means to have a father, 
an aunt, a grandparent in time and to become acquainted  
with what goes on in our district and in the city, and then  
go on to universal history. Instead, we begin with the cave  
dweller. So, the child from the start sees history as a  
myth, geography as a fairy tale, and the nation as an  
ethereal, volatile, unreal entity. It is the general belief  
that study is the study only of what others have thought  
and written. All that the student has to do is accumulate  
content.  

The Argentinian in general is not rooted in real think-  
ing but, rather, leans to the study of the unreal, the  
abstract, the alienating. Thinking, then, is not a question  
of studying, calculating, planning. In any given school of  
philosophy you can count on your fingers those who  
think, and you will have fingers left over to count those  
who study; the great majority do neither .  

We understand the things around us within a  
framework of existential comprehension, within the  
world's horizon. This is day-to-day comprehension.  
Everyone has this-the baker, the butcher, the teacher ,  
the scientist. We understand things because we are  
human beings. But this is not the kind of comprehension  
we are talking about here. Thinking is not day-to-day  
comprehension, nor is it, as Ihave said, a form of study.  
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Thinking is the thinking that meditates, muses, turns  
things around in the mind. The sophist cannot think and  
does not know how to think. The memory expert or the  
person who has to read the latest best seller is not a  
thinker either. The one is a memory bank, the other a  
cherisher of the trivial. People in a big city feel that they  
have to keep up on the latest in everything. "While a dish  
is still being cooked," said Alfonso Reyes, "we take it away  
for a new dish." They end up with mental indigestion.  
We must learn to read slowly and to view what we are  
reading in terms of reality. If not, we simply keep our-  
selves informed with a daily ration of junk.  
 
CRUIS AS A CONDITION FOR THINKING  
 

To think is to turn over in our minds our "day-to-  
dayness," but above all it is to emerge from a crisis. But  
crisis is something we tend to put aside. Those who  
attempt to think about the where and how of their being  
without starting from a crisis point will not be able to 
think. Many perhaps have lived their whole lives without  
any crisis. Yet crisis is a sine qua non for thinking, and the 
more radical and abysmal the crisis, the greater the pos-  
sibility for real thought. "Crisis" comes from the Greek  
verb krinein, meaning "to judge," but with the added note  
of "distancing oneself." Thus it is necessary to get away  
from ordinary day-to-day comprehension in order to see 
things "from outside."  

In one of his early works Hegel refers to this fact. He  
also shows how the mind manifests itself progressively; it  
goes from consciousness to self-consciousness, and this  
leap is brought on by crisis. He describes that crisis in the  
person of Abraham. Abraham was in Ur, among the  
Chaldeans, and for no reason at all broke with his own  
and went off. He headed for the desert and was con-  
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verted in a strange land. The words Entfremdung, Ent-  
zweiung, Entiiusserung are already part of young Hegel's  
vocabulary. Abraham is a foreigner. It is paradoxical, but  
the one who approaches genuine thought approaches an 
inhospitable (unheimlich) place. In that sense we part  
company with Hegel because he thought that it was zu  
Hause that Abraham came to knowing, whereas we be-  
lieve that people can know when they are not "at home,"  
when they are in inhospitable surroundings.  

If we believe that thinking calls for a comfortable situa-  
tion where we are perfectly at home, we are mistaken. On  
the contrary, thinking will make strangers of us in our  
"day-to-dayness"; it will lay down conditions that will  
guarantee our "foreignness." Like Abraham we must  
remain beyond a mentality that gets lost in the thingness  
of things; we must see everything "from outside" – 
outside the obvious, the taken-for-granted, the tradi-  
tional. The Greek philosophers called this thaumazo, that  
is, admire, to look at in an undistracted way. This comes  
about when everything surprises us. Chesterton, who  
was neither a theologian nor a philosopher but a thinker  
nonetheless, said, "The thing to be wondered at is not  
that some day the sun does not rise but that it rises every  
day." This is what is meant by being surprised. We are  
not amazed at prodigies all about us until something goes  
awry. One gets accustomed to one's surroundings, and  
that which would be the object of greatest admiration if  
one lived in the inhospitable country of thought is not  
admired. The attitude of thought is like being in the  
desert. Nietzsche wrote some of his letters with the re-  
turn address "From the Desert." Obviously, he did not  
mean a geophysical desert.  

Thus the situation of Christians in Argentina who wish  
to be thinkers is uncomfortable: first, because they are  
thinkers and, second because they are Christians. If  
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thinking in itself is critical, it becomes ever more so from  
the standpoint of Christian faith. Faith, instead of giving  
us security, leaves us exposed to the elements. We should  
not ask security of Christianity but, rather, a scope of  
absolute comprehension that is constantly thrusting us  
forward. We said before that faith is a new "world. " T o  
hink from the new world of faith is even more abysmal  
than thinking from the daily world. Thinking is to refer  
to the foundation of things, to w hat is hidden beneath the  
obvious corruption, to what is covered up by the dust of  
the day, namely, being. And when we think about being  
from the viewpoint of faith, the abyss becomes deeper .  
Its distance from us is even greater; we realize that think-  
ing will never embrace all we set out to think about.  
There will never be an identification of theory with  
praxis. The dream at the end of Hegel'sLogic is impossi-  
ble because of its finitude.  

This kind of thinking arises from crisis, the crisis that  
means our whole rhythm of life is changing. That is why 
ZubirI says that Socrates not only thought but made  
thought his life; to think became his ethos. Anyone, then,  
who thinks and makes thinking a way of life lives in crisis.  
It can be said that such a person lives in constant es-  
trangement from day-to-dayness and can no longer eat,  
dress, sleep, or do anything as before. Thinking is the  
fruit of conversion, the culmination of existential con-  
version. One's life is changed. If not, one is not thinking.  
We have so often overlooked this in philosophy as well as  
theology .The leap we spoke of must become mature.  
And the leap, paradoxically, that comes about in the one  
who begins to think is allowed by the one who is already  
thinking, or should be allowed-but not in a theoretical  
way or on the strength of a theological, epistemological,  
or philosophical argument, because the beginner is still  
at the nonphilosophical stage. This is the question of the  
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introduction to philosophy or theology. The beginner  
must be exhorted to conversion and death. Death? Yes, 
death to day-to-dayness, because to be ensconced and  
comfortable in day-to-dayness makes real thinking im- 
possible; this death should roil our guts. Where there is  
no hurt there is no thought. If one does not live this to the  
hilt, thought will be sophistic, unrealistic.  

The person in the street does not think. The average  
person calculates, weighs things deliberately but does not 
think, never goes to the root of things, to their ultimate  
dialectical horizon. For example, Ialways ask my  
philosophy students, "What is a watch?" After pondering  
the question, they eventually arrive at saying that a  
watch is an instrument for keeping time. From that point  
on Idevote two or three classes demonstrating what is  
"beneath" the watch. If there is such a thing as a watch, it  
is because persons need to know what time it is. If they  
need to know the hour, it's because time is a value for  
them. Is it not said that time is money? So, what is of value  
then is not time, but money. And for whom is moneyof  
value? For the person who wants to "be-in-the-money,"  
the bourgeois. It is not surprising, then, that the modern  
bourgeois would wear a watch close to his or her person  
like a bracelet. Whether Ilike it or not, my thinking arises  
from my ethos, from the ethos of the person of Moscow,  
Paris, or New York. As Pier PasolinIwould say, "The  
bourgeoisie is found in modern society, whether it be  
capitalist or socialist." It can be said that the bourgeois  
ethos is so rooted in our culture, that, without a crisis,  
there can be no thinking. The Hindu monk has no use  
for a watch because he is not interested in saving time; it  
is not money to him. The same would be true of St.  
Francis of Assisi.  

The reason we do not think on a daily basis is that  
everything is covered with the patina of the obvious. We  
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have to overcome the bourgeois streak that is in all of us  
and put ourselves in a state of crisis. We must encamp  
outside the security of the fortress and know how to  
penetrate and dwell in an inhospitable land; from there  
we discover that a condition necessary for Christian  
thinking is to come out from behind the walls of chris-  
tendom. Its feeling of security is more deeply rooted in  
us than we imagine. The stamp of Christendom's sec-  
urity is on all our institutions; it is to be found in our  
theology and even in our Thomistic philosophy (not in  
the philosophy of Thomas-his thought did not enjoy  
the security of being Thomistic and he ran the usual risk  
of creative inhospitality by being an original thinker).  
This security is so deeply ingrained in us that it is possible 
that we will arrive at death before we can uproot it.  
Maybe those who are born after us will be free of it, but  
for us of this transitional generation it is too much a part  
of us. There are those for whom it is psychologically  
impossible to do without this security. If we take away f 
rom them their cultural scaffolding, it would be like  
taking away the skeletal structure of the body-there  
would be left a mass of blubber .  

This is why many people in the church who are  
adults-we would not want to call them old-are incapa-  
ble of a new point of view; su pposedly the change would  
be too much for them. One of the cardinals at Vatican  
Council II said, "Our faith is coming to an end." What  
was coming to an end was the cultural support for his  
faith-Christendom. Any thinker who wants to be a  
Christian today in Argentina will have to abandon the  
false security of Christendom and be content again with  
poverty: a total poverty, the poverty of the remnant, of  
the "poor of Yahweh." The poor that Jesus talks about  
are not necessarily the economically poor but the "poor  
of Yahweh." They are individuals who radically under-  
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stand their finiteness before the Absolute. They know  
that they are definitively open-ended, that they will  
never be a totalized totality. It is no trouble for them to  
bow low in adoration because they recognize their finite- 
ness. This poverty must go very deep so that, like Moses  
in the desert, we can remain absolutely silent and then  
return with open ears and alert eyes in order to discover  
the real, the historic signs of the Lord's presence. 

I don't know if anyone has ever had the experience of  
what this would be like. For example, suppose we left  
America and its European culture and journeyed to a  
country where we would have to speak a foreign tongue;  
suppose we left a Latin liturgy for a Byzantine liturgy,  
our own traditions for the traditions of others; suppose  
we left our customary work for a totally different work.  
Only then would we have the existential experience of  
being totally "without support." Because the language we  
spoke would be badly spoken, our work would be badly  
done, the social prestige we had enjoyed would be gone.  
We would then feel in our guts what it is like to be poor.  
Only later on would we become somewhat comfortable  
with the language, the traditions, the theology .We would  
get to the substance of what it was like before Christen-  
dom.  

A concrete example: A theologian asks, "What is a  
parish?" The word "parish" in the Byzantine empire was  
the name given a municipality; it comes from the political  
and administrative terminology of Christendom. But  
what today in substance is a parish? The parish archives?  
A brick building? The parish is nothing more than the  
Eucharist in its communitarian celebration. All other  
elements in a parish can be changed around but as long  
as the Eucharist is celebrated bya living community, the  
parish goes on being a parish; anything else is added 
baggage. If we apply this kind of philosophical Christian  
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thinking to something like the sacraments, we would at 
long last understand that the substance of things is very 
simple and that everything else is an unsubstantial en- 
cumbrance. We must strip ourselves of everything to 
arrive at absolute poverty. It is in absolute poverty that 
real thinking begins, especially if the individual has faith 
and, better still, if the person has philosophical skills that 
will carry into theology. Whoever goes deep down in the 
substance of things will be a true reformer, one capable  
of authentic revolution. 

