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Reflections on “Faith as Freedom” by Gustavo Gutiérrez

Many years ago, in the early 1980s, I had an experience that came
to symbolize for me the controversies surrounding the early years of libera-
tion theology. I was at a hotel attending the annual meeting of a professional
society and, during a break between sessions, was having a conversation
with Gustavo Gutiérrez in the lobby. A journalist standing nearby recognized
Gustavo, approachedhim, and requesteda fewminutesofhis time for an inter-
view. After asking if I would mind, Gustavo graciously agreed. As I watched
from the side, the journalist launched into the interview: “FatherGutiérrez, are
you aMarxist?”Without skipping a beat, Gustavo answered: “I’m a Christian.”
Not content with the response he had received, the journalist then simply
paraphrased his initial question: “But are you a follower of Karl Marx?” “I’m
a follower of Jesus Christ,” answered the Peruvian theologian. At that point,
the journalist realized that the interview was going nowhere (or, rather, was
not goingwhere hewanted it to go) andwalked away in a huff, thus ending the
very short interview.

This anecdote reveals, I think, the stark contrast between the foundation
of GustavoGutiérrez’s theology of liberation, as he conceives it, and the image
of that theology in various sectors of the public at large, the church, and the
academy—at least in the first heady decades of the intellectual movement.
Often considered the “father” of liberation theology, Gutiérrez publishedUna
teología de la liberación in 1971, with its English translation appearing in
1973 as A Theology of Liberation.25 That work has, of course, become a the-
ological classic considered the “magna carta” of liberation theology. Indeed,
this year (2023) marks the fiftieth anniversary of the English translation, an
event that will be commemorated by Orbis Books with the publication of
a special anniversary edition of the book. This Horizons article “Faith as
Freedom”reflects, then,Gutiérrez’s thinking in theyears shortly after that sem-
inal monograph. Gutiérrez would go on to publish other works that would
further develop the themes laidout in the early 1970s (and in earlier essays and
speeches). Perhaps his most well-known book subsequent to A Theology of
Liberation appeared in 1986,Hablar de Dios desde el sufrimiento del inocente:
Una reflexión sobre el libro de Job, published in English the following year as
On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent.26 In this response, I will try
to locate the Horizons article in the context of Gutiérrez’s intellectual project,
focusing on what I consider to be the most salient aspects of that project,

25 Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation, rev. ed.,
trans. and ed. Caridad Inda and John Eagleson (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988).

26 Gustavo Gutiérrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1987).
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and examining how the article sets forth key elements of Gutiérrez’s theology
of liberation while leaving some of his key insights to be developed in later
writings. I will also reflect onways in which those insightsmight be developed
further in our contemporary context. In so doing, it will become clear (I hope)
that the Peruvian Dominican theologian’s theology of liberation is a deeply
Catholic, Christian, scriptural theology that cannot be dismissed as simply a
“politicization” of the Christian faith or a theology of revolution. Though such
mischaracterizations were more prevalent in the early years of liberation the-
ology, theyhavehardlydisappeared fromthepublic imagination, even in these
years of the Francis papacy. One should also note that such mischaracteri-
zations do not come only from critics of liberation theology but also from its
putative supporters. Indeed, in the anecdote I recount previously, it was not
altogether clear to me whether, had Gustavo “admitted” to being a Marxist,
the journalist would have seen the admission as cause for condemnation or
celebration.

