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LIBERATION THEOLOGY

By Atilio R. Dupertuis
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary
Andrews University

Liberation theology' has been the most popular theological
theme of the last two decades. This theology is new;” different, and
comes from the third world. Widely acclaimed as the theology of the
future, it presents the most formidable challenge the Western
dominant theologies ever have encountered—a theology “destined
to rock the world.”® Liberation theology was born in 1968.% It
skyrocketed into prominence and popularity in the seventies, lev-
eled off in the early eighties, and has gone through some difficult
times in the last few years.

Liberation theology is a Roman Catholic phenomenon that has
found wide acceptance in some Protestant circles. The response
from the evangelical world has not been enthusiastic. They consis-
tently criticize this theology for what they perceive as being a
reduction of the Gospel to almost exclusively horizontal endeavors.®

The Methodology

Liberation theology attempts to interpret the Christian faith
from the perspective of the poor, the oppressed, the marginalized
people of Latin America—the exploited class that comprises the
majority of the population. The fundamental thesis of this theology
is that God is on the side of the poor and the oppressed, and that
their liberation is his main concern. Therefore, the responsibility
of the Christian and the mission of the Church is to join God in this
liberating task. Given the circumstances of the continent, the only
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way the church and the individual Christian can fulfill their mis-
sion is by entering the political arena to help bring about structural
changes that are necessary for social justice, even if in extreme cases
it means revolutionary uprisings.

Liberation theologians denounce traditional approaches to
theology as being too theoretical, too far removed from the world.
The church is viewed throughout its history as having paid more
attention to the vertical dimension of the gospel, and as having
neglected, or at least relegated to a secondary plane, its horizontal
dimension where people live their everyday lives, thus spiritualiz-
ing away the liberating content of the gospel. Theology, they insist,
must be practical and active, not only in interpreting the world but
as an agent in its transformation. It is precisely in its intent to be
practical, to be relevant to the Latin American reality, that libera-
tion theology departs methodologically from more traditional ap-
proaches to theology. It is in its methodology that the real difference
lies. Gustavo Gutiérrez, the acknowledged spokesman and system-
atic theologian of the movement, underlines this fact succinctly
when he states that liberation theology is not so much a new theme
for reflection but “a new way to do theology.”” Then more specific-
ally, he explains that “theology is reflection, a ecritical attitude.
Theology follows. It is a second step. What Hegel used to say about
philosophy can likewise be applied to theology. It “rises at sun-
down,”® that is to say, one can reflect only after engaging in action;
theology is the byproduct of liberating praxis.

Juan Luis Segundo agrees: “Liberation theology deals not so
much with content as with the method used to theologize in the
face of our real life situation.”® There are three visible main steps
in this new way of doing theology which set it apart as “new” and
different from what went before. In the first place, it takes a
different point of departure. Traditionally theology has begun with
Scripture or tradition (with revelation—with the eternal truths
given by God), and once understood, the principles were applied to
the contemporary situation. Liberation theology has a radically
different starting point for the crude historical reality of Latin
America, the poverty of the vast majority of its people, and the
underdevelopment of the continent. But it is more than an dcknowl-