Really, thought, “revolution” is not a good word. 
Revolvere means “to turn back.” But  no revolutionary 
would accept that meaning. The better word we are  
looking for is subvertere-to put on top that which was 
hidden below. That which is hidden must be brought to 
light. Much more than being revolutionary, we must be 
subversive, like the prophets, not in the ordinary sense of 
the word but in mind for humankind is the same thing 
that they, without realizing it, are opposed to. There is a  
bourgeois soul inside many who claim to be revolu- 
tionaires and the cannot be counted on to resolve the 
present state of affairs. 

Thinking has become in this epoch of crisis much more 
necessary. I had been trying to tell a group of Mexican 
students this very thing. But one student in philosophy 
said to me, “Professor, why do we need philosophy if we 
are to engage in a revolution? ” After much discussion the  
student came to admit that, precisely because we are  
going to bring about reforms, we have to know what 
these reforms should be and why they should come 
about. The choice of revolution is clear to the revolution- 
ary but this clarity itself must be put to the test of crisis if  
is to be authentic. 
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SCHOLASTICISM AND THE MODEM PERIOD  
 

One of the aspects of Catholic thinking is the unified  
structure of our philosophy and theology. This presents  
us with a problem. All thinking needs mediation. Think-  
ing is reflecting. It demands a method, a way of getting to  
the heart of things. In the church almost until the present  
day the instrument for thought has been Aristotelian-  
Thomistic philosophy. It is a method of philosophizing  
that has become a system. Aristotle did not build a sys-  
tem, nor did Thomas, but others came along and sys- 
tematized them.  

In Latin America, and especially in Argentina,  
Scholasticism has been the church's philosophy. It has  
had two constitutive poles. In the first place, Scholasti-  
cism (Thomistic, Suaresian, Augustinian, Scotist) was the  
formative influence here; it was taught officially in the  
seminaries. But in the second place, along came neo-  
Thomism at the end of the nineteenth century and the  
beginning of the twentieth. The bishops studied it as  
seminarians and, in Rome or Spain, made a special study  
of canon law. The professors in Argentinian seminaries,  
until recently, taught only Scholasticism. The more out-  
standing thinkers among the laity, at the beginning of the  
century, studied only Thomism. It was a question, like it  
or not, of a Scholasticism that ignored, without realizing  
it, most of the fundamental theses of modern thought.  
With its essentialistic categories it "thingified" the world  
and people; being became mere existence opposed to  
essence; people were cognizant subjects in opposition to  
thingified objects. From that standpoint it is difficult to  
accept the "world," history, new existential conceptuali-  
zations. Scholasticism-not medieval Scholasticism,  
which for its time was quite revolutionary-must be  
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abandoned. It has been no more than the scaffolding for  
the kind of thinking produced by Christendom.  

Scholasticism as such came about as a creation, espe-  
cially in the thirteenth century; it arose as risk and adven-  
ture. Think of the real, concrete, historic Thomas-the  
Thomas who was able to be a professor because his order  
had broken a professors' strike at the university in Paris.  
The Franciscans and Dominicans came to Paris and be-  
trayed the striking professors. Their own men took over  
because the others were on strike. Nothing is ever black  
and white in human history.  

Thomas taught and rethought Aristotle. He translated  
some of the texts. (This makes us wonder if there is not  
an Aristotle of our day.) He wrote commentaries on the  
texts, that is, until Bishop Tempier got wind of what he  
was doing and condemned his theses. Thomas was not  
born a "doctor" of the church but became a venturesome  
professor in proposing new theses to supplant old theses.  
For his time he evidenced a very coherent, mature, and  
contemporary teaching. Scholasticism, on the other  
hand, is only a repetition.  

Today our task is to do what Abelard, Bonaventure,  
and Thomas did. We must confront our times, deter-  
mine what methods are best adapted to understanding  
contemporary reality, and use them.  

Modern Scholasticism is unaware of how deeply it is  
influenced by modern thought. Take, for example, a  
text as simple as the translation of Thomas's Summa  
Theologica, published by B.A.C. (It is not for me to say  
whether it is a good or bad translation.) At times we run  
across a sentence that says, "The thing [res] is understood"  
but it is translated, "The object is understood." The trans-  
lator doesn't realize that he is employing modern  
categories about being that were foreign to Thomas; they  
would also be foreign to a post-modern person. Neo-  
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Thomism to a great extent is confined within modern  
realism. (I distinguish between modern and medieval  
realism.) Reading a book as important as Jacques  
Maritain's Degrees of Knowledge, we discover that there is  
continual talk of object and transobject, subject, etc.  
Without being aware of it, Scholastic thought reflects the  
thought of its time.  
 
BEYOND SCHOLASTICISM AND MODERNITY;  
THE H ERMENEUTIC QUESTION  
 

The Christian thinker must go beyond Christendom to  
its foundation: Christianity. There must be a return to  
the de facto experience of Christians before Christen-  
dom came to be. We have to rethink the original experi-  
ence of being Christian. What is the horizon of com-  
prehension in which things take on a Christian meaning?  
We have to make a hermeneutic description of what a  
"Christian world" would be.  

Concretely, in my treatise El humani5mo semita Iwanted  
to go deeply into this matter-a task that proved harder  
than it might appear. What is the horizon of comprehen-  
sion of the Christian apart from Christendom and before 
it? That "comprehension of being" is different from that  
of the Greeks. It is different also from that of modern  
thinkers, although the latter begin with a "comprehen-  
sion of being" proper to Christians rather than to the  
Hellenists. The "subject" on whom it devolves to trans-  
form substantiality into subjectivity had to undergo the  
experience of being as a person, something the Greeks  
lacked. Thus in order to get to a Descartes, it would have  
been out of the question to go directly from the Stoics  
and Aristotle-skipping over Ockham and Thomas and  
the anthropological and christological councils that  
spoke of Jesus Christ as a person. At the heart of every  
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anthropological question is the " Adamic myth," as an  
expression of the " Adamic experience" of responsible 
freedom in the face of temptation. Heidegger forgets  
this, because the line he develops from the pre-Socratics  
up to and beyond modern thought skips over the Chris-  
tian experience of being. For Heidegger Christianity  
seems never to have existed. Perhaps it should be the  
function of post-modern and post-Christian thought to 
reformulate the original experience of being in Judeo-  
Christian thought where Christian philosophy, if there is  
such, begins. Go back beyond modern Scholasticism to its  
foundation. The foundation of Scholasticism needs a  
new conceptualization. In this task we are in the stage of  
childhood.  

In 1919, Heidegger, according to Richardson, con-  
ducted a seminar on the Hermeneutic of the De Facto,  
that is, on the interpretation of the de facto event. He had  
at hand one of Paul's letters to the Thessalonians and a  
few verses from Second Corinthians. It was a philosophi-  
cal seminar organized by a thinker who had done four  
semesters of theology between 1909 and 1911. The prob-  
lematic put forth by Heidegger was this: It was necessary  
to determine how the primitive Christian community  
-the Thessalonian letter was well chosen because of its  
emphasis on the Second Coming-faced up de facto to  
the future, the paradigmatic experience of life. In the  
letter the Lord is about to come and the Parousia is  
passionately awaited by those first Christians. That com-  
ing of the Lord as Parousia is what Heidegger in hisBeing  
and Time came to see as the parousia or manifestation of  
being. With the vantage point of knowing what the fu-  
ture would bring, he situates, from the merely human  
view, the de facto experience of life among the early  
Christians.  

In 1920 Heidegger took up in another seminar the  
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question of Augustine and Neo-Platonism as a proto- 
type of an inadequate conceptualization of de facto ex-  
perience. De facto Christian experience was badly for-  
mulated from the beginning. Heidegger is in no way  
opposed to Christianity but, rather, to a Hellenized  
Christian theology because of its unsatisfactory way of  
formulating and conceptualizing. This theology and this  
philosophy are a constitutive part of Christendom. It can  
be said that Christendom managed to cover over the  
original fact of the de facto exp.erience of Christian living  
and to conceptualize it in an unsatisfactory way. Al-  
though it may well have rejected certain unacceptable  
aspects of Hellenic thought, it neglects other Judeo-  
Christian facts because the conceptualization had no  
room for them. This is precisely the reason for our yearn-  
ing to rethink and reconceptualize the de facto Christian  
experience today in Latin America. Being and Time  
expresses this critical attitude on another level. The ques-  
tion today rests with looking for new notions, concepts,  
and methods for explaining more in depth what is hap-  
pening daily, existentially, de facto. We have just begun  
the task.  

We have said that faith is a habitus (accident) of the  
intellectus (intellect). Furthermore it is said that it is a  
"belief," an "adherence to." At any rate the intellect,  
according to theoretical anthropology, has a very clear  
function. If, in contrast, we consider faith as a "super-  
natural mode of existential being," we will have to refor-  
mulate our definition of intellect as the ability to com-  
prehend; it is no longer to be seen as the classic intellect  
but as something very different because it is an aspect of  
the being of the person as an existential "comprehen-  
der ." Out of this reformation would come a whole new  
treatise. Be it said that such a treatise has not yet been  
undertaken but, when it is, it should respond to a  
 
 



135  
 
number of questions. First, how does one acquire faith?  
Then, how should it be taught? De facto, life is the  
teacher of faith; we don't learn faith mainly from the  
catechism or a long list of other theoretical expressions.  
Faith is something learned in living. Family life as it was  
lived before Christianity, before coming to faith, should  
change after becoming Christian. How do I learn to live a  
Christian family life? I learn from another Christian.  

Everything in the world thus changes its meaning.  
Every thing, because the horizon of comprehension has  
begun to change and thus the question becomes: How  
can we learn the new meaning that things have taken on?  
I will never understand the horizon of comprehension as  
an "object." If the horizon were objectifiable, we could  
apprehend it theoretically and by this alone become  
Christians. But the horizon is, rather ,projectifiable. What  
we do every day is become aware of the meaning of a  
particular object and we project this upon the horizon.  
The new meaning of that object, in the light of faith, we  
project equally on the horizon and that projection is like  
an organic accumulation of all de facto experiences. The  
horizon is the fruit of projection and the basis on which I 
understand everything. Thus faith is learned de facto in  
historic living. A child learns faith, not in the catechism  
but within the family, in the world, in the Christian  
community. A Christian learns faith not in a theoretical  
catechumenate but in the praxis of a Christian commu-  
nity. The theoretical catechumenate becomes an explicit  
statement of what the person is already living; if the  
person is not living it, the theoretical catechumenate is of  
no avail. Out of all this could come a whole new treatise of  
faith as not simply a habitus, but as a "supernatural mode  
of existential being."  

Thus everything would need to be reformulated. Orig-  
inal sin would have to be totally reformulated. Here we  
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reformulate what Tresmontant, in a simple, ontological  
way, says about original sin: The person is in essence  
unfinished, and, therefore, by nature unsaved. That is,  
because of their ontological structure and because they  
are designed for the future, people can never reach  
totalized totality, to use a phrase of Sartre's. This means,  
first of all, to be in a state of peccability-the person can  
not-be-and, second, to be in a state of unsalvation – 
because what is saved cannot not-be. This thesis is  
metaphysical and not theological. It is what contempor-  
ary philosophers think about finitude. In the face of a  
clear and explicative formulation of original sin, Augus-  
tinian "biologism" and its own hidden Manichaeism are  
superseded, and, furthermore, baptism is given a much  
clearer statement: At the moment of creation, God had  
to plan human redemption as well; salvation, as totalized  
totality, is granted as a gratuitous gift in the grace of  
baptism.  

