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Lecture Notes T-500

Theology and Human Liberation

Charles W. Allen

What should the pursuit of theology have to do with struggles for political liberation?

Old-style evangelical’s answer:  Nothing.  If you save individuals from sin and change their personal habits, you’ve done everything that matters.  Politics would get better if everybody were saved.

Old-style academic’s answer:  Nothing.  Critical reflection must stand clear of any kind of partisanship.  After your theology is worked out you can apply it to political struggles, but those struggles shouldn’t influence the conclusions you draw about, say, the reality and nature of God or Christology.

Knee-jerk social activist’s answer:  Nothing.  All that matters is political liberation.  Theology is a luxury we can’t afford, though maybe faith is permissible if it moves us to the right kind of action.

Liberation theologian’s answer:  Everything.  No aspect of theology stands outside some kind of struggle for a more just community.  

And no struggle for a more just community stands outside the need to wrestle with theological questions and answers.  

Right thinking (orthodoxy) and right acting (orthopraxis) are inseparable.  

And individual salvation from sin and political liberation from oppression are likewise inseparable.  

Wherever one really exists, the other also exists at least in some measure.  

This, as Gustavo Gutierrez points out, is an embodiment of the Chalcedonian principle: Unity without confusion; distinction without separation.

********

Would anyone be surprised to learn that I think the liberation theologians (and their near relatives) are right about this?  Theological pursuits and struggles for political liberation have everything to do with each other.

Incidentally, I’m using “politics” and its derivatives in the widest possible sense as involving “the total complex of relations between people in society” (Webster) with the recognition that all such relations require the exercise of power, and not just “power-to” or “power-with” but also “power-over.”

Every act of communication is also an exercise of power: When I speak, I’m trying to get you to shut up long enough to hear me. If that’s not an exercise of power, what is? (Of course it might not succeed, but the point is the attempt.)

That means that every act of communication is inherently political, and since theology requires communication, all theology is likewise inherently political.

Let’s look again at how all this fits with what I’ve said about theology from the very beginning of this course.

I’ve defined Christian theology as making sense of the Gospel and all other truths that claim us most radically.  

Since that touches on just about every subject, theology often gives rise to exceedingly abstract formulations.  

That needs no apology.  But at its heart theology is the most vital engagement imaginable.  At its heart theology is not arguments, not static formulas, but a constant, lively interaction among all the most radical claims on our lives.  

It is a kind of conversation that never ends.  Even in solitude the conversation goes on internally.  And even when our attention focuses elsewhere, it goes on in the background.  It is how we try to face the variety of claims on our lives with integrity.  

Everybody should engage in that kind of conversation, or rather own up to the fact that they are already so engaged and try to do it less haphazardly.  

Weighty thinkers have argued for this as a universal human obligation with varying degrees of success (and failure). I welcome the effort and have learned from it. But for those of us claimed by the Gospel, that kind of conversation is simply one of the most fundamental ways that we can embody the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ.  

I cannot embody that communion without welcoming others as genuine others and seeking the same of them.  

I cannot welcome or seek welcome without facing the variety of claims our lives make on one another simply by virtue of their intersection.  

And I cannot face those claims with integrity without struggling to resist and mend the brokenness that infects everything we all do.

At its heart, then, theology is at one with the pursuits of peace and justice and with the practices we traditionally call spiritual disciplines.  These are all aspects of embodying the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ. 

It is theology’s distinctive and most important task to help us imagine realistically just how such an eccentric and broken communion could already be at work embracing and transfiguring all the mundane, eccentric and broken practices that make up our lives here and now.  

But the influences here are and should be multiple: our pursuits of peace and justice and our cultivation of spiritual disciplines are just as important for theology’s health as theology remains for those practices.

Elsewhere I’ve also argued that our very knowledge of God depends on a political process: 

The church and its spokespeople can claim to speak truly and authoritatively only insofar as the church happens, by God’s grace, to be a responsibly confessing community, or in more Christian terms, a community ordered by the mutual generosity known in the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ. 

