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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-
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edgment of the situation, it includes an uncompromising act of
solidarity with the poor and oppressed.

In the words of Gutiérrez “to characterize Latin America as a
dominated and oppressed continent leads one to speak of liberation
and above all the participation in the process.” 101‘chcarding to Bodd:

Before we can do theology, we have to do liberation. The first step
for liberation theology is pre-theological. It is a matter of trying to live
the commitment of faith. In our case, to participate in some way in
the process of liberation, to be committed to the oppressed.™

The action/reflection dialectic is described as praxis in libera-
tion theology. The term does not necessarily mean practice in the
usual sense of theory being applied to a particular situation. It
describes rather a circular traffic that always takes place between
action and reflection. Tracy points out that praxis “is currently
understood as a critical relationship between theory and Practice
whereby each is dialectically transformed by the other.”*? Their
view of truth is dynamic rather than conceptual; truth is found at
the level of history, not in the realm of ideas. The Gospel truth is
done; one must work out the truth rather than discover it intellec-
tually. Truth is not known in abstractness, but in praxis, in the
midst of involvement in history; in reality there is no truth outside
or beyond the concrete historical events in which man participates
as agent. The criterion for knowing truth in this approach is not
necessarily to be in agreement or disagreement with a previously
givenrevelation, but with effectiveness in transforming history and
liberating the oppressed. Historical praxis becomes the final tribu-
nal where the truth or falsity of faith is judged.

After an unwavering commitment to liberating praxis comes
an important second step in this methodology: to uncover the
reasons behind the Latin American reality. Because the fundamen-
tal concern of liberation theology is with justice, with the liberation
of the oppressed, it becomes indispensable to understand the struc-
tural causes of poverty. Boff points out that it is necessary

to analyze the causes of the poverty and misery, to see the causal
nexus; because poverty is not born by spontaneous generation, neither
does it fall from heaven; rather it is generated by unjust relations
among men.*®
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This task is facilitated with the help of the social sciences—so-
ciology, economics, political science, and anthropology. But what is
the best option to uncover the human and political dimensions of
the historical reality of Latin America? If social sciences with a
capitalist perspective are used, doing so undoubtedly will yield a
distorted picture. They say that poverty and underdevelopment are
due to laziness or indolence' of the people, or simply lack of
development. Enrique Dussel explains that Latin Americans will
not accept that the poor are lazy. They are poor, he says, “not
because they want to be, but because they are the victims of a system
whose benefits go to those making its judgment.”'

The most viable option would appear to be the one that
analyzes the situation from the perspective of the masses, from the
perspective of the poor and oppressed. At this juncture, they assume
that Marxist analysis is the best option at their disposal. Nufiez
observes that

One of the principal characteristics of liberation theology is the
efforts of its authors to make an in-depth study of the Latin American
social problem. To that end, they avail themselves of the social
sciences. At the time, they take for granted that the best economic
and social analysis comes from Karl Marx.'®

This analysis reveals that the problem of Latin America is not
one of development or underdevelopment, as it was previously
thought. Says Miquez Bonino:

The underdeveloped countries thus were considered backward
having reached a lower level than the developed countries. They were
obligated, therefore, to repeat more or less faithfully the historical
experience of the developed countries in their journey towards mod-
ern society."”

But the situation is rather one of domination/dependence, in
which “Latin American underdevelopment is the dark side of
Northern development; Northern development is built on third-
word underdevelopment.”'® Because the problem is one of domina-
tion/dependence, the only solution would seem to be a radical break
from the present structures, from the status quo, a social revolution
that would break the actual dependence. The fact that liberation
theologians rely on the Marxist analysis of their societies does not
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mean that all of them accept Marxism uncritically, but all acknowl-
edge their debt to it. In the words of Segundo:

Whether everything Marx said is accepted or not, and in whatever
way one may conceive his “essential” thinking, there can be no doubt
that present-day social thought will be “Marxist” to some extent: that
is, profoundly indebted to Marx. In this sense, Latin American theol-
ogy is certainly Marxist.'