But baptism de facto does not have as its only finality 
individual salvation because, as we have said, everyone is  
given this Christic grace in a mysterious manner. De  
facto, baptism is our entrance into the church. Baptism is  
not received; one is received by baptism into the church.  
Entrance into the church is not a matter only of indi-  
vidual salvation but principally the taking on of prophe-  
tic and historic responsibility to non-Christians. We have  
to reformulate baptism as being a matter of historic con-  
secration.  

After Christendom, we have to start anew to reformu-  
late everything. I'm not saying we should forget about  
tradition. On the contrary. The one who destroys history  
for the sake of a needed conceptual reformulation is the  
real respecter of tradition. Whereas the traditionalist, in  
settling for the obvious, imposes what is false. If one  
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repeats a century-old formula today, it has to be false:  
What it meant a century ago is not what it means today,  
because the "world" has changed, matured. Human  
ruth cannot be eternal, unchangeable. Finite truth is  
intrinsically historical and, therefore, it opens itself  
progressively to the Absolute. We can say that when we  
situate ourselves in a way that enables us to comprehend  
being as it manifests itself, we are then able to perceive  
what is manifested. The problem lies in knowing how to  
situate ourselves. But that manifestation is always histori-  
cal and, in turn, dialectically gradual. We can see, then,  
how many false problems are derived from an inade-  
quate conceptualization of what is truth. The Christian  
thinker will have to put aside Christendom rudely and, in  
philosophy, the essentialistic Scholasticism. We now have 
to rethink everything "outside" Christendom and  
Scholasticism.  

This demands a discovery of the new historic "situa-  
tion." We are in a civilization that is profane, secularized,  
pluralistic, technical-but not technical in the modernis- 
 tic sense. People are beginning to discover that there are  
limits to what they can achieve. People do not so much  
dominate things as they are dominated by them. We blast  
our way to the moon but in a very limited and careful  
way. We realize that we are not the masters of space but t 
hat space is our master and that we must humbly recog-  
nize our finitude. The moon has come closer but galactic  
and intergalactic space seems further away than ever .  
The moon was much nearer to the Greeks, circling  
around them in the celestial sphere. Furthermore there  
were only a few other spheres, no more. Now there are  
millions of galaxies millions of light years away. We are  
smaller than ever and the more our knowledge grows,  
the more insignificant we become. We discover that  
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everything around us imposes limitations on us. Con-  
temporary people are closer to God because they are  
closer to their own smallness.  

The atheism of the modern god-the god that, accord-  
ing to Heidegger's understanding of Nietzsche, has  
died-is the death of a value. But the death of a value is  
not the death of God. In European culture God had  
become a value useful to people. What is God in Kant's  
system? Or in that of Descartes? God is a kind of idol that  
people have made in their own image and likeness to  
meet the demands of a system. If that god dies, blessed be  
God! Once the fetish has died, the God of Israel may  
appear on the horizon. It can be said that the "death of  
god" is the preparatory state for God's authentic man-  
ifestation. We have to discover not only a new historic  
manifestation of being but, along with it, a new her-  
meneutic. And that is the real and present task of  
thought in the 1970s. Ricoeur has demonstrated that the  
hermeneutic crisis is the biggest problem of our time.  
Psychoanalysis is a hermeneutic, an interpretation, not  
the kind found in natural science, physics, chemistry, but  
in history; it is an interpretation of the "logic of desires"  
manifested in dreams. History is a hermeneutic. Biblical  
exegesis is a hermeneutic of faith; so are the human  
sciences in general (psychology, sociology). So that is the  
problem-we have to rethink the whole matter of  
methodology. We must go beyond the phenomenology  
of Husserl.  

Heidegger tells us that phenomenology remains as a  
historical given which the history of philosophy will study  
as one of its currents; considerably beyond phenomenol-  
ogy is the question of fundamental hermeneutics. That is  
the kind of hermeneutics we must discover. We have to  
focus it on our daily experiences in Latin America.  
Armed with an adequate hermeneutic method, we must  
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get to a description of the meaning of daily experience,  
the comprehension of being and of things in Latin  
America. The task is enormous. Ernesto Mayz Vallenilla  
of Caracas, in his small book El problema de America, tells  
us that we must "let the meaning of the original being of  
America come to light through an existential analysis of  
our pre-ontological understanding of beings in a new  
world. This is the road we must follow all through time  
and history, the original history of America."  

Here history is joined to ontology and the latter, in  
turn, is joined to theology. Anyone without these instru-  
ments is incapable of renewal. And this task of an existen-  
tial analysis of the preontological understanding ofbeing  
in America should be done generationally. What are the 
ultimate horizons of historico-transcendental com-  
prehension which at the same time would be concrete  
and preconceptual? The answer to this question would  
be a description that would clarify for us what we are and  
how we as Latin Americans are radically different. We  
say "comprehension of being" or of the "historic world"  
because it is the comprehension of each epoch. Being  
eveals itself epochally. B ut in turn it is transcendental, in  
the sense that it is neither this nor that thing or genus; it is  
beyond everything, like a horizon. This transcendental  
horizon is not abstract but concrete because it is mine, 
ours, of our epoch. We must not confuse the abstract-  
universal of the concept with the concrete-tran-  
scendental of the horizon. The question is very simple; if  
Iconceptualize a microphone in front of me, Iinterpret  
it when, for example, I say that a microphone is used  
for-. A horizon is intrinsically nonconceptualizable  
because if Iwant to have it "before my eyes" and I 
conceptualize it, Iwould be conceptualizing it from  
another horizon. It would then cease to be horizon. Peo-  
ple conceptualize everything surrounding them as things  
 
 



140   
 
"within" the world in a universal manner, but always  
from a nonconceptualized horizon. In the realm of the  
supernatural, faith explains this horizon.  

It is impossible to describe thoroughly a nonconcep-  
tualized horizon; nevertheless, we can make an attempt.  
We can take a look at some of the elements of differentia-  
tion with other cultural spheres and arrive at some kind  
of understanding as to where the differences lie. But I 
repeat that it is impossible to describe a nonconcep-  
tualized horizon; the existential comprehension of be- 
ing never is complete because being manifests itself  
here and now and, later on, historically, in another  
situation, ...and still later on, in still another. Since the  
manifestation is historical, people will never understand  
being, absolute being, either in daily life or, even less, in  
their thinking. But the task, for its part, becomes more  
omplicated when thought considers being as theme. It  
becomes much more difficult to describe that horizon of  
being's manifestation than to understand it in day-to-day  
living. This task, which is impossible to do adequately,  
can at least be attempted.  

At any rate this task must be undertaken, however  
imperfectly, if we are to give an ontological foundation to  
every science of the spirit in Latin America. This is essen-  
tial for theology , because theology also has the task of  
describing what it is to be a Christian in Latin America. A t 
heology conceptually adequate for the de facto experi-  
ence of Europe has only just begun; in fact, it has pro-  
gressed much less than has been reported. There are  
great theologians who, with their "traditionalist" forma-  
tion, are able to formulate the now, thanks to prescien-  
tific intuitions. Take Yves Congar, for example. He is  
stuck with a conceptualization from Christendom, yet he  
is able, with his considerable intuition, to formulate new  
realities, but his conceptualization is not really needed. If  
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in Europe they are just getting started, how about we in  
Latin America who haven't even started?  

A conceptual reformulation of dogma applied to Latin  
American existential reality with a strong and disciplined  
hermeneutic method is today very difficult. An Argenti-  
nian theologian told me that very often formulations are  
drawn up by the "sense of smell"; we have to make that  
sense of smell "transcendental." We have to stop talking  
in terms of "It seems to me," and start talking epis-  
temologically. It is a matter of method. We have to discip- 
 line our sense of smell methodologically. Otherwise our  
theology will be put together sporadically. That is the  
way it has been here in Latin America. Nevertheless, the  
recent "theology ofliberation" has opened up new paths.  
 
THE NEED FOR CREATIVE, HISTORICAL, CONCRETE,  
COMMITTED, ASYSTEMATIC, PROPHETIC, ANGUISHED THOUGHT  
 

We need creative, not imitative, thought. Many are  
carried away by easy solutions; many in Latin America, 
for example, call themselves Marxists. This is being im- 
itative, not creative. They seem to be adopting a doctrine  
interpretative of a phase of European modernity. There  
is no awareness of the simple fact that the man named  
Marx was a philosopher and not some kind of god. He 
had his temporal, epochal limitations. What should be  
looked into are his historical intentions, taking on those  
that bear repeating. We should go beyond the conceptual  
formulation because we have gone beyond his epoch, the  
"ontology of the subject" which was the basis for his  
philosophy. All those imitative currents should be re-  
thought from a much more creative position.  

We need historical thought with Latin American roots,  
thought that begins with our concrete ontological  
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horizon of comprehension. It should be thought that  
would know how to interpret Martin Fierro, for exam-  
ple' and have him say things that he has not yet said. For  
this we need someone with an ontological and even  
theological vision who could extract what lies behind and  
beneath Martin Fierro. This work, which itself is histori-  
cal, traditional, and therefore monumental, would take  
on a truly universal aspect. Look what Heidegger did for  
the poet Holderlein. Our culture would thus reach its  
proper horizons.  

Our thought should be concrete, not abstract, able to  
bridge the gap between foundation and intraworldly  
praxis, cognizant of the restrictive situations in which we,  
as oppressed, find ourselves.  

Our thought should be committed, and this is even more  
difficult. In general, thinkers are inhospitably isolated in  
thought but become quite comfortable there. In this  
isolation they disregard the demands of day-to-day liv-  
ing. In the Critique de la raison dialectique Sartre says that in  
the epoch of Marx it might well have been necessary to be  
revolutionary; but in our epoch the revolutionaries are  
so numerous that it would be well to cut down on them,  
and it was for this reason that people like Sartre dedi-  
cated themselves to thinking. Nevertheless, thinking can  
be the easy way out. The thinker ought to be committed  
in whatever way possible. We have no need for thought  
that is pure theory; theory must emerge from praxis.  
Thinkers who uproot themselves from the praxis that  
engages their thinking are also totally uprooted, without  
being aware of it, from their existence. They begin to be  
sophists, mere academicians; they adopt less risky but  
also less inciting attitudes; they fail to fulfill their histori-  
cal function.  

Theoretically such thinkers know that Socrates would  
go to the Athenian market place and risk asking the  
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politicians if they were politicians. When they answered  
Yes, Socrates would ask: What is politics? And right there  
in public he would figuratively strip naked the politicians  
because they did not know the meaning of politics, even  
though claiming to practice it. N o wonder they hated him  
and finally did away with him. Once he was out of the  
way, things returned to "normal." But his death showed  
that he was truly a philosopher. Jesus, a theologian, also  
risked his standing and in this he is an example to the 
theologian. The death of Socrates is the very paradigm of  
a philosopher's death; the death of Jesus is the paradigm  
of the death of the Christian, of humankind as such, and  
of the theologian in particular. These deaths must serve  
us as examples of what committed thought is, thought  
that grows out of crisis, that deeply respects the truth, the  
historic truth which, therefore, is committed to the pro- 
cess of liberation.  

Our thought should be asystematic and open. It should  
never lean toward system. On the contrary, it should  
know that "knowing" can never adapt itself completely to  
ordinary, everyday comprehension and that its fall be-  
gins with systematization. To systematize is to build a  
scaffolding that impedes the growth ofJife. But leaving  
the question open is never easy.  