I. Between A Theology of Liberation andOn Job: An Integral Theology

On the surface, at least, the contrast betweenGutiérrez’sOn Job and the
earlier A Theology of Liberation is almost as stark as that between the journal-
ist’s impression of liberation theology and Gutiérrez’s own articulation of his
beliefs in that interview many years ago. Whereas the earlier book systemat-
ically developed the theological and sociopolitical implications of liberation
theology, On Job is a deeply moving reflection on the possibility of even talk-
ing about (and to) a God of love in the face of innocent suffering. IfA Theology
of Liberation was a call to transformation, this later book seemed to ask, How
can the innocent victims continue to believe, hope, and pray even when there
appears to be no hope of transformation?Given the differences between these
twoworks, onemightbe tempted toconclude that thePeruvian theologianhad
changed his mind, leaving behind the call to social transformation of his ear-
lier days in favor of the more “spiritual,” contemplative approach ofOn Job. In
this short response, I would like to argue against such a dichotomous inter-
pretation of Gutiérrez’s twomost popular works because it’s precisely such an
interpretation that has often resulted inmisconceptions like those reflected in
the journalist’s questions in my anecdote. Although these two seminal works
emphasize distinct dimensions of liberation theology, these dimensions are
inseparable and integrally related. I will suggest, further, that Gutiérrez’s 1975
article in Horizons can help us understand the integral relationship between
A Theology of Liberation andOn Job.

In A Theology of Liberation, Gutiérrez famously defined liberation the-
ology as “critical reflection on Christian praxis in the light of the Word
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of God.”27 That definition itself must be unpacked because each word is cru-
cial and, especially, the relationship among the words is crucial. A failure to
appreciate the significance forGutiérrez of the integral relationship among the
different elements of the theological task will inevitably result in a reductive
reading of his theology. Thus, much has beenmade of his emphasis on praxis
as foundational—and appropriately so—that given this emphasis is one of his
most important contributions to Christian theology. Yet I would argue that,
conversely, too little attention has often been paid to his specification of foun-
dational praxis as “Christian” and to his insistence that the theological task
be undertaken “in the light of the Word.” What is specifically Christian praxis,
and what is the nature of theWord? In his writings, Gutiérrez himself offers an
answer. He suggests that theWord (Scripture) reveals two principal character-
istics of divine love: 1) God’s love is gratuitous and universal, and 2) God’s love
is extended preferentially to the poor. Specifically, Christian praxis is a praxis
rooted in God’s love as thus defined and will, in turn, be judged in the light of
that gratuitous, universal, and preferential love.

Having briefly adumbrated Gustavo Gutiérrez’s understanding of the the-
ological task as this was already set forth in A Theology of Liberation, we can
now turn to his 1975Horizons article to see how that article, specifically, repre-
senteda significant articulationof the various integral elements of his theology
as those had been developed in A Theology of Liberation. The article also
articulates dimensions of the theological task that, though present through-
out Gutiérrez’s writings in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, will not appear in their
fully developed, most profound form untilOn Job.

As the title indicates, the article “Faith as Freedom” introduces the theme
of freedom as central to Christian faith and theology. As Gutiérrez explains,
this theme has been at the heart of the Christian life from the very outset. The
relationship between faith and politics has also been a topic that has con-
cerned Christians from the beginning. What Gutiérrez and other liberation
theologians contribute to this historical conversation, however, is their insis-
tence onboth the critical role of faith vis-à-vis politics and the social-structural
character of that relationship. To this end, Gutiérrez begins his article with
an extended analysis of the Latin American sociohistorical context in which
Latin American Christians and the church find themselves, and he draws on
European political theology to help articulate the critical function of Christian
faith in post-Enlightenment society. Here he delineates the structural, sys-
temic dimensions of freedom and oppression. Previous understandings of
the relation of faith to politics tended to view faith as existing on a sepa-
rate plane from politics. To a great extent, this separation immunized politics

27 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 19–20.
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from critique. While lay Christians might become engaged in sociopolitical
action, the church as suchwas to limit its concerns to the “spiritual” sphere. In
turn, the church’s absence from sociopolitical conversations often functioned
to legitimize oppressive structures; silence, after all, is consent. This separa-
tion of the “spiritual” and political spheres ended—in dramatic fashion—at
Medellín (at least in the official teachings of the Latin American Church).28