It is now, as a third step in the hermeneutical process, that
liberation theologians turn to the Scriptures. First, we have no-
ticed, comes an a priori commitment to the poor that functions ag
a determining principle; then the analysis of the historical reality
of Latin America with a Marxist perspective which provides not
only a diagnosis of the situation as one of dependance on capitalism,
but also indicates that the only way out of the predicament is
liberation, that is, a complete change of structures—political, eco-
nomic, and social. One suspects that when liberation theologians
go to Scriptures it is not in search of truth or directives, but rather
to find justification or support for positions already taken. Scrip-
ture functions for them not as a given, directly inspired by God, but
asa witness to what God has done in other historical circumstances.
It is not normative, it plays only a secondary, supportive role. In the
words of Brazilian liberation theologian Hugo Assmann:

The word of God is no longer a fixed absolute, an eternal proposi-
tion we receive before analyzing social conflicts and before commit-
ting ourselves to the transformation of historical awareness, analysis,
and involvement, that is, from praxis. The Bible and the whole
Christian tradition do not speak directly to us in our situation. But
they remain as a basic reference about how God spoke in quite a
diffegant context, which must illuminate his speaking in our con-
text.

It is not difficult to understand that due to the previous
commitment there naturally follows a tendency to be selective in
the use of Scripture, to lift up those themes like the exodus, for
example, and to neglect other Biblical themes that do not yield
immediate meaning to the struggle for liberation. This is not an
accusation, it is an integral part of the methodology. Without the
slightest hesitation, Segundo justifies this approach:
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I hope that it is quite clear that the Bible is not the discourse of a
universal God to a universal man. Partiality is justified because we
must find, and designate as the Word of God, that part of divine
revelation which today, in the light of our concrete historical situation,
is most useful for the liberation to which God summons us.?

This commitment to revolutionary praxis leads the Christian,
in a spirit of authentic faith, to a new reading of the Bible and the
Christian tradition. It poses the basic concepts and symbols of
Christianity anew, in such a way that they do not hamper Chris-
tians in their commitment to the revolutionary process but rather
help them to shoulder these commitments in a creative way.?

Because liberation theology develops out of the experience of
the poor in search of liberation, “the political question is the first
one that we must ask as we approach any biblical passage.”**

As we have indicated, the Exodus of the Israelites from Egyp-
tian bondage became “the privileged text” of Scriptures for libera-
tion theology; it was especially so in the first decade of its
development.” The Exodus seems to portray a situation similar to
that of Latin America. Israel suffered under the cruel hand of
Pharaoh who benefitted from the work of his slaves. But God,
sensitive to their cry, took their side and worked on their behalf
until their liberation was accomplished. The theme of the Exodus,
and especially some verses of Exodus 3 were mentioned with “im-
pressive frequency” in the documents of Latin America.

I have surely seen the affliction of my people which are in Egypt,
and have heard their cry by reason of their taskmasters; for I know
their sorrows. And I am come down to deliver them out of the hand
of the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land unto a good
land and a large, unto a land flowing with milk and honey. . . . [to]
bring forth my people the children of Israel out of Egypt (Ex. 3:7-10).

In the same way that the Israelites in Egypt cried out in their
misery and oppression, the people of Latin America, oppressed and
enslaved, cry for a liberating exodus. Even when liberation theolo-
gians do not engage in serious exegesis of this “paradigmatic text,”
the idea, the theme is highly visible in their concerns. Latin America
can confidently expect liberation because “the liberator God of the
[ixodus cannot contradict himself accepting oppression in another
historical juncture,”®
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Evaluating Liberation Theology