It should be thought that is in and from oppression, in  
poverty and in injustice. These are the conditions of  
possibility for authentic thinking among us. Anyone liv- I 
ng in opulence is unable to think; in contrast, those 
living in poverty and insecurity will have the ethos that  
will enable them to communicate with the rich as to what  
they should be thinking about: namely their Latin  
American brothers and sisters. It is very possible-and it  
is already happening-that the opulent society would 
 turn to our underdeveloped world to ask for a breath of  
life for their own cold, academic thinking. It would not  
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be utopian to imagine the time-and it is getting to this  
point-in which the people of tomorrow will look to our  
Third World, our underdeveloped world, because of its  
proximity to life and to poverty in which the spirit best  
shows forth its greatness.  

Our thought should be proPhetic in the sense that it lives  
in anticipation, running ahead of events (vorlaufen) as  
though called by the future (Zu-kunft). Christian thought  
in Latin America should be able to tell the meaning of the  
present and to say how, in that present, being arrives.  
This by no means signifies being traditionalists or aris-  
tocrats; but neither does it signify being like an alienated  
progressivist in a utopian "can-be" that never averts to  
the past. The progressivists who hurl themselves toward  
the future for the sake of the future have an interesting  
psychological and mythical makeup. They in no way  
identify with the sins of the past; they are innocent of  
them and, therefore, they speak of a radical, agonizing 
beginning; history starts with them. It is an adamic, pre-  
sin innocence. By contrast, those who absorb, take upon 
themselves, the sin of their people, also comprehend the  
meaning of that people. Then the "can-be" will be ade-  
quately grasped and will mean progress, revolution, but  
not utopia. The ou-topos is nowhere. Many of those who  
leap into action without historical rootedness are uto-  
plans.  

Our thought must come from anguish because it is the  
thinking of an errant people, "errant" in the sense that it  
is wandering in error. Its destiny and being are hidden, it  
does not know what it is. Our thought should clarify this.  
The people look for someone to point the way, but all it  
has are sophists, false prophets, idols; it does not know  
where it is. On the face of the best propaganda, or indeed  
any kind of propaganda it follows this or that trend; it 
 lacks a formed, critical awareness.  
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THE DANGEROUS SITUATION OF THOUGT 
 

This plan for a drastic overhaul in our thinking surely 
will be criticized by the Scholasticism of Christendom. 
conservative individuals lose their equilibrium when the 
earth as history starts to move and they feel they are  
falling. The manner of perceiving humankind in Chris- 
tendom is static, like a monument on a pedestal. For the 
new vision of humankind hurled into history a better 
symbol is that of a jet. Speed itself prevents the plane 
from falling; when it loses speed it falls. History is some- 
what like that-when the historical manifestations of 
being are lived and understood, history is in motion; its 
situation is “segure,” but segurity comes from the very 
velocity of the thrust. When it is detained, its dynamic 
security disappears. When history causes the ground  
under us to move on, the people of Christendom have a 
sense of falling and are critical of anyone who demands  
that they get a move on, and so they fault the latter as 
subversive, as destroyers of the foundation. 
 Latin American Marxism will also criticize this ap- 
proach to thought, because it believes that it has settled 
once and for all the interpretation of revolution. But it 
fails to realize that every recipe imported to Latin 
America in fact is impractical. I believe that prophetic 
thought should cut a path between the right and the left, 
not in order to occupy a centrist, “moderate” position but as a cutting edge, we will be 
situated among the left and the 
right and a traditionalism that holds that “everything in 
the past was better. ” It is a dangerous position to be in, 
open to attack from all sides. On one side we will be seen 
as reactionaries, on the others as Communist, Marxists, 
progressivists, or what have you. But one thinking is certain: 
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Both the left and the right, capitalism or Marxism (not,  
however, to be identified with socialism) must be super-  
seded, and to this every Christian thinker ought to be  
deeply committed.  

This prophetic function should always be a matter of  
"universalization," a "liberating critique." People ab-  
solutize the relative. The Christian has a transhistorical  
vision, and therefore in history can always criticize the  
relative as being relative from the point of view of the  
absolute. It can be said that there is a demythification of  
every absolutized relative and that this is the valuable and  
ultimate function of Christian thinkers: They set out to  
demythologize the insidiously absolutized finite horizons  
and thus hurl history forward. For Christians human  
history can never come to a full stop. If that ever comes  
about, it will be because God has decided the time has  
come to call a halt to human history. Even though mil-  
lions of years go by, human history will never reach ir-  
reversible totality because the history of the finite is un- f 
inishable .  

The Chinese empire closed in upon itself and for 2,500  
years was able to live a kind of anticipated eternity; this  
was possible because "some thing" became absolutized  
and no one could any longer demythologize it from  
within. China lacked a prophet who, critical of the finite  
horizon, would have thrust it into the beyond. This  
should not be the case where there is a Christian capable  
of demythologizing the absolutized relative. But obvi-  
ously this involves risk. Under the Roman empire, when t 
he Christians said, "The sun is not a god nor is the moon  
a goddess," they were in effect atheists in respect to the  
empire's gods and for this they were dragged to the  
arena. They deserved to be because they were the sub-  
versives of the empire, so much so that in time they  
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conquered it. But there first had to be a dialectic process  
of transcendence, and the Christian presence assured  
that Rome would not be like the Chinese empire; out of  
Rome came another empire and out of the latter, the  
present-day nation-states. If a culture has no transcen-  
dent emergence, it becomes stabilized because it becomes  
intrinsically integrated. The prophet always blows apart  
this kind of synthesis, thrusting the absolutized relative  
toward the future.  

This, then, is the prophetic, universalizing, de-  
mythologizing, "Iiberatingly critical" role that we must  
always undertake. It is an uncomfortable position. It is  
the position of the apologists of the second century.  
Prophets belong squarely in their own culture, today the  
post-Christendom, post-modern culture, and they be-  
long equally well to the church. The prophets need to  
belong to both worlds. This double belonging puts them  
"out in front"; that is always a dangerous position be-  
cause one is criticized from both sides. People who are  
purely of the church, the clerics, are in an organization  
that allows them to absent themselves from the world. By  
contrast, those who are totally in the world, who have  
absolutized its values, live without contradictions but are  
incapable of transcending the world. The person "out in  
front" seems strange to these two. The cleric feels that  
the person "out in front" is leaving the church whereas  
he person of the world thinks that the same person is not  
sufficiently committed to the world. That is the position  
of the Christian-a person of double belonging-in the  
world and yet in the church. I think they will live and die  
as people divided, as misunderstood, and as forever los-  
ing. They will never see the final triumph of what they  
began. Those who witness the triumph will see it as  
something that just "happened," which will not be true.  
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If all that Ihave said were to be recast within the  
dialectic of domination (that is, the "practical" culmina-  
tion of the modern metaphysics of subjectivity), we  
would understand the oppressive situation that weighs  
heavily upon Latin America and the need for liberation.  
 
 
 



                                                            6 
THE THEOLOGY OF LIBERATION: EPISTEMOLOGICAL STATUS 
 
                                                 I believe in God the Father. ..  
                                                          Son. ..and Holy Spirit. ...  
                                                                        Apostles' Creed  
 

I want to talk now about the "conditions of possibility"  
for a Latin American theology of liberation. The follow-  
ing will be epistemological reflections on this kind of 
theology. Iwish to indicate that, in order to think  
theologically in Latin America, certain conditions must be 
fulfilled. Without them, no theology is possible here.  
This chapter will be a consideration of the method and  
the present status of the theology that responds to Latin  
American reality.  
 
IMITATIVE AND EUROPEAN THEOLOGY  
 

To encourage all of us and especially those who are not  
studious, we should know that Latin American theology  
is primitive. It is new, so new that in a few months one can  
study everything that has been written about it. To be up  
to date on European theology one has to study for years  
and years. But we are just beginning to take the first  
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steps, real and not imitative and therefore not alienated  
or obfuscatory.  

I decided to use the creed as a framework for this  
exposition. "Ibelieve in God" is a matter of faith; there  
follows the matter of reflecting on that faith. In Latin  
America we are more and more inclined to think that  
theology has absolutized an aspect of the present world  
situation. It thus becomes, unconsciously and even un-  
willingly, an ideology, in the sense that it covers up rather  
than uncovers reality. If Itake one aspect and affirm that  
this is all there is, Iexclude everything that is not em-  
braced by my reflection. Icover up what Ihave not  
uncovered. Perhaps all the theology we have studied has  
been a response to a certain "world" that is not the whole 
world of our time, that has not responded in its reflec-  
ion to the marginal, the peripheral, the oppressed. Thus  
European theology-and United States theology is a re-  
flection of it-the theology of the "center ," has not dis-  
covered the sin of domination, rampant since the fif-  
teenth century. Because of this failure, it has overlooked 
the kind of totalization that has taken place over the past f 
five centuries.  

Thus when their theologians talk about Christian  
salvation from within a system they believe to be the only  
one, they talk unrealistically. The system is calling for  
another kind of salvation. If Idefine sin badly, I will  
define the process of liberation badly. If Idiscover the  
real sin, then my thinking about liberation will be total  
and universal. So the question ought to be stated thus:  
European theology has held that "being Christian" is  
being a European Christian. Any other way of being  
Christian is beyond them. What is more, there is decep-  
tion here, unconscious perhaps but dangerous because,  
until now, the theologians of the periphery, alienated  
more or less by the center, have repeated the theology of  
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the center with two bad results: that of being imitative  
and that of pretending to have uncovered reality. To  
pretend to uncover reality when it is being covered up is a  
sin not only of alienation but of irresponsibility, the sin of  
"false prophets."  
 
MODERN EUROPEANS: THE "I" AS FOUNDATION  
 

I will start with modern day in order not to go too far  
back. The starting point of modern Europeans is the  
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. After having battled  
unsuccessfully against the Arab world, the modern  
Europeans find their way across the Atlantic and arrive  
in America. They are the Renaissance persons. They  
come to the agonizing discovery that they are not the only  
people. Russia and the United States have evidenced  
much greater power than the Europeans, but in the long  
run they are the Europeans' ultimate imitative heirs. We  
are thus at the end of an epoch. We must make a diag-  
nosis of the Europeans' agony and find out if we are  
different from them and there is thus hope for us or if we  
will die with them.  

Modern people became totalized in a way different  
from their predecessors. Medieval people, although to-  
talized in their Christendom (excepting the great saints  
like Francis of AssisIand the great theologians like  
Thomas Aquinas), always recognized the other and that  
other was God. The critics of the Middle Ages proph-  
esied from a divine transcendence. Thus Francis called  
himself "little brother" (which today would be like  
calling yourself "proletarian brother") because the lords  
of that epoch were the great ones and he, by contrast,  
became small. Everyone, nevertheless, recognized the  
other as God, and in the center of the world was the  
person, who was before God.  
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Modern European people, on the other hand, are  
centered upon themselves and, in a way, have made  
themselves god, denying divine transcendence. The 
Renaissance gives birth to the secularized subject, and  
that subject is divinized with Spinoza, the great Jewish  
philosopher of the Low Countries, or with Hegel, for  
whom humankind is nothing less than the deification of  
the cogito.  

The European "I" is at the beginning of a process. In  
reality, the first experience of the "I" is an "Iconquer ,"  
which went unnoticed by European ontological thought  
because these thinkers were mostly anti-Hispanic Cen-  
tral Europeans; they were not aware that before there  
could be a European "I" there first had to be, as a founda-  
tion for its potency, the "Iconquer" of Cortes or of  
Pizarro. Thus the European "I" begins with the "Ihave  
sovereignty over all the lands" of the Hispanic king,  
ceded in capitulation to the "Iconquer ." America was the  
first conquest.  