A community ordered by God’s mutual generosity is not necessarily a nice community. In a world infected by brokenness at every level and every angle, those committed to reconciliation cannot always afford to be polite. And while I like to speak of theology as a conversation, sometimes the conversation can get pretty heated.

********

So far all I’ve said doesn’t go much farther than a typical “do-gooder” sermon: “Let’s all work together to make the world a better place.”  Well, fine, but the claims of liberation theologies are a bit more radical, and more specific, than that.

Actually, just getting the church, or a church (or even a seminary), to agree on that much is no mean accomplishment.  And it’s really important, maybe revolutionary in the long run, to see how we can’t divorce right thinking from right acting.  But all this remains pretty safely abstract and general.

Liberation theologians and their near relatives aren’t content with such abstractions.  We don’t ever start from that level of generality in thinking or acting, so it’s a bit dishonest to get stuck there.

We always start with highly specific and thus potentially divisive assumptions and convictions, not only about who God is, but about what shape the world is in, and about what can be done right now, in keeping with our convictions, to transform the world into a community ordered by mutual generosity.  And even our hunches about what would count as such a community, or its best current approximations, are highly specific and potentially divisive.

So let me try to get a little more specific myself.  Like Karl Barth, we have to be ready to say a few “No’s” in order to get at some “Yes’s.” 

Working for a responsibly confessing community ordered by mutual generosity requires us to work against: 

1) The capitalist tendency to promote global classism and social atomism; 

2) The socialist tendency to lapse into bureaucracy and totalitarianism; 

3) Racism, especially among those with the most power (usually Caucasians); 

4) Sexism, especially among those with the most power (usually males); 

5) Any conditions that lead to the taking of human life; 

6) Any treatment of creation as no more than a means to human fulfillment; 

7) Any disparagement of mutual generosity and fidelity that places proof-texts ahead of the Gospel itself;

8) Any simplistic, undialectical affirmation of Christian uniqueness or finality, especially in relation to God’s covenant with Israel.

9) Perhaps most importantly, any refusal to listen to protests from those not engaged in my group’s liberation movement (including those who protest against the list of wrongs I’ve just presented).  

I know that some will see this as a recipe for political correctness. It can become that if it loses its connection with the Gospel. But before you dismiss it, ask yourself if you can come up with any alternatives that reflect the Gospel better than these efforts do.

There’s nothing particularly riveting about this list. But here’s a crucial reminder (in case it isn’t obvious): Working against any of these wrongs must be a by-product of working for a responsibly confessing community ordered by mutual generosity.  And that may require any variety of compromises for the time being.

An even more important reminder, though, is that such a community “happens” among us only by the grace of God, which is something we can cultivate but never program or produce.

Cultivating such a community, without programming it, requires making and keeping our institutional and personal lives (including our theologies) more “interruptable” than we would habitually prefer.  

This is precisely where liberation theologians make their most valuable contribution: God calls us, they claim, to make our lives interruptable by the testimonies of history’s victims (especially our history’s victims).  This is part of what they mean by “God’s preferential option for the poor.”  

Reasons for this preferential option may initially be “intuitive,” in response to concrete suffering. For the first generation of liberation theologians, however, the ultimate reason, however, was Christological: In communion (or solidarity) with the cross of Jesus Christ God is in communion with all suffering, and most especially with unjust suffering.
This underscores a favorite twist I typically introduce when stating the Gospel: The communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ embraces us in eccentricity and brokenness: It addresses us from the margins of our efforts to make life secure on our own terms alone. 

So it is in listening to the testimonies of those who defiantly resist marginalization and oppression that we are likely to hear God speaking to us.