It is not an easy task to evaluate liberation theology in the
space available, but some key points should be made. In accordance
with the Biblical injunction to “test everything [and] hold on to the
good” (1 Thess. 5:21, NIV), we must admit that there are some
positive aspects in this new theology, some insights that we should
gratefully acknowledge. The concern that liberation theologians
demonstrate for the poor and their willingness to do something
about it is highly commendable. It is true that the church has
sometimes been so absorbed by the future that they have tended to
neglect the here and now. But the gospel cannot be divorced from
life. There can be no separation between orthodoxy and or-
thopraxis. It also is true that the preoccupation for social justice is
a central concern of Scriptures. Concern for the poor, the widow,
and the orphan permeates the pages of the Old Testament.?® The
incarnation unmistakably shows that God is concerned with those
who are in disgrace, and does something about it.

At the same time, we must acknowledge that liberation theol-
ogy, while expressing a deep and valid concern for Jjustice and the
poor has some inherent limitations that can easily lead to a dis-
torted view of the gospel, to an impoverished soteriology, thus
severely limiting its usefulness. We will point out two main areas
of concern: the secondary role of Scripture and the pervasive influ-
ence of Marxist ideology. Liberation theologies, as part of their
methodology, insist that God’s word is heard in history, in the cry
of the oppressed, and that truth is found in praxis, not in any
objective revelation. It is not what God says in Scripture, but rather
what he does in history that has priority. It would seem obvious that
a criterion, an objective norm, is needed to evaluate Dpraxis, and
determine if it is going the right way. As Nufez has well pointed
out:

According to evangelical doctrine, Christian conduct has its norm
in the objective revelation of the Holy Scriptures. In that sense, the
Christian has to know certain principles before acting. Faith and
obedience, for example, are an answer to the revelation that God has
given of Himself and His works in the Bible. There is already an object
of faith and obedience. Otherwise, we would not know what to believe
or what to obey.”
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It would seem risky to engage in acts of social justice on behalf
of the poor before listening to what God’s Word might have to say
about it. The Exodus story also tells us that when Moses engaged
himself in “liberating praxis” killing the Egyptian before listening
to the word of God, he had to retrace his steps and wait patiently
for God’s instructions. When liberation theology stresses the his-
torical situation as the locus theologicus, thus replacing the reve-
lation in Scripture by the revelation of contemporary events, it
ignores the fact that there are two mysteries operating in history
at the same time—the mystery of salvation and the mystery of evil.
The devil, even though vanquished at the cross, still continues
active in the world. Consequently, Christians stand in need of an
objective norm to distinguish between the divine and the demonic
in the events of history and to discern God’s presence and absence
in history. This is not to deny the hermeneutical importance of the
historical situation, but the Bible must not be reduced to our
situation,

Stek has observed correctly that a situational hermeneutics,
when absolutized, means the silencing of Scriptures, because “it
reduces the Bible to a tool (or weapon) that we grasp in our hands
to promote whatever cause seems to us to hold hope for the world—
for the world as we see it.”* If the questions we address to the Bible
are only those suggested by praxis, we may miss other questions
that the Bible is addressing to us. Goldingay pointed out that

We have to pay attention to the Bible’s agenda. And yet the only
way to listen to the Bible’s concerns, is to come with one’s own, to see
how it speaks to where we are, but also to allow our questions to be
Jjudged, as we find what are the other areas with which the Bible is
concerned, about which it has not yet occurred to us to enquire. We
must ask our questions, but we must also be wary of letting them be
the criterion of how far the Bible needs to be listened to. When we
find that there are parts of the Bible that do not speak directly to our
concerns, it does not prove the Bible irrelevant; it opens up the
possibility that we have not yet asked all the right questions.”