Later the power of conquest is phrased ontologically as  
"I think"; in other words "I" in turn begin to reflect on the  
fact of my conquest. With Descartes the "I think" be-  
comes the foundation. He can even doubt his senses, the  
existence of his body. His "I" is reduced to his soul; it is f 
ound only in his soul. The "I" is the starting point for the  
unfolding of all else. If the "I think" is the foundation,  
where does that leave the other?  

The Indian, for example, the African, the Asian is  
reduced to an idea, but even then not as something  
exterior but as an idea internal to the system "I" set up.  
People dis appear as otherness and as history other than  
my own to become just an idea with the limits of the "I 
think." Finally, this "I" becomes an "Ias will to power" in  
Nietzsche. It can be put this way: Things exist when I 
believe them to exist; the creator in this case is nothing  
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more than an artist who brings forth the new from with-  
in. For Nietzsche this "I" is the complete man. There is in  
this a pantheistic vision of"the eternal return of the self."  
This "I," because it comes first, because it has been  
deified, and because it creates all the rest as something at  
its beck and call, is unconditioned. It should be noted that,  
since it comes first, there is nothing that comes before it,  
no previous condition. Furthermore, since it comes first,  
it is indeterminate, because all determination is within the  
"I." This is Fichte's position. This "I" is undefined 
inasmuch as it is infinite because all other realities are  
within that totalized world. This "I" is absolute and, there-  
fore divine. This is what Hegel says about the primordial  
notion of "being-in-itself' and of "absolute as result."  
This "I" then is actually an "I think what is thought."  
There is no one else; "I am all there is." What there is,  
is only something that I think. Therefore, I am a "theoreti-  
cal I" and things exist only inasmuch as Ican think them  
to exist, as theory. I am "contemplating I" and things  
exist only inasmuch as Ican contemplate them. Beyond  
contemplation, beyond vision or theory, is the not-being,  
nothing, that about which we can say nothing.  
 
AWARENESS, FAITH, AND ABSTRACT THEORETICAL THEOLOGY  
 

" Awareness" is a way of being in the day-to-day world.  
Furthermore-and this is important-Ican think about  
the awareness Ihave of things. Thus, Iturn in upon  
myself in a reflex movement and make a judgment about  
my day-to-day conduct. This is self-awareness. Iturn in  
upon myself so that my "conscience" will know what I am  
doing and be able to lead me, correct me, help me to plan,  
perfect me. This is precisely what Freud thought. For  
him sickness was a hiding away from awareness of the  
origin of the trauma. By identifying the originating  
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trauma one would get well. It's this old business of  
"health through knowledge," a thesis defended by the  
Greeks. There is also in this a little of Ignatius, who to this  
extent was one with Freud and all modern thinkers in his  
insistence on the "examination of conscience." Salvation  
through theory-this is why we taught catechism as Chris-  
tian "doctrine." The child learned the catechism theoreti-  
cally and, presto! had faith and could repeat the "doc-  
trine" by rote. It is a reduction of otherness to something  
known; knowing becomes important, as well as seeing, 
theorizing, contemplating. It is a reduction of exteriority  
to pure interiority of a world that is mine and, therefore,  
the negation of every other world as barbarian in need of  
being civilized. Thus Europeans contemplate their world  
and from that world see how they can conquer all other  
worlds.  

Theology has used this same procedure surrepti-  
tiously because it also started with the "I think" but, in  
this case, "I think what is theological." And "the theologi-  
cal" consisted of doctrines, theoretical articles of faith that  
were thought of in terms of sentences with subject and  
predicate: "Ibelieve in God." "I" is the subject, "believe"  
is the verb, and "God" its objective complement. It was a  
theoretical "article" of faith that Ihad to learn by rote. I 
learn, Icomprehend in my world what this article of faith  
is saying; it is a "doctrine" that Iknow. All that is a serious  
watering down of faith, because when I say, "Ibelieve in  
God," I am not affirming some thesis that Ishould  
memorize but something quite different, namely, that I,  
a person, recognizing that I am not all there is, open  
myself to God and listen to God's Word. But I am a  
concrete person and God is the Mystery; Icannot know  
God but only "believe in God." The creed cannot be  
known; rather, it is to be proclaimed, announced.  
In the creed Iexpress the impossibility of my know-  
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ing-that is why I say "Ibelieve," not something but "in  
Someone" who is Mystery. The relationship is interper-  
sonal; it is not a perception of a known object as in the  
case of an idea, but rather, of a person "before" a person,  
in a face-to-face. But theology had become a gnosis, a  
Wissen, a knowing. To do theology, one had to go into the  
"state of the question"ofknowing. So to answer the ques-  
tion, What is the church? one had to consult the biblical  
dictionaries, all the formulations of the encyclopedias,  
then on to the treatises of the theologians and then arrive  
at establishing, laboriously and bookishly, the theological  
status quaestionis. All this was a painstaking theoretical  
study. The conclusions arrived at were the starting point  
for adding something new, complicating an aspect, and  
going on to a subtle exposition of the new discovery. The  
daily reality of an oppressed people, even the European  
people, was at another level, totally distinct from the  
status quaestionis.  

The status quaestionis has nothing to do with day-to-day 
 living. Iffaith is giving thought to a doctrine, theology,  
then, is giving thought to "what is thought." This kind of  
theoretical theology, which has itself as the point of de-  
parture when it propounds the status quaestionis, becomes  
divided. First there is the highest form of theology  
-dogmatic theology-which is called systematic theory;  
next, we have moral theology, which is the application of  
dogma to praxis; next is exegesis, which attempts to find  
biblical backing for the first principles of theoretical ar-  
gumentation; further on comes pastoral theology , which  
is a study of how to convert people and bring them into  
the kingdom; then homiletics, which is the study of how  
to use rhetorical techniques to stir people; then there is  
historical theology, which anecdotally describes the his-  
tory of the church.  

Theology is thus broken up into pieces that are all  
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founded on theoretical principles whose status quaestionis 
is derived from theology itself.  

The result of this process has been that the other, the  
poor, those who are the epiphany of God, have been  
reduced to a cogitatum ("that which is thought"). About 
the other, much can now be said and thought. But if "1  
think" about someone and know him, Icannot ask him,  
Who are you? Idon't ask, Who are you? if Iknow who  
someone is, nor do Iask, How are you? when Iknow how 
the person is. If Imake that person an object, cogitatum, if  
Iknow the other, Icannot believe in that other or have  
the experience of face-to-face. Only if the other is beyond  
my understanding and knowing can Ihumbly bow be-  
fore that other as before something sacred and ask, Who  
are you? And how are you? Summon me out of my 
finitude to serve and, therefore, to grow!  

The other was destroyed by Europe because, as Ihave  
already pointed out, the other was interiorized in a world  
system. Trent, echoing Paul, said that faith comes from  
hearing (ex auditum) but, in fact, the men of Trent lis-  
tened only to the Europeans. Did they know noth- 
ing about the Indians, about the blacks sold as slaves,  
about the Asians? Just like succeeding councils, Trent  
was interested only in intra-European and intra-Latin  
questions; the Byzantine problem was not even on the  
agenda and at the height of the sixteenth century the  
Lutherans were being dismissed. We see then just how  
far they went in negating the other and how, impercepti-  
bly, the church took on the totalization of the center and  
the subjugation of the poor. Bartolome de las Casas cried  
out: "They are killing the Indians and reducing them to  
the most frightening kind of subjugation and slavery."  
But Europe didn't really believe this; it was not interested  
(apart from seeing the situation as an excuse for criticiz-  
ing Spain). The intellectuals would have said that  
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Bartolome was paranoid. He was a voice crying in the  
desert, but there were no ears to hear him. Ex auditum was  
solemnly stated but in fact was ignored.  

Thus the sin of subjugation went undiscovered and  
therefore the comprehensive sin of this whole historical  
epoch went undiscovered. Since the concrete meaning of  
salvation and redemption also went undiscovered, the  
horizon of Christian living becomes privatized, or, at  
best, was lived out within the national horizon. Thus the  
Spaniards under the Catholic kings saw the internal sins  
of the Iberian peninsula; the French under the most  
Christian of kings saw their side of it; the Germans and  
their princes likewise. Redemption is considered within  
the boundaries of the nation, or within Europe, but, at  
any rate, within privatized boundaries. The European  
theologians themselves have been trying to review this  
situation, and out of their efforts should come important  
new theological considerations.  
 
SOLIPSISM IN EXISTENTIAL THEOLOGY  
 

First Rahner, then Schillebeeckx and the whole trend  
of what can be called existential theology begin with the  
following suppositions. They have studied Heidegger  
and, like Heidegger, have risen up against modern  
thought. For them "to think" does not come first but,  
rather, the "to be-in-a-world," to be in that in which some  
day I will begin "to think" about. To think is not the  
foundation; "to be-in-a-world" is. I am first of all and  
every day in Buenos Aires, in Argentina, in Latin Amer-  
ca; some day, due to some crisis situation, I will start  
thinking. But the problem of thinking is secondary to  
understanding the day-to-day world. This theology, that  
of Rahner and Schillebeeckx, proposes the following:  
First, being is in the existential world; then comes reflec-  
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tion about the existential, or day-to-day existence, and  
this is thinking. This kind of thinking is called not exis- 
tential but "existentiary." Consult any of their books and  
you will read that faith is an existential position and  
theology an existentiary position because theology is a  
reflection on day-to-dayness. This is very important be-  
cause traditional modern theology, including neo-  
Scholasticism, frequently started with one's own experi-  
ence of consciousness as thinking in order to think  
theologically about something; their starting point was  
theology. Whereas Rahner and the others now recognize  
that the starting point has to be day-to-dayness in order  
to come up with a way of thinking about day-to-dayness.  
There is great interest in this review of existential theol-  
ogy.  

Where should the advancement of Latin American  
theology be based? In the idea that "to be-in-the-world" is  
the same for all Christians. The "world," and therefore  
"to be-in-the-world," is the same experience'for all Chris-  
tians.  

In my book History and the Theology of Liberation 
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1976), Iexplained  
the significance of "to be-in-the-world" that was pre-  
Christian, and how faith is anew light in which the world  
is seen as a new world. It is a new existence because Isee  
everything differently, Idiscover a new meaning to  
things.  

It is affirmed that the world is one. But this is a mistake  
because what is really being affirmed is that that one  
world is the European world. Since the Latin American  
world is beyond the European world, as something "bar-  
barian," it is not recognized in its exteriority. So we again  
have the indeterminate "I think." Now the "to think" is  
determined by a world, but the European world is the  
indeterminate, the foundation. Latin American theology  
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says No! That world is also conditioned and conditions  
others; it is not the only world. "To-be-Christian" in the  
center is not the same as "to-be-Christian" on the  
periphery. It is not the same to think from the center as to  
think out of oppression or to think about the periphery  
from the periphery itself.  

The worst comes, though, when the periphery thinks  
European thought and discovers European reality in the  
belief that it has found its own reality. This is the su-  
preme theological alienation that afflicts so many in  
Latin America. There is a double fallacy here: in the first  
place, that of believing its thinking to be the only think-  
ing; second, in believing that the European reality is  
identical with ours and that therefore our reality doesn't  
really exist. So, of course, there would not, and could not  
be, a Latin American theology; there would only be one  
theology-the European, which, furthermore, is univer-  
sal because the "to be-Christian" can only mean "to be-  
European." At the present time in Latin America, the  
greatest danger of rootlessness is to be found in repeat-  
ing uncritically the progressivist theology of Europe.  
 