Making our lives interruptable by these testimonies is not simply a political agenda or theological methodology.  It’s a form of spirituality. Solidarity with history’s victims is a sacrament of God’s communion with us all.
********

Rebecca Chopp aptly sums up many of these points: 

Suffering, according to liberation theology, is the representative experience of being human for the masses of nonpersons on the fringes or outside of modern history.  Such suffering ruptures our ideologies and illusions about progress and security, revealing to us that for the majority of our fellow human beings “progress” and “history” consist of a long, dark night of tragic terror.  Liberation theology stands within this rupture of suffering and does the traditional work of theology--it speaks of God. And in this question of suffering and speaking of God, a new paradigm of theology is formed.  For liberation theology risks a wager that only by standing with those who suffer ... shall we see the reality of human existence through their eyes and experience in their suffering a God of grace, of hope, of love. With this wager, liberation theology is radically different from modern theology.  Liberal theologians experienced God in the progress of history; neo-orthodox theologians experienced God in the existential event of encounter; liberation theologians experience God in solidarity with those who suffer. Suffering, in sum, relocates theology--faith seeks understanding in the midst of the anguish of history.

********

The new scandal of particularity

An older generation of theologians was fond of the phrase, “the scandal of particularity,” when speaking of God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ and in the calling of Israel. We’ve seen examples of this, especially in Barth.

“Scandal,” by the way, is simply Greek for “stumbling block.” It means something a bit shocking and off-putting.

How can it be that the self-revelation of the God of all creation should depend on hearing a particular story about a particular people or person? That seems shocking and off-putting, i.e., scandalous.

Of course the scandal becomes more inviting if we recognize that few theologians have said that God’s self-revelation depends exclusively on any particular story (though of course Barth can be read that way). They want to say that the stories it depends on are more than optional illustrations; they’re somehow pivotal and decisive, but they’re not the whole story.

Liberation theologians, I want to suggest, have found a new way to invoke the scandal of particularity.

Now it’s not just the testimonies of ancient Israel or the early Church on which God’s self-revelation depends. It’s also the testimonies of specific peoples today who are finding in and beyond themselves the resources to resist all that denies them their rightful place in the world.

Those testimonies reveal a God whose love for all people, including oppressors, finds embodiment in taking sides against oppression.

All liberation theologians recognize that you can’t reduce their particular testimonies to something generic. In one sense, of course, the struggles of all marginalized and oppressed peoples have much in common. But part of what they have in common is, somewhat paradoxically, their uniqueness.

So the next several weeks will be spent looking at specific liberation theologies. In no case can you say that any of them is just another example of something called liberation theology.

Yes, of course, they illustrate certain common themes, and it’s important to see what they have in common.

But if you fail to notice what makes each of them distinctive you’ve missed the whole point.

There is always a temptation among these theologies to say that one form of oppression is graver than others. 

For example, those who started with economic oppression outside the North Atlantic initially tended to see economic oppression as the gravest form of oppression. 

But they had trouble telling that to victims of lynchings, domestic violence, hate crimes, and genocide. So by now most of them have had to change their views.

There is something fundamental about economic oppression that cuts across many other types of oppression, so I’m not saying they don’t have a point. I’m just denying that there’s a single scale of oppression that allows us to stand back and weigh things against one another.

Liberation and the Gospel

Like everybody else, liberation theologians begin from a rendition of the Gospel that claims them in their own eccentric and broken contexts. 

Without denying that God’s love is unconditional, they insist that God’s demand for justice is uncompromising. Indeed, if you haven’t known the demand, you haven’t yet known the gift.

This emphasis causes them to read scripture and tradition with different eyes. Thus the books of the Bible they find most illuminating include Exodus, the Prophets, the four Gospels, Acts and Revelation.

These are not the only places to find the liberating potential of the Gospel, however. Indeed one of the key texts for all the liberation theologies we’ll cover is surely Galatians 3:25-28.

25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian,  26 for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith.  27 As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  28 There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.

Vastly different marginalized groups have found in this one text a source for resisting servitude, racism, sexism, anti-Judaism and even heterosexism. Many actually use this text to critique some of Paul’s other writings that seem to fall short of this liberating vision.

I hope you remember that this is exactly what Paul himself insisted we do, even with him.

I suggest then that liberation theologies, for all their differences, are not presenting us with “a different Gospel.” They are all, even the strangest of them, aiming to be eccentric and broken embodiments of the one Gospel.
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