We already have noticed that central to the hermeneutics of
liberation theology is the analysis of the continent with the help of
social sciences, particularly Marxism. This is no doubt the most
important factor influencing liberation theology, and where the
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main criticism has constantly focused. Liberation theologians de-
fend 1_;his procedure, insisting that there is nothing wrong to use
Marxism as a tool of analysis, if one leaves out the objectionable
aspe.cts of the ideology. Camara ingeniously argues that Thomas
Aquinas gave us an excellent example when he availed himself of
the philosophy of Aristotle to help in the formulation of his theol-
ogy. He observes that Aristotle was regarded by Aquinas’ contem-
poraries as a pagan, a materialistic, a dangerous, and cursed sinner.
Still Aquinas was able to “leave out” the objectionable elements of
Aristotle’s thought, and benefit from the positive.” If Thomas
Aquinas was able to produce a new theological system based on the
philosophy of a non-Christian philosopher, there is no reason why
theologians today could not create a Christian theology with the
]lrlelp of Marx, another non-Christian philosopher. Camara’s reason-
Ing seems convincing to many people. Others, however, question to
what extent Thomas Aquinas was successful in leaving out the
negative. And this is precisely where liberation theology has become
more vulnerable. The real issue has been to what extent can Marx-
ismbe used as a tool of scientific analysis without, at the same time
adopting other features of the ideology like its anthropology—noiz
to mention its materialistic Weltanschauung.

Marzxism is not just another philosophy, which would be relatively
harmless, but a philosophy which seeks to change the existing power
structures by means of organized political praxis.®

Critics from inside as well from outside the Roman Catholic
Church have raised their voices persistently in warning against the
possibility of the use of Marxism merely for its instrumental value.
Pedro Arrupe, at the time Jesuit Superior General, sent a letter to
the Jesuit Providencials of Latin America warning that it is not
possible to accept the set of explanations that constitute Marxist
anglysis without subscribing to Marxist philosophy, ideology, and
politics. He concluded that “those who adopt the [Marxist] analysis
also adopt its strategy.”*® Peter Heblethwaite has remarked that as

a consequence of these efforts Marxism has subtly invaded the
church,

but no one has so far suggested that Marxism leads to Christianity:.
The crucial determining element in the system is Marxism. Christi-
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anity, therefore, is not sc much synthesized as used and subordinated;
when the church comes, it is Christianity that has to go.*

More recently the German scholar Pannenberg for the first
time outlined his uneasiness about liberation theology. He criticized
employing Marxism as a sociological tool. Marxism harbors an
understanding of the human person that cannot be reconciled with
Christianity. According to Pannenberg, the atheistic orientation is
not an accidental element in Marx but it is closely connected with
the anthropology underlying its social theory. For this reason, it is
not possible to use Marxist economic descriptions without accept-
ing also their atheistic reason and implications i

When we read carefully into this theology, we find that these
concerns are justified because liberation theologians have not suc-
ceeded in extricating themselves from the framework of this ideol-
ogy. One gets the distinct impression that liberation theology is, to
a large extent, patterned after the main features of Marxism, from
the diagnosis of the ills of the continent to the strategies needed to
obtain historical change, even to the goals of liberation itself. Due
to the ideological bias of its social analysis, liberation theology tends
to divide society sharply into two classes, viz., the rich and the poor,
the oppressed and the oppressor. As Gutiérrez clearly states:

There is one characteristic in particular which holds a central
place: the division of humanity into oppressors and oppressed, into
owners of the means of production and those dispossessed of the fruit
of their work, into antagonistic social classes.®

The instrument does not provide the way of looking at other
possible sources of poverty and underdevelopment. Would the con-
quest and the development of Latin American civilization have
anything to do with present conditions? It would seem proper to at
least raise the question as to why Latin America is in such deplor-
able economic state after five centuries of almost uncontested
Roman Catholic domination.*®

Liberation theologians tend to identify poverty only with ma-
terial poverty, to the neglect of the richer Biblical concept of the
poor. In the Bible the words “poor” and “poverty” point to all levels
of human life, material as well as spiritual. The poor, those who will
inherit the earth besides being socially oppressed and economically
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destitute, are at the same time those who remain faithful to God
and are so conscious of their spiritual poverty that they rely wholly
on the mercy of God for their salvation. If poverty is identified with
material poverty exclusively, the liberation needed is something
only temporal. It becomes primarily earthly well-being. Partial,
this-worldly liberation is not the salvation “which meets all the
needs of persons because it offers them forgiveness and absolution
and a new life which begins now and reaches beyond death into the
life with Christ in the New Jerusalem.”?"