LACK OF HISTORICO-POLITICAL MEDIATION  
IN THE "THEOLOGY OF HOPE"  
 

Let us go one step further and consider the thought of  
Moltmann in his Theology of H ope. Starting with the think –  
ing of Ernst Bloch about hope, he demonstrates that the  
world is totalized as a world of "remembrance of the  
same." For him the essence of Christianity is hope, hope  
for the kingdom. No system can come forward as the  
ultimate except the kingdom. Thus there are two  
kingdoms-the prevailing present kingdom and the es-  
chatological kingdom. He shows that those who allow  
themselves to be locked off in the latter kingdom commit  
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an idolatrous act; and only by hoping for the future  
kingdom can we challenge the system and open ourselves  
to the Parousia, to the utopian. What kind of critique can  
be brought against this theology? Very simply, he con- 
jures away a third terminus by using only two poles, thus  
reaffirming the status quo. (By 1974 Moltmann had be-  
gun to modify this thesis, however .) See how a logic of  
hope that is not sufficiently historical functions. Simply  
by saying that we must hope for the kingdom allows me  
to open myself to God. But if Ispeak of hope as es-  
chatological hope, how, in fact, can Isignify this through 
my commitments? The only way would be to work away 
in hope. But in the presence of the historical visible  
kingdom, how do Igive witness to the eschatological? In  
the presence of the economic, the political, the cultural,  
how do Isymbolize or manifest the eschatological king-  
dom? Moltmann ends in saying very little, a kind of  
justification of professional ethics through which all do  
their duty in hope without the need to question radically  
the totality of the system. Between the prevailing system  
and the kingdom, however, there is a third aspect that I 
have been talking about all along; this is the historical  
plan for liberation which is neither the prevailing king-  
dom of the moment nor the eschatological kingdom.  

It is not sufficient only to speak of hope beyond the  
status quo. Even though we say we are hoping for the  
kingdom, we are reaffirming and sacralizing the status  
quo by not risking all historically in a project for the  
future, by not becoming empirically through our praxis a  
dysfunctional factor within the system. We go to Mass for  
the eucharistic celebration and hope even more feryently  
for the kingdom; we pray and come away from the com-  
munity enthused. We work all week, perhaps harder  
than the rest, but we do not question the system as such.  
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Whoever affirms the system in a private way (even  
though it be social) with the hope of the kingdom but in  
fact calls for no historical, empirical upsetting of the  
system, with the purpose of thrusting it anew toward a  
historical project for liberation, reaffirms the system.  
he theologians are in the center, without realizing it,  
living in the best of all possible worlds. Afterward comes  
the kingdom; there is no new plan for liberation on the  
horizon. About all the theologians can do for their con-  
temporaries is free them from the bonds of the consumer  
society. Thus Moltmann as well as Marcuse and the  
others who want to challenge people from within the  
superconsumer society come up with the monks' remedy  
of retiring from the world, and thus we have the  
emergence of the hippie. The hippie is one who essen-  
tially says No to the system and retires from it. It is the  
play of Cox's theology, which comes from Nietzsche. But  
to retire from the system is an epiphenomenon of the  
system and does not as such overcome it; it does not call it  
into question. Hippies may lead a more human life, but  
they do not affect the totality of sin as such. Their lifestyle  
represents an extrinsic and perhaps symbolic motivation  
for survival.  

In contrast, the concrete process of liberation of the  
underdeveloped nations challenges the totality of the  
system, not just as external criticism but also as an inter-  
nal tearing apart of the totality. Hence the fact of self-  
redefinition with respect to the system in the light of faith  
and hope in God is not the same as believing and hoping  
In God while totally dedicating oneself to a concrete  
system of historical liberation. Moltmann, then, although  
he poses the question of working out a plan for the  
uture, does not take up the phenomenon of the his-  
torical project for liberation that calls for a complete  
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economic, political, and cultural commitment. Because  
he fails in this, he has disemboweled hope and even t 
urned it into opium.  
 
LACK OFLNTERNATIONAL VISION IN POLITICAL THEOLOGY  
 

In the same way we could find fault with the critique  
thatJohann Metz puts forward in his political theology.  
Metz says, and rightly so, that traditional theology has  
been privatized thinking, proper to the individual who  
fulfilled a function in the church and in society without  
any critical sense. Theology, then, was an accomplice of  
the society. Beginning with such reflections as those of  
Henri De Lubac in Catholicism, we can show that there is  
not a single Christian dogma that is private; all are social.  
In Christianity the individual is not considered an au- 
tonomous totality but as exteriority or as part of a com-  
munity. But Metz goes further than De Lubac. He dem- 
onstrates that dogma is not only social but that the func-  
tion of Christian faith and theology is a critico-liberating  
function for the world it inhabits. This is the theology we  
are concerned with; it is a reflection on day-to-dayness  
that is critical and de privatizing and points out the com-  
munitarian demands upon people at all levels.  

The drawback is that the critique is done from the  
horizon of a nation and, to be even more concrete, of a 
European nation. He talks about a whole in which theology  
should fulfill its critical function. But what is that whole?  
That of one nation. Could we not ask him: Why do you  
not propound this critique on an international level,  
where there are peoples on the periphery and nations in  
the center? In this way his prophetic critique could be-  
come a critique on the domination of the center coun-  
tries, of imperialism, of exploitation of poor peoples.  
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Where is there a critique of imperialism in the sense of  
worldwide exploitation of person by person? But here  
Metz provides no critique because he is very much a part  
of the German national reality and never achieves a  
problematization of the international horizon within  
which we live, but only of "his" national world. He finds  
support in the world of the center for his critique. But it is  
ot the same if you are on the periphery.  

Finding ourselves on the periphery, the whole that we  
look at is not the center but really the totality of the  
present world system. Being poor, we are closer to reality 
than those who are in the center, in the money. Sud-  
denly, poverty becomes a great blessing even for theolo-  
gy as well as for Christian living, because we can glimpse  
the next system aborning and we can know how to com-  
mit ourselves to its coming. Those who have not become  
aware of domination are unable to call into question the  
international whole, which is the whole of the world.  
European political theology has called into question only  
the national whole. But in doing so, it approves that which  
makes that national whole what it is; this is to say that it  
approves the domination wreaked on other peoples and  
fudges its criticism. Its criticism, being national, is not  
sufficiently liberating; it becomes ideological again, be-  
cause it criticizes "part" of the system and not the totality  
of the German national system, for example, as a country  
of the center .  
 
PEOPLES' STRUGGLE BEFORE CLASS STRUGGLE  
 

The French theologian of Italian origin, Giulio  
Girardi, speaks of a theology of European liberation and 
 "class struggle." Ibelieve his position to be highly impor- 
 tant because he shows how theology can fulfill a critico-  
social and even revolutionary function, since the struggle  
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among people, subjugated and subjugating, is a concrete  
reality. But he doesn't explain clearly the origin of the  
struggle. The origin of the class struggle is a first fact of  
history, but the struggle itself is a second fact. First,  
people are in the totality; they dominate others, alienate  
them. When the dominated become aware of their condi-  
tion of servitude, there is born in them the "will to free-  
dom" and they set out along the road to liberation. Once  
they do, repression occurs. The response to repression is  
war, struggle. Class struggle appears only after the "will  
to freedom" and the "love ofjustice." First you have the  
love of justice for the poor, a commitment to them. Once  
in motion, it starts the struggle. Struggle is the outcome o 
f sin, a frequent theme of the Bible. The class struggle is  
a fact but only a secondary fact. This is the difference  
between a Marxist and a Christian interpretation.  

Struggle is the outcome of sin, but the two opponents  
are not equally in the right, nor are both sides bad. Those  
who attack as subjugators are perverse; they are "angels"  
of the "prince of this world." The subjugated who defend  
themselves are good; they are liberation heroes. The  
liberation theologians of the center are concerned about  
the poor of the center, who are the laboring class of  
Germany, France, the United States, but they do not  
advert to the fact that there is an essential difference  
between the poor of the center and the poor of the  
"world," those on the periphery. The North American  
miner is poor but he makes five dollars an hour; a Boli-  
vian worker earns a dollar a day-forty times less! The  
difference is much too great. North American workers  
are part of the system of domination that they benefit by,  
and that is why at heart they are opposed to the liberation  
of the Bolivian worker. If Bolivia were to be liberated,  
North American prosperity could be in trouble and so  
would the worker. Therefore, the worker in the center is  
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willing to go along with the exploitation of the worker on  
the periphery.  

These facts are overlooked by the liberation theo-  
logians of the center. Latin American liberation is more  
radical and has different motivations. It should be clear 
that the case is different.  
 
LIBERATION THEOLOGY?  
 
It is time now to go into the origin of "liberation theol-  
ogy ." Gustavo Gutierrez was mainly responsible for its  
origin when, a few years ago, he began to ask himself, "Is t 
here a theology of development" or "a theology of liber-  
ation..? From the model of development, there arose a  
theology of developmentalism, which had as its model  
the center. Liberation theology arises from the discovery  
of the fact of dependence. Now the model is no longer  
imitation of the center but, rather, the proposal of a new  
person based on an understanding of the structure of the  
world system. It is a theology that is much more radical,  
universal, and world-embracing, not just one new aspect  
but a total transformation of theological reflection.  

Gutierrez was the first to begin the soundings for this  
new theology , and his starting point was the one great  
fact of poverty. The Medellin pronouncements on pov-  
erty, which were the work mainly of Gutierrez, are im-  
portant because of their revelation of the poor as op-  
pressed. The poor revealed as exteriority is the begin-  
ning of the reflective process that concerns us here.  

Thus we have a whole new approach to theology, epis-  
temologically because of the formulation of the question  
of dependence, spiritually because of the discovery of  
the countenance of today's poor. It is along this path that  
Hugo Assmann, for example, with his fine grasp of  
European theology, begins his critique of European  
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theologians, showing step by step that that theology has  
confined itself to a given horizon to the point of becom-  
Ing ideology. European theology is not for the periphery,  
not for or from the barbarians. What we need is some  
kind of "suspicionometer"; we need to be suspicious of  
what is hidden in many of their reflections. Our theology  
will be much more critical than theirs, not because we are  
more intelligent, nor because we would have more  
theological tools, but simply because we are victims of the  
system and because we are on the outside.  

A beggar, for example, sees the color on the outside of  
the rich man's house from the outside, something the rich  
man on the inside doesn't see. We have a better view of  
the house of the center because we live on the outside.  
We are not stronger but weaker. But in this case weak-  
ness is an asset. Our theology engages in criticism of the  
theology of the center precisely because ours is a theolo-  
gy of the periphery. Therefore, it is a theology that will  
clearly propose critical points of support for Latin  
America but also for the Arab world, for Africa, India,  
China, and for the blacks and Chicanos of the U nited  
States. By far the greater part of humanity!  

And as this majority turns against the center, this the-  
ology becomes valid for the center as well, because it  
points out to them the pathway of their own liberation,  
or, better still, of their conversion, their dispossession.  
The conversion of the center will not be affected by the  
hippie movement but only by total dedication to the  
poor. Those who aren't so dedicated will never be con-  
verted. In a way their Christianity will become more and  
more an embarrassment for them; they will not know  
what to do with it. It will continue to chide them. They  
will come to realize that alms are not enough but that  
justice is demanded of them. Do you remember the "aid  
to underdeveloped countries"? This was bank loans to  
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the countries of the Third World at high interest rates.  
This is aid? It is now clear that there is no generosity in  
the center but, rather, systematic exploitation. When  
Christianity refuses to be critical of this sort of thing, it  
becomes ideologized, it begins to close in on itself and to  
believe in the poor no longer .  