On the other hand, a corollary of liberation theology’s critical under-
standing of the relationship between faith and politics is that the exercise of
Christian freedom, whether on the part of the laity or the ecclesial institution,
will often involve Christians in conflict; if the sociohistorical context is such
that the society is divided between the powerful and the powerless, then to
support the liberation of the powerless is to incur the wrath of the powerful.
Thus, justice (or freedom for all) is a precondition of Christian reconciliation.
Here Gutiérrez clearly sees conflict not as something Christians should seek
out, but as the tragic, inevitable consequence of the Christian’s solidarity with
the poor and oppressed (much as Jesus’s own conflict with the religious and
political elites of his time were not something he desired, but simply the con-
sequence of his solidarity with the outcasts). It’s important to note that, in
his analysis of sociohistorical forms of oppression, Gutiérrez here never limits
himself to an economic class analysis, but includes other forms of oppres-
sion, for example, gender, culture, and race—and this already in the 1970s. His
Horizons article demonstrates, therefore, that, already at that time, he rejected
a reductively economic Marxist class analysis and was influenced by his dia-
logue with other theologians of liberation in different marginalized contexts,
thus being attentive to what today wemight call intersectionality.

Following the social analysis that provides the context for his subsequent
theological analysis, Gutiérrez articulates a spirituality of liberation rooted in
the gospel, the person of Jesus Christ, the preferential option for the poor,
and the “ecclesia.” As important and indispensable as is his social analysis, the
focus of the article is his articulation not only of a theology of liberation but
of an integrally related spirituality of liberation rooted in that sociohistorical
context, in the light of the Scriptures, that fosters the evangelizing mission of
thechurch. (Inotherwords, ifGutiérrezhadbeen theMarxist suggestedby that
journalist, he couldneverhavewritten this article and, in anycase,Marxwould
have scoffed at any notion of a liberating faith or a theology of liberation.)

Inpart 2ofhis article, “ToBelieve inOrder toUnderstand,”Gutiérrezbegins
by asserting that the option for the poor involves “a new spiritual experience
in the heart of the praxis itself. This experience is the very matrix of the new

28 Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM), “Final Document of the Second
General Conference of Latin American Bishops,” 1968.
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understanding of the word, God’s gratuitous gift, which penetrates human
existence and transforms it.”29 At the very heart of sociohistorical or liberating
praxis is an experience of conversion that, in turn, becomes the basis for a new
understanding of the word of God as a gratuitous gift that transforms human
existence. For Gutiérrez, the two fundamental, integrally related principles of
Scripture are: 1) the universality and gratuity of God’s love, and 2) God’s pref-
erential love for the poor. Though, at first glance, these appear as mutually
contradictory, they are in fact two sides of the same coin and imply each other:
“The poor, the other, appears as a revealer of the totally Other.”30 TheGodwho
is mystery will be revealed—must be revealed—especially among those per-
sons who themselves are mystery in our world: for example, among the poor
in a world that idolizes wealth, among the powerless in a world that glorifies
power, among the insecure in a world that obsesses over security and control.
The crucifiedGodwill be revealed preferentially (first, though not exclusively)
among the crucified people. In a world where lovemust be earned, the utterly
gratuitous and universal love of God will be revealed especially among the
unloved, among the destitute and the sinners, the prisoners, and the outcasts.
Such is the stubborn logic of gratuity.

In a dividedworld, the gratuity and universality of God’s love will bemedi-
ated by, instantiated, or manifested in God’s (and our) preferential option
for the poor. If spiritual experience is at the heart of social praxis, so too is
praxis itself the necessary mediation of that spiritual experience. Our partic-
ipation in God’s own solidarity with the poor is itself the means of receiving
the gift of God’s universal, unconditional love. In other words, what Gutiérrez
understands here by the Greek word “praxis” cannot be simply interpreted as
the action of an autonomous self-directed agent. Praxis is also “reception,”
or receptivity to the totally Other revealed in, or mediated by, the human
other. This is an essentially sacramental understanding of historical praxis
itself, where the universal and supernatural (salvation, grace, divine love) is
mediated, revealed, and made accessible to us in and through the natural,
historical, particular, and concrete (historical praxis, solidarity with the poor).
The truly radical characterofGutiérrez’s theology isnot that it “baptized”polit-
ical revolution. Its radical character comes from his insistence that the poor
are not just objects of charity, or even the agents of justice, but rather the priv-
ileged locus of God’s self-revelation in history—not because of who the poor
are (sinners like the rest of us), but because of who God is (universal and
gratuitous Love). And solidarity with the poor is thus the privileged way of

29 Gustavo Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom: Solidarity with the Alienated and Confidence in
the Future.”Horizons 2, no. 1 (1975): 38.