At the same time, while liberation theologians do not deny that
sin is essentially rebellion against God, they share the Renaissance
view of man in which he was viewed not as a sinner, but as
essentially a good creature who was destined to become better.
Therefore, liberation theologians tend to overlook the root of sin
and concentrate on its branches in the oppressive structures of
society. Consequently, the good news of liberation is aimed primar-
ily at such structural problems as injustice, poverty, and inequality.
The analysis of the roots of injustice and the causes of alienation
implicit in much liberation theology is so uniformly Marxist that
no justice is done to the depth of the Biblical perspective of the
human predicament. Sin is a state of corruption so profound, so
entrenched in man’s heart, that the elimination of poverty and
oppression, were it possible, would not alter man’s basic condition
in any significant way. The alienation of man from God expressed
in Genesis 3 will not be bridged by a utopian classless society while
man’s heart remains unchanged. The best social structures that
man can devise quickly become inhuman if the sinful inclination of
man’s heart is not changed.

Words like “God acts in history” or “He acts in the real world”
are found frequently in liberation literature. When the strategies
for liberation are considered, however, liberation theologians speak
of acting as though God were absent from history—everything
depends on man. Praxis means man’s involvement to change the
world. The need of man’s involvement in liberation praxis is con-
stantly emphasized by liberation theologians. The process of liber-
ation requires the active participation of the oppressed themselves.
Gutiérrez tells us that the active participation of the oppressed in
their liberation “is one of the most important themes running
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through the writings of the Latin American church.”*® And Dussel
points out that “our people in Latin America must liberate them-
selves, or else liberation will never come.”*®

It is easy to understand why this theology can grow and
flourish in a Roman Catholic soil, but finds no response from
evangelical Christians who believe in sola gratia and sola fide as
the means of true liberation. Dorothy Sélle admits that “there is a
certain anti-protestant point in the thesis that salvation is libera-
tion.”*® Segundo is more specific when he admits that

Since the time of the Reformation at least, the characterizing
feature of the Catholic Church in this area is the emphasis on the
merit of human endeavors for geining entrance to the eternal king-
dom of God. And this notion of merit is of the utmost importance for
liberation theology.*!

On the other hand, the same author continues, “the disappear-
ance of the notion of merit from Protestant theology, dating from
the time of the Reformation, seems to have undermined the possi-
bility of any theology of history.”*? Evangelical soterio]sogy takes iFs
stand firmly on the doctrine of justification by faith.*® Sola gracia
is the essence of Biblical salvation. Salvation is totally the work of
God. There is no room for any type of pelagianism. The reduction
of the Biblical message by an exclusively political reading is evident
in the total absence of words such as cross, atonement, expiation,
substitution, regeneration, justification, sanctification, depravity,
and forgiveness from the writings of liberation theology. At the
same time, other words such as conversion, sin, and evangelization
are reinterpreted to the point that they bear little resemblance to
their Biblical meaning. Ronald Sider, the author of Rick Christians
in An Age of Hunger, who is clearly interested in the cause of the
poor and in social justice, reacted with certain impatience to the
horizontalism of liberation theology:

I'must confess a deep uneasiness [about liberation theology]. . . . Is
it too much to hope for a brief mention of the cross and atonement,
Jesus’ resurrection, or Christology, that goes beyond respectful admi-
ration for the prophetic genius from Nazareth? Is evangelism (yes, I
mean the urgent task of sharing the good news of Jesus’ life, death
and resurrection with the two billion who have never heard) truly
irrelevant to a contemporary program of liberation?* '
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Emilio Ndfiez finds two great consequences to liberation
theology’s new approach to salvation: “Emphasis is given to the
universality of the salvific act of God and to the historical and
earthly character of salvation.”*® In the same vein, Orlando Costas,
also a Latin American theologian, concludes that “building a just,
peaceful, and fraternal society is what salvation is all about” in
liberation theology.*® ;