Latin America right now has a fantastic responsibility.  
If I am correct in saying that the Latin American church  
is, by a design of Providence, situated within the poverty  
of the world, not by choice but by birth, then we have a  
great deal to do in the world of the near future. If the  
Latin American church does not commit itself to libera-  
tion, worldwide Christianity will have nothing to say to  
Asia or Africa. If this is so, we should no longer talk of  
liberation theology or of Latin American theology, but of  
a theology of the world of today. U nderstand "world" to  
include the center and the periphery.  
 
REVELATION OF THE INTERPRETATIVE CATEGORIES  
 

Before asking what theology is, we should ask what  
revelation is and consequently what faith is.  
First, what is revelation? I will give a general definition  
and then go on to explain it phrase by phrase. Revelation  
is the alterative, existential "speaking" of God that mani-  
fests the interpretative categories or guidelines of Chris-  
tic reality. To reveal demands thatthere be an other,  
because Icannot reveal myself to myself. Ido not say  
anything to myself, Ionly remember things. Whereas  
when the other confronts me in totality and speaks to me  
the word that reaches my listening ear, that word is  
revelation. Revelation, then, is the word of the other that  
tells something new that Iwould not know unless it were  
revealed to me.  

The opposite of revelation is delation. And how do I 
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get the other to delate? Itorture him. Through torture I 
an get the other to say what he would be unwilling to say.  
Revelation is the word of the other given freely. But  
listening is demanded of me because if the other reveals  
something to me and Ido not listen, there can be no  
revelation.  

The word "revelation" by itself embraces the whole of  
humanity's experience, the face-to-face, totality and  
otherness and all that Ihave been talking about so far .  
There is no point even in beginning if this is not under-  
stood.  

Philosophy brings about a clarification of the cate-  
gories of totality and otherness as making possible an  
anthropological revelation. By this Imean that another  
person, in freedom, reveals himself or herself to me. And  
only then can we arrive at divine revelation and say that,  
if there is a God, it is possible that he would reveal  
himself. And philosophy stops here.  

Theology begins at the precise point where we say Yes,  
God has revealed himself and he has said this. This means  
then that revelation is a "speaking," not just what is said  
but the actual saying of it; it is the "saying" of the other  
who by his word makes his presence felt and gives an  
answer to what he has been asked because the answer is  
not known. Hence, "he who has ears to hear, let him  
hear" is about the anthropological structure of hearing  
and also about revelation.  

Revelation is an "alternative" speaking on the part of  
God. God first creates. This is metaphysical otherness at  
its cosmological level, because when the other was alone  
he created the things we call the cosmos. In the totality of  
the cosmos the absolute Other reveals his new Word and  
that is revelation.  

The first Word, constitutive revelation, is that "the  
Word was made flesh." The Incarnation is the whole of  
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revelation and at the same time the reality of what is later  
said. Iindicated that "revelation" is the "speaking" of the  
Other, but of the "Christic" reality. N ote that "reality" is  
not the same as Word. Christ saves and is now the salva- t 
ion of humanity; he is the reality. But we have to un-  
cover that reality because it is covered, and in order to do  
so, the Word enlighteningly reveals that reality. Thus we  
have to distinguish between the Christic reality (Christic  
instead of supernatural, which is not the right word) and  
the revelation of that reality. Christ is real, grace is real;  
supernatural means something not natural. But what is  
natural? Is the natural that which is cosmic, before the  
ncarnation? This can't be correct. Furthermore, we fre-  
quently believe that grace or the Christic is at times acci-  
dental and we confuse this with the "over and above," 
with unreal, whereas the Christic is the fullness of reality.  

The Christic reality is truly, effectively, and consti- 
tutively what the Word of God reveals. Is what God  
reveals then this or that historical fact? No, what is re-  
vealed are the guidelines or the interpretative categories  
of that reality. This means that God does not reveal this  
or that to be good but reveals the criteria that allow me to  
discover what is good. When Jesus is asked, Who is god?  
he responds with a parable, which is the explication of  
the categories in the manner of masal (Jewish didactic  
method) : " A man was once on his way down from  
Jerusalem to Jericho and fell into the hands of brigands  
who threw him to the ground. Then a Levite came; a  
priest went by and, lastly, a Samaritan drew near. ..."  
He does not say, "You are good." He says, "Do this and  
you will be. ..." In this masal, he reveals the interpreta-  
tive categories which, when applied to concrete cases, will  
uncover the reality. We can see then that revelation,  
rather than manifesting concrete content, reveals the  
light that allows me to illuminate the concrete content.  
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These are what Icall categories, guidelines, or criteria;  
with them we can take the measure of any past, present,  
or future historical situation. It is a matter, then, of  
knowing how to put these into practice. If Iput them into  
practice, I am a Christian. Knowing what they are is the  
function of the theologian.  

God, through revelation, gives us guidelines that are  
like a lantern. With it we are able, in the night of history,  
to discover a table, a window, a bench. God does not  
reveal the table, window, or bench, or any concrete thing.  
What God reveals to us is the light that then enables us to  
discover the meaning of the table, window, or bench in  
that light. We have said, "By the light of faith." It comes  
own to knowing precisely what faith is and who has it.  
Revelation is the alternative speaking of God in an exis-  
tential way, that is, day by day, every day. Let us take a  
look at how this question can be stated.  
 
FAITH AS INTERPRETATION  
 

I live in a pre-Christian world. Iinterpret everything in  
a certain way. To interpret is to unveil the meaning of  
something. When I say "table," does it make any differ-  
ence if I am talking about a table for firewood or a metal  
table to be sold? Yes, because the meaning is different. If  
I am going to use it as firewood, it has the meaning of  
fuel. But if Ineed it to put something on, Iinterpret it as  
a table. If I sell it, Idiscover its economic meaning. The  
table is the same but the meaning is different. "Interpret"  
is not the same as "understand"-to interpret is to dis-  
cover the meaning. I am in my world and in it Idiscover  
the meaning of something. Revelation is to reveal inter-  
pretative categories. Suddenly now Ireceive notice from  
someone, an indication, a light that introduces me to my  
world as a new world.  
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If I am a pagan Greek, I say "table" and "wood." The  
minute I say "wood" I think of "tree" and relate it to the 
"goddess of life." The meaning is that of the eternal  
return of the same. But if I am Christian and I say "tree,"  
I think immediately that it is a creature at my service.  
That is quite different. This means that because of the  
mere idea of creation all things have changed their  
meaning, they are at my service, even the sun. Whereas in  
the light of the Greek vision, Iadore the sun because the  
sun is divine. Quite different! What I'm saying is that the  
meaning of things changes according to the light. Hence,  
I say that faith is a light that existentially "exercises" the  
revealed categories.  

Faith, then, is a light, but a light that is carried by the  
Christian community, passed from hand to hand. If  
I learn these categories, it is not because someone told me: 
 "This is a category." It is rather because Iexperienced  
existentially how someone in the Christian community  
made use of it and, thus, in the face of this or that event, I 
discovered this or that meaning. In the face of one real-  
ity, Idiscovered a certain meaning and in the face of  
another reality, another meaning. Daily Ibegan to give it  
the meaning that the Christian was giving it, not theoreti-  
cally but in practice. And thus Ibegan acquiring faith  
and Ibegan to interpret things as the Christian inter-  
preted them. In doing so, I was using the revealed  
categories daily and in a practical way to interpret reality.  
I was using them existentially and not as the result of  
deep thought. There is a difference. If we were to ask the  
Christian: What category are you using? he or she might  
well answer: What is a category? The Christian had never  
heard of such a thing and yet could be a hero, prophet,  
saint.  

All that Ihave been saying here about categories Ihave  
said as a theologian. But the Christian, the good Christian,  
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makes use of them perfectly but un-self-consciously. The  
Christian knows concretely what sin is but cannot explain  
it with categories. By the word "sin," the Christian means  
to become totalized. But Iuse a category explicitly  
whereas the Christian lives it implicitly; the Christian has  
had experience of what it means to "be closed off in  
oneself" like a god and to deny God the Creator.  

Faith is a daily interpreting or a using of the guidelines  
or categories or the light that God has revealed and with  
which we discover the meaning of the reality, of the  
Christic fact which is developing, unfolding in the history  
of the people-in everything, in the way we drive a car ,  
keep a diary, knot a tie, or spit. In everything, even in this  
nonsense of spitting-a sick man could refrain from  
spitting in the street so as not to spread his germs around.  
He would thus be serving his neighbor; he would be  
performing all act of love.  

This means that in the little everyday things of life,  
there are being put to use these guidelines that either  
totalize us as being all that matters or open us to the  
other .  

From all this it can be seen that loving your neighbor is  
the whole law. To love your neighbor is by no means a  
secondary moral norm. We mean, of course, not loving  
"your neighbor as yourself''  but ''as Ihave loved you."  
This is the new commandment, the new kind of love that  
transcends totalization. To love ''as Ihave loved you" is to  
lay down one's life. Here, indeed, is a guideline. Those  
persons are Christian who day by day see the other as  
meriting their service even to the point of laying down 
their life.  

The Christian life is a daily putting into practice of  
certain categories that have been received from the Other (the  
other in this case being the God of revelation  
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in the tradition of the church) through the summoning  
voice of the poor .  
 
THEOLOGY AS THE "ANALECTIC PEDAGOGY OF  
ESCHATOLOGICAL LIBERATION"  
 

What, then, is theology? In the first place, theology is  
reflective thought about these categories. That is, theol-  
ogy turns to the same shining light and reflects on it as  
such. Thought, then, is a turning to the daily and re-  
vealed categories in the Christian community, not to  
exercise them in day-to-day living but to situate them as  
object-in the sense of something brought forth from a  
theoretical consideration. But we are talking about the  
kind of theory that emerges from the praxis of a people  
and knows, furthermore, that the praxis is infinitely  
more worthwhile than the abstract description that the  
theologian gives. Thus, to think theologically is to reflect  
on the Christian day-to-dayness.  

How and why should this be done? To "reflect on" is a  
critical position, that is, a crisis has come about in the  
day-to-dayness. Why should people want to do this? Be-  
cause in their daily existence they have seen that there is  
lacking a certain clarification. The resulting confusion  
has become intolerable, holding back the process of lib-  
eration. The crisis in the church calls for a clearing up of  
the situation. Thinking as a vocation does not come out  
of nowhere but as the result of a breakdown, a crisis in  
the acritical day-to-dayness of the church. Here is where  
the need for clarity in regard to these categories is born  
and the vocation to theology enters.  

If Latin America can now produce a theology, it will  
be, I think, because here in Latin America we are living  
through the worldwide crisis of the church in a very  
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privileged way. The Europeans ofthe--center are under-  
going a crisis much less severe than ours. Theirs is the  
crisis of European modernity whereas ours is the crisis of  
the entire world. In that sense, because we are on the  
periphery, we are concerned with the crisis of all the poor  
peoples of the world, whereas those in the center take on  
only the responsibility for the crisis in their own world  
and they have no plan for liberation, no "way out" of  
their situation. They will be unable to find a way out on  
their own; this must come from the poor.  

The thinking that arises from crisis is as deep as the  
depth of the crisis. The crisis in Latin America is much  
deeper than in the center. Therefore our thinking will  
have to draw more deeply, will have to take soundings  
from the beginning of the church until now and  
throughout the whole world.  

Theology is thought that deals with day-to-dayness,  
not only to seek its concrete meaning at the moment but  
also to ask itself about the categories themselves that shed  
light on this day-to-dayness. What are these categories? I 
have been making use of them from the beginning of  
these chapters. Iexplained the notion of totality-it is the  
flesh, in the sense of the world. Here I was describing a  
category. It is one of the first lights, or categories, that  
both the Old and the New Testaments as well as Jesus  
and the church use. We have to think ofitas such-as an  
interpretative category.  