30 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 39.
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encountering the universal, gratuitous love of God: “There is no other way
to receive the gratuitous gift of sonship. It is to choose the cross of Christ, in
the hope of his resurrection.”31 The option for the poor is not only an ethi-
cal option, but even more fundamentally an epistemological and—here’s the
truly scandalous point—a soteriological option: in the words of Jon Sobrino,
there’s “no salvation outside the poor.” Those are words that will get peo-
ple crucified, as they did Sobrino’s own Jesuit colleagues at the Universidad
Centroamericana in El Salvador.

Theology, in turn, is always a critical reflection on that praxis “confronted
with the Word of the Lord lived and accepted in faith; this faith comes to us
through themultiple, and at times ambiguous, historicalmediationswhichwe
make and discover every day.”32 This confrontation with the Word is always
critical because the supernatural always exceeds or transcends the ability of
praxis to reveal fully the universality and gratuity of God’s love: “The Word of
the Lord interprets every situation and situates it in a wider perspective of the
radical liberation by Christ the Lord of History.”33 Repeatedly and explicitly,
Gutiérrez rejects the simple identificationofChristian theologywith any social
project or form of social analysis:

This is the manner in which the Theology of Liberation differs from such
theologies as those of development, revolution, and violence, to which it is
at times linked, andwithwhich it is erroneously confused.. . .TheTheology
of Liberation does not intend to provide Christian justification for posi-
tions already taken, and does not claim to be a revolutionary Christian
ideology.34

Precisely because it “places the political commitment to liberation in the per-
spectiveof the free gift of total liberationbroughtbyChrist,” liberation theology
is more “self-critical and, therefore, more radical and global” than any the-
ology of revolution.35 At the same time, Christ’s gift is always mediated by
social structures and social praxis since the sin we are liberated from “cannot
be found floating in the air, but is found in concrete historical situations, in
individual and specific alienations.”36 Hence, theologians must draw on the
insights of social analysis (though always critically, in the light of the Word)

31 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 40.
32 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 47.
33 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 56.
34 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 48.
35 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 48.
36 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 49.
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in order to better understand how sin and its alienations are themselves
mediated by and concretized in social structures that foster injustice.

Finally, Gutiérrez makes clear that this hermeneutical circle of praxis and
theory takes place in an ecclesial context; the theologian’s task is never that
of an autonomous individual believer. The church is integral to the sociohis-
torical locus of liberation theology. At the same time, as sociohistorical, that
church is also riven by some of the same ambiguities and temptations that
characterize the larger society. As the Body of Christ, the church is called
to become a church of the people “by taking root in the marginalized and
exploited classes and cultures, or rather, by emerging from them, from their
aspirations, their interests, their struggles, and their cultural categories.. . .”37

In otherwords, the church toomustmake apreferential option for the poor if it
is to be truly a universal church, “a Church of the people, a Church that makes
the gospel message heard by all persons and that is a sign of liberation, of the
liberation of the Lord of history.”38

II. Between 1975 and 2023: Reflections on How FarWe’ve Come and
WhereWe’re Going

The framework of Gustavo Gutiérrez’s theology of liberation was
already laid out, then, in the early 1970s, in his classic work A Theology of
Liberation as well as in “Faith as Freedom.” Nevertheless, his publications
during the following years reflected shifts in emphases and further nuances.
The evolving sociopolitical landscape (e.g., the failure of Latin American rev-
olutions to bring about real, lasting social transformation, and the fall of the
Berlin Wall in Europe) necessarily informed the development of a theology of
liberation. Likewise, increased dialogue with North American and European
theologians of liberation, as well as critics of liberation theology, contributed
to the clarification and expansion of ideas Gutiérrez had first set forth in his
earlier works. For instance, ifA Theology of Liberation emphasized the second
principal theme of Scripture, God’s preferential love for the poor, his books
We Drink from Our OwnWells and especiallyOn Job, published in the follow-
ing decade, emphasized the first principal theme, the universality and gratuity
of God’s love.39 (It’s important to point out that, nevertheless, both of these
themes are present in all of his writings.)

37 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 59.
38 Gutiérrez, “Faith as Freedom,” 59.
39 Gutiérrez, On Job, and Gustavo Gutiérrez,We Drink from Our Own Wells: The Spiritual

Journey of a People (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1984).
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Also interesting were some clarifications and different nuances that
appeared in the 1988 fifteenth anniversary edition ofA Theology of Liberation,
including Gutiérrez’s new, extended introduction entitled “Expanding the
View.” Much had transpired in the intervening fifteen years since the publi-
cation of the first English edition. In addition to the changing sociopolitical
circumstancesmentionedpreviously, theCongregation for theDoctrine of the
Faith had issued two “Instructions” on the theology of liberation.40 Gutiérrez’s
new “Introduction to the Revised Edition” is an extraordinary theological doc-
ument in its own right. Here, Gutiérrez summarizes the tenets of his theology,
but now in light of his dialogue with other theologies of liberations and the
criticisms Latin American liberation theology had received from the Vatican
and elsewhere. Demonstrating an intellectual humility only rarely encoun-
tered in theological circles (but typical of Gustavo), he chooses not to engage
the criticisms directly but rather to accept the responsibility of clarifying his
own language so that it will be less likely to be misunderstood:

But rather than point out the responsibilities of others, let me say simply
that it is not easy to deal with sensitive and conflictual themes—like the
very reality we are attempting to penetrate with the eyes of faith—and to
find immediately and for good the clearest andmost balanced formulas in
which to express theological reflection on these themes. All language is to
some extent a groping for clarity; it is therefore necessary to deal respect-
fully with other persons andwithwhat they think they find inworkswritten
from this theological perspective. At every stage, therefore, wemust refine,
improve, and possibly correct earlier formulations if we want to use lan-
guage that is understandable and faithful both to the integral Christian
message and to the reality we experience.41

The need to clarify and refine language so that the integral character of libera-
tion theology is clearly understood arises not only as a response to critics who
read his theology as a reductive theology of revolution, but also from support-
ers who have done the same: “On the other hand, the theology of liberation
has also stirred facile enthusiasms that have interpreted it in a simplistic or
erroneous way by ignoring the integral demands of the Christian faith as lived

40 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Instruction on Certain Aspects of the
‘Theology of Liberation,”’ August 6, 1984, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/
congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19840806_theology-liberation_
en.html; “Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation,” March 22, 1986, https://
www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_
19860322_freedom-liberation_en.html.

41 Gutiérrez,ATheology of Liberation, “Introduction to the Revised Edition: Expanding the
View,” 20.
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in the communion of the church.” In a footnote to the new “Introduction to
the Revised Edition,” Gutiérrez provides an example of such a clarification, or
refinement of language: “I have added to the body of the book a few notes
that aim at revising and completing, as far as possible, aspects discussed in
this Introduction. The section “Faith and Social Conflict,” in chapter 12 [enti-
tled “The Church: Sacrament of History”], is a reformulation of the section
“Christian Fellowship and Class Struggle” found at the same point in the first
edition.42 One can infer, I think, that the replacing of “class struggle” with
“social conflict” reflected Gutiérrez’s sensitivity to the Marxist political con-
notations and etymological history of the phrase “class struggle” as opposed
to the more broader term “social conflict,” particularly in a chapter on the
sacramental historical character of the church. This is a perfect example of
refining one’s theological language as a way to make misinterpretation less
likely. In this same new introduction to A Theology of Liberation, Gutiérrez
also addressed in amore explicit anddetainedway the import of dialoguewith
other theologies of liberation around theworld for the evolution of his thought
since the early 1970s:

Black, Hispanic, and Amerindian theologies in the United States, theolo-
gies arising in the complex contexts of Africa, Asia, and the South Pacific,
and the especially fruitful thinking of those who have adopted the fem-
inist perspective—all these have meant that for the first time in many
centuries theology is being done outside the customary European and
North American Centers. The result in the so-called First World has been
a new kind of dialogue between traditional thinking and new thinking.
In addition, outside the Christian sphere efforts are underway to develop
liberation theologies from Jewish andMuslim perspectives.43

This attention to the various forms of marginalization as loci theologici
was later affirmed in CELAM’s Puebla Document (1979), which explicitly
expanded the definition of the poor to include races and cultures, and espe-
cially women.44 Latin American feminist and US Latinx andmujerista theolo-
gians have been crucial participants in the development of liberation theolo-
gies. Dialogue was spurred by such initiatives as the organization Theology
in the Americas (TIA), which held its first convention in 1975, and the
Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT), created in
1976. In the light of these initiatives and many more, the theology of libera-
tion became a global phenomenon, a fact that was increasingly reflected in

42 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 174.
43 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 21.
44 CELAM, “Puebla Document: Third General Conference,” 1979.
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Gutiérrez’s writings and, indeed, in his life as a theologian. Liberation the-
ologies were emerging, often in parallel form, in numerous contexts through-
out the world. (So, for instance, during the 1970s and 1980s, Gustavo would
become a regular participant in the work of the Mexican American Cultural
Center in San Antonio, Texas, where he would develop personal and intellec-
tual relationships with North American theologians.)

On the other hand, theological attention to some other forms of marginal-
ization remained in its infancy, if present at all. For instance, LGBTQ+ theolo-
gies were only later important participants in the dialogue both among and
within liberation theologies, thoughmuchwork still remains tobedonehere.45

Likewise, too little attention has yet been paid to Indigenous and African reli-
gions as resources for Latin American and US Latinx theologies. Though race
has been an important topic of dialogue between these theologies and other
liberation or contextual theologies (e.g., African American theologies), much
work remains to be done in analyzing that topic and the role of racismwithin
Latin American and US Latinx theologies.

A key aspect of what LGBTQ+, Indigenous, and African contexts con-
tribute to liberation theology is their alternative theological anthropologies;
all represent fundamental challenges to the dominant Cartesian individualis-
tic anthropology in the West. It is at this fundamental level, I would submit,
that liberation theologies must continue to develop in the coming years, for
it is at this fundamental level that the globe faces its most daunting chal-
lenges.46 Toresist theculturalpowerof (post)modern individualism, liberation
theologieswould also benefit fromexpanding the global theological conversa-
tion even further. For example, if inherently relational, trinitarian theological
anthropologies that resist modern Western individualism are central to liber-
ation and contextual theologies, then similar challenges to individualism are
posedbyother schools of thought thatwehavenot yet engaged in a sufficiently
systematic way, both within and outside the Christian tradition itself.

45 A fascinatingexceptionhere isMiguelDíaz’s recentbook,QueerGoddeAmor (NewYork:
FordhamUniversity Press, 2022).

46 That anthropology has certainly brought us many benefits, from unprecedented eco-
nomic growth and political freedom to inconceivable technological advances. Yet the
underside of these benefits has now also become inescapably clear: obscene economic
inequality, environmental degradation, the abandonment of millions on whose backs
our freedom has been built, a spiraling consumerism that destroys our moral fabric,
increasing levels of anxiety, addiction, and depression among our youth, and so on.
The antidote will not be an increased dose of individualism, an increased isolation of
the individual behind ever higher walls and gates. That’s the problem, not the solution.
As Albert Einstein once observed: “No problem can be solved from the same level of
consciousness that created it.”
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WithinChristianity, one intellectual resource that has not been adequately
appreciated for its implications here is the Christian mystical tradition, with
its emphasis on the intrinsic relationship between praxis and theory, between
unionwithGod andunionwith our sisters and brothers.47 (It’s no coincidence
that somanymystics have endedup in prison, orworse.) The notion of theosis,
or deification, is a theological current within Christian mystical theology that
offers an important corrective to individualism and its correlative libertarian
understanding of human freedom, as well as to a dichotomous understand-
ing of the relationship between social praxis and prayer, between the option
for the poor and openness to divine gratuity.48 Mystical currents in the other
Abrahamic religions, such as Sufism in Islam and the Kabbalah traditions in
Judaism, also offer important intellectual resources. These all have important
implications for theological anthropology and our understanding of the rela-
tionship between spirituality and social action—and, therefore, for liberation
theologies.

Outside the specifically Christian tradition and the other Abrahamic reli-
gions, Eastern religions represent important opportunities for dialogue. Their
ages-old insights can be important resources for the continued development
of liberation theology since these bear directly on our very understanding
of human freedom and liberation. In Buddhism and Hinduism, for instance,
the emergence of movements such as Engaged Buddhism and Dalit theol-
ogy, respectively, provide important avenues for religious dialogue and for
comparative theology.

Beyond theology itself, moreover, developments in the natural sciences
over the last several decades offer rich opportunities for dialogue; the dis-
coveries of quantum theory have generated a dramatic paradigm shift from
the Newtonian and even the Einsteinian worldviews—a shift that, arguably,
is blurring the lines between science and spirituality. Onemight even say that
science is finally catchingup towhatmystics of all religionshavebeen teaching
for millennia. The confluence of numerous forms of “nondual thought” and

47 Gutiérrez himself draws extensively on St. John of the Cross in his We Drink from Our
Own Wells, as does Miguel Díaz in Queer God de Amor. Another example of a Latin
American theologian who draws on the mystical tradition is Maria Clara Bingemer in
her SimoneWeil: Mystic of Passion and Compassion (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2015).
In North America, a major figure who consistently and powerfully articulated the rela-
tionship betweenmysticism and the option for the poor was the great African American
theologian Howard Thurman. See, for example, the collection of Thurman’s sermons
in Peter Eisenstadt and Walter Earl Fluker, eds., The Way of the Mystics (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 2021).

48 See, for instance,my (Roberto Goizueta), “In Christ: Theosis and the Preferential Option
for the Poor,” in BernardMcGinn, ed., The Renewal ofMystical Theology: Essays in Honor
of John N. Jones (1964–2012) (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 2017), 219–37.
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contemporary quantum mechanics (e.g., the quantum theory of entangle-
ment) has important implications not only for Christian theology more
broadly, but also for liberation theology because these are all schools of
thought whose nondual worldviews challenge modern Western dualisms,
whether between the individual and community, the personal and the social,
the supernatural and the natural, Creator and creation, or the human being
and the cosmos. Nondual thought also places the global environmental cri-
sis right at the center of the theological enterprise and, a fortiori, at the center
of any liberation theology. Yet, ironically, as science moves further away from
NewtonandDescartes,muchofWesternChristian theology remainsbeholden
to Newtonian and Cartesian foundations that are simply presupposed.

At the same time, a specifically Christian contribution to nondual world-
views is Christianity’s insistence on the ultimately personal foundation of
nonduality. This insistence is particularly significant for liberation theologies
or contextual theologies, at whose heart is the liberation of the person. What
can that mean in light of notions of no-self found in nondual theologies and
philosophies—or, for thatmatter, in someChristianmystics?Howdarewepro-
pound no-self or egolessness in the context of those persons whom Gutiérrez
calls “non-persons” (or non-selves) who struggle daily to affirm their very
personhood in the midst of a society that denies it? How do we understand
the nature of “personality” and “the self”? The Christian mystical tradition,
EasternChristianity, and, indeed, liberation theologieswill havemuch to offer
here.

In the Christian world, liberation and contextual theologies are especially
well positioned to engage in dialogue with non-Christian religious traditions
and with post-Newtonian science. For years, liberation theologians such as
Gustavo Gutiérrez have been questioning the Western individualism, mate-
rialism, and rationalism that have contributed to the subjugation and deaths
ofmillions of people