As we already have noticed, the particular hermeneutic of
liberation theology leads to an essentially political re-reading of the
Scriptures. Even the reading of the Exodus narrative portrays a
liberation from political servitude. The political dimension becomes
so exclusive a component, that the perspectives gleaned from the
story are only those that square with the ideological presupposi-
tions. Such reading yields many parallels that find easy correspon-
dence with the present Latin American situation. It clearly is
perceived that society in Egypt was divided into two antagonistic
groups, viz., oppressors and oppressed, masters and slaves. Fur-
thermore, God heard the ery of the poor and was concerned about
their suffering.’

In answer to the cry of the oppressed, God sided with them and
against the oppressors. Violence, class struggle, and bloodshed
became inevitable due to the persistent refusal of the oppressors to
let them go.*® The initial response of the Israelites to their own
liberation (at first they were too alienated to listen) finds its echo
inthe unresponsiveness of the masses in Latin America. This is why
a thorough work of conscientization claims first priority.® The
egalitarian distribution of manna—to each according to his needs—
suggests that a socialist society best fulfills the purposes of God.
Moses and Aaron, chosen from among the oppressed became the
agents of liberation. “Sent by Yahweh, Moses began the long, hard
struggle for the liberation of his people,” says Gutiérrez.”® The
present generation, as was true of the Jews in the wilderness, mi ght
have to die in order to ensure freedom for the next.’! Finally, the
object of the Exodus, was liberation, an exclusively political act.
“Latin American liberation theology has restored the Exodus to its
political symbolism and has seen in Moses an authentic politician,
guiding the people towards a better society,” says Galilea.’? In
today’s Latin America “it is important to keep in mind that be-
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yond—or rather through—the struggle against miseq;,a injustice
and exploitation the goal is the creation of a new man.” ;

Gutiérrez’s vision of a new society, so often mentioned in his
writings, is that what will develop the new man is socialism. “Latiﬁri
American socialism . . . will promote the advent of the new man.”

If we pay attention to history we will be cautious in equating
a Marxist-oriented society with liberation, because all empirical
evidence points to the fact that Marxist societies bring no real
advance in human freedom. In practice, “the new class opposes any
type of freedoms, ostensibly for the purpose of preserving ’soFialist’
ownership,” comments Djilas.?® Ellul concludes that “until now,
without exception, in every country where it has been applied,
Marxism has given birth to the worst sort of dictatorships, to
strictly totalitarian regimes.”®

Liberation theologians read the Bible with a “Marxist key” and
often focus their attention on the Exodus because they see it
pertinent to their concerns. However, they often strain this pprtifm
of Scripture from its overall perspective, thus badly mutilating its
intent. The Exodus contains features and insights that can be
missed or distorted easily unless it is viewed as an integral part of
a larger story and is approached with a hermeneutic that does
justice to the unity and integrity of Scripture. It is true that the
Exodus story portrays Egypt as the oppressor and God as respond-
ing to the cry of the oppressed. It is true that the liberation of the
Israelites from Egyptian bondage was an act of justice. What should
not be overlooked, however, is that the poor slaves were at the same
time God’s special people. God not only heard their groaning, but
also “remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and
with Jacob” (Ex. 2:24). The God of the Exodus was “the God of your
fathers” (Ex. 3:13). It was by virtue of the special relationship that
God has with “these” slaves, the descendants of Abraham, with
whom he made a covenant, that Yahweh was able to assist them in
their affliction. The psalmist declares that God “has not dealt thus
with any [other] nation.””” There were doubtless other groups of
people in the ancient world who shared the lot of the Hebrews and
who also groaned under their burdens; but Israel found favor with
God, not only because they cried in their affliction, but because of
their special relationship to the Redeemer.
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Furthermore, the Exodus narrative indicates that the libera-
tion was not achieved by their efforts—it was entirely of God’s
doing. The part the “slaves” were to play was “Fear ye not, stand
still, and see the salvation of the Lord, which He will shew to you
today” (Ex. 14:13). McKenzie, the noted Roman Catholic scholar,
puts it this way:

The paradigmatic character of the exodus can thus be summarized:
the need is desperate, and the candidate for salvation is helpless. The

power of Yahweh is interposed in such a way that the persons saved
need do nothing.?®

Ifjustice is done to its context, the Exodus story hardly encour-
ages political activism or armed rebellion to overthrow any contem-
porary pharaoh forcibly in order to gain freedom.

Furthermore, we must not ignore the fact that liberation from
Egyptian bondage is only half of the story. For the Hebrews, escape
from Egypt to a land of freedom where they could live their lives
with dignity, free from the threat of oppression, was not enough.
They were free from slavery that they might engage in the service
of God. “Let my people go, that they may serve me” (Ex. 7:16) was
the key note and constant refrain throughout the episode. From
the Red Sea the cloud led the ex-slaves to Sinai, where the covenant
was renewed. Yoder has observed that “liberation is from bondage
and for covenant, and what for matters more than what from.”®®
The Exodus had pre-requisites—being the people of the covenant—
as well as post-requisites—the devotion of their lives to the service
of God, reaching out to be a blessing to the nations. That is why a
program of social political liberation that aims only at enabling
people to live their lives free from poverty and misery, and nothing
more, is not what is contemplated in the Exodus account.

. Finally, the abiding symbol that comes to us from the Exodus
1s not a raised hand, summoning the poor masses to struggle and
revolt, bur rather a lamb that was slain, pointing to “the lamb of
God which taketh away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). It is one
thing to borrow from the Bible the language and symbols of liber-
ation. It is quite another to learn the Biblical meaning of liberation.
Liberation theologians in their commendable efforts to bring liber-
ation to the poor are severely handicapped because they are not
radical enough. They do not go to the radizx, the root of the problem.
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They attempt instead to remove the leaves of poverty and oppres-
sion while the ugly roots are left untouched in the human heart. It
is the transforming power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ alone that
can bring about genuine liberation—freedom from guilt and slavery
to sin which are the real cause of all injustice and oppression. It was
Jesus himself who said “If the Son . . . shall make you free, ye will
be free indeed” (John 8:36).
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A THEOLOGY OF THE SABBATH

By E. Edward Zinke
Silver Spring, Maryland

Introduction

Does the Sabbath play an essential role in salvation, or is the
Sabbath only peripheral to salvation or perhaps, as some have
claimed, even detrimental to it? Within what context does the
Sabbath have its true and proper meaning? This talk adapted to a
paper will attempt to develop not only the theme that the Sabbath
is representative of the entire Christian experience, but that it is
also an essential ingredient of initiation and maturation in the
Christian life, a safeguard to Christian experience and a basis for
the comprehensive unity of Christian doctrine.

Role of Doctrine in Christian Experience

In order to place the doctrine of the Sabbath in its proper
context within Christianity, it will be helpful to give consideration
to the broader context of which the Sabbath is a part, namely the
role of doctrine in Christianity. How does doctrine relate to the
central theme of Christianity, salvation through Jesus Christ which
restores mankind to the relationship with God that was first broken
by sin (Romans 5:8-10; 2 Corinthians 5:18-20)?

Christianity needs to be described in terms of personal knowl-
edge rather than speculative or empirical knowledge. Christ Him-
self defined salvation as knowing God and Jesus Christ (John 17:3).
That this knowledge of God is not to be interpreted speculatively
may be determined not only from the general Hebrew context,
which viewed knowledge as practical rather than theoretical, but
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