When the interpretative category of Christian theolo-  
gy was "substance" (ousia), as it was for the Greeks and,  
then, "accident" (as quantity, quality, relationship, and  
the other categories of Aristotle), we began with some-  
thing that was given as substantial, underneath (sub- )  
appearances as an essence; then we went on to that which  
was supported, borne by, that is, the relative accidents.  
These were all categories also. But they were categories  
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seen from within the Greek totality. Whereas if Iquestion  
that totality as such, Iplace all the Aristotelian categories 
in crisis. But at the same time there arose new categories  
that were foreign to Greek thought. The category of  
"substance" turns out to be totally insufficient in describ-  
ing the human phenomenon, because here the essential  
aspect is not substance but relationship. It was Thomas  
who said that person, in the Trinity, is a "subsistent  
relationship."  

The Greek interpretative categories responded to a  
pantheistic understanding of the world where all beings,  
all things emerge out of "nature," having a certain form,  
substance. According to the metaphysical view of crea- 
tion, however, everything is understood as coming out of  
the free option of God to create. The cosmos itself has an  
ethical status because it is the work of absolute Liberty.  
The category of Otherness (the Other as free beyond  
Totality) is the beginning: "In the beginning God  
created. .." (Gen. 1: I); "in the beginning (en arje) was  
the Word. .." (John 1:1). In the origin was the Other,  
whether as creator, as redeemer, as the poor who cry out  
for justice or as Christ who liberates.  
And thus, Totality and Otherness, domination and  
oppression, sin and liberation or service, the old order  
and the new order or the kingdom are the categories  
revealed by God, lived out by the believer, thought upon  
by the theologian.  

This is to say that theological thought is aware of its  
own categories; it uses them not only existentially but also  
gives thought to them methodically. Theology has a  
method that is not scientific or demonstrative, not dialecti- 
cal but strictly analectic. The scientific method draws its  
conclusions from axioms. Theology does not demon-  
strate from axioms but from the poor, from Christ, from  
God who is beyond the system. Theology cannot be  
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dialectical ("to go through" diverse "horizons") because  
the dialectical method starts with Totality, with theflesh  
and can only show the foundation of the flesh, of the  
system, of Totality; it cannot explore further. The  
method of the prophets, of Jesus, of Christian theology  
and, therefore, of liberation theology is analectic. That is,  
it rests upon a Word (the logos of analectic) that invades  
from beyond (the meaning in Greek of ano or ana) the  
system, Totality, the flesh. From the act that arises from  
beyond the cosmos (the Liberty that creates), from be-  
yond history (the call of Abraham and Moses), from  
beyond Israel (in the Incarnation of the Word), from  
beyond every system (the poor as the epiphany of God),  
Totality is overthrown and a new world is born: the  
kingdom already born among us in history, which will  
come to full flowering beyond the human order at the 
end of world history.  

Therefore, we can finally define theology as the  
analectic pedagogy of historico-eschatologicalliberation.  
Theology is borne along by the theologian. Theologians  
place themselves in political and erotic history as  
pedagogues. This relationship with the Other is not like  
that of the man-woman relationship, but neither is it like  
that of brother-brother or master-servant. It is neither  
erotic nor political. In this situation, theologians carryon  
the gift of prophecy and add to it a self-aware clair-  
voyance. Theology is teaching, it establishes the  
teacher-disciple relationship. Jesus was the rabbIof  
Galilee, prophet and Jewish theologian, educated in the  
synagogue and in his home at Nazareth. Theology is a  
pedagogy.  

Its prophetico-pedagogical method is analectic. Its five  
stages can be summed up in the following way. (I) It  
confronts the facts of a system and refers them to the  
system as Totality. (2) It discovers their meaning in the  
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given world. In the bourgeois world it discovers that  
everything is interpreted as merchandise and as a means  
of getting rich. From that horizon it can explain every-  
thing that happens in the world. The movement of being  
to the horizon is dialectical; the movement of the horizon  
toward being is demonstrative or scientific. (3) The  
theologian begins his or her proper task in the analectic  
phase by making ajudgment on the totality of the system  
political, erotic, or pedagogic) from the standpoint of  
the revealing Word of God (categories), historical mea-  
sures and, concretely, the summons of the poor of the  
system under consideration. (4) When we question the  
system from the exteriority of the Word, we are able to  
consider the fact of subjugation in the system (sin) and (5)  
the possibility of the praxis of liberation, redemption, or  
salvation (analectic praxis inasmuch as it would go  
beyond the system toward a plan for liberation).  

For its part, this fifth stage is directed at the same time  
to a historical project for liberation (the next temporal,  
political, economic, erotic order), which is sign and tes-  
timony of the plan for total, eschatologicalliberation-the  
Parousia and the kingdom finally come.  

Theology, then, is strategic support for the liberation  
praxis of the Christian, since it clarifies on a radical level  
the concrete, historical, somewhat veiled options that  
christian faith daily interprets.  
 
 
 



 
 
They [the temple authorities of Israel]  
began their accusation by saying:  
"We found this man Jesus]  
inciting our people to revolt. ...  
 
He [Pilate] then said to them:  
"You brought this man before me. ..  
as a political agitator."  
 
Pilate then gave his verdict:  
Their demand was to be granted.  
 
And though Herod [Hebrew puppet ruler]  
and Pilate [surrogate of the Roman emperor]  
had been enemies before,  
they were reconciled that same day.  
 
Luke 23:1, 4, 14, 24, 12-13; emphasis added  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Lord, forgive me for getting used to seeing children  
who seem to be eight years old  
and are really thirteen.  
Lord, forgive me for getting used to  
sloshing around in the mud.  
I can leave, they can't.  
Lord, forgive me for learning  
to put up with contaminated water.  
I can get away from it, they can't.  
Lord, forgive me whenever I switch on the light  
and forget that they can't.  
Lord, I can go on a hunger strike but not they;  
how can the hungry go on a hunger strike?  
Lord, forgive me for telling them  
that "not by bread alone does man live"  
and not fighting all out for their bread.  
Lord, I want to love them for them,  
and not for me. Help me.  
Lord, I dream of dying for them:  
Help me to live for them.  
Lord, I want to be with them when the light comes.  
Help me.  
 

Prayer of Carlos Mugica (d. May 11,1974),  
member of the Movement of Priests for the  
Third World in Argentina, liberation martyr,  
incorruptible prophet of the dispossessed,  
murdered by those who fear to face a people free from 
oppression  
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PREFACE 
 

These chapters, which are a continuation of lectures  
published under the title History and the Theology of Libera-  
tion (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1976), were  
originally delivered orally. They are part of a course I  
gave in Buenos Aires, Argentina, in November 1972.  
Two lectures that I gave on other occasions have been  
included in this book. I have developed the theme of this  
book more in detail in courses given at the Latin Ameri-  
can Bishops' Pastoral Institute (Quito, Ecuador), at the  
Theological Institute of the Catholic University of Val-  
paraiso (Chile), to the theological faculty of Louvain  
(Belgium), to groups of bishops (fifty-two in Medellín,  
Colombia, in 1971, twenty-seven in Guatemala in 1972),  
to provincials of religious orders in Medellín on two  
occasions, etc. In the manner in which the lectures ap-  
pear here, they were given in a course entitled "Church  
and Liberation," organized by the Justice and Peace  
Study Center (Nazareth House, Buenos Aires). There a  
group of laypeople and priests met for three days to  
listen to and discuss the reflections that make up this  
book. The oral style has not been eliminated, and the  
occasional imprecise choice of word should be attributed  
to the spontaneity of the moment.  

The two lectures I have added are on women's libera-  
tion (chapter 4), given in a course for CIDOC (Cuer-  
navaca, Mexico) in 1973, and on the task of Latin Ameri-  
can thinkers (chapter 5), given in San Miguel, Buenos  
Aires, in 1970. The latter deals with a problem that ante-  
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dates liberation theology. I include it because it is a pre-  
sage of what was to come within a few months.  
In an excellent contribution on the theology of libera-  
tion Hector Borrat spoke of the necessity of a "firm turn  
of the rudder" to get the people of God in exile back on a  
New Testament course (Víspera, no.30, 1973). These  
lectures, given months before his remark, already  
explicitly had the intention of referring almost exclusively  
to the New Testament and even to the Apostles' Creed  
(quotations from which appear as epigraphs for most of  
the chapters of this book).  

Second, Borrat points out that in this theology Christ  
has not come into his own. For my part, I had already  
determined to give a christological view of reality in these  
lectures. I was tempted to entitle one lecture "The Anti-  
christ" or "Demonology ," that is, the pre-Christian situa-  
tion of sin under the reign of the "prince of this world."  
The second chapter in this volume is Christology pure  
and simple. The third is an "ecclesiology," as its title  
indicates, but considered from the christological stand-  
point as the theological moment of the Incarnation.  
Third, we are reminded by Borrat of a serious omis-  
sion in liberation theology-Mary. We have included  
consideration of her in the chapter on women's libera-  
tion but only to underscore what we would call "libera-  
tion Mariology," i.e., the Mariology of the Virgin of  
Guadalupe emblazoned on the banners of Hidalgo's ar-  
mies or of the one who subversively proclaimed, "He has  
pulled down princes from their thrones and exalted the  
lowly."  

The lectures have a certain order. In the first place,  
they deal with a theologal anthropology in its negative  
aspect. It was necessary to get down to first things, and  
the first things are ethical options. Ethics-the first kind  
of theology-is a fundamental theology .Whoever hopes  
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to begin theology with a kind of "theory of theologal  
studies," is simply opting ethically for a certain course; all  
future thought will be traceable to an initial option that  
was never questioned or even thought about. What you  
then have is ideological theology .This is the topic we take  
up in the first and second lectures. We go from a de-  
monology to a Christology .  
Arriving at theologal fact and choosing to stay within  
the boundaries of revelation, we find ourselves from the  
beginning living in a community of faith, a prophetic  
institution. We thus go from ethics to theologal politics as  
pedagogical function. For this reason ethics is followed  
by an ecclesiology, a matter of extreme timeliness and  
urgency in Latin America.  

As noted above, I have added two lectures to the origi-  
nal course-one on women's place in the church, a topic  
treating the erotic (chapter 4), the other on epistemology  
(chapter 5), as an introduction to the last lecture.  
Finally, in the sixth chapter, I go deeply into the epis-  
Temological level of liberation theology, since some peo-  
ple in Europe and Latin America are opposed to this  
theological manner of thinking. I have wanted to con-  
tinue the debate and, from certain aspects, even open the  
debate, so that the theology out of Latin America will  
grow along with the continent in its agony of liberation.  
At any rate, as a French thinker and friend said, "Against  
wind and tide there was born in Latin America a theology  
that was its own, the first theology not exported from  
Europe."  

History and the Theology of Liberation (1976) was a  
historico-theological interpretation of Latin America.  
This series of lectures, by contrast, is anethico-theological 
interpretation; I tend to stay on a somewhat more ab-  
stract level and I deal with categories that have already  
been outlined in their anthropological aspects in my  
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work Para una ética de la liberación latinoamericana (Buenos  
Aires: Siglo XXI, 1973-74). My purpose has not been to  
attack new problems-even though there are new  
problems-but rather, to pull together the loose ends of  
liberation theology from an epistemological point of  
view. At any rate, we have so far only been stating the  
questions: We will have to wrestle with them for a long  
while before we have a well-built, lasting road.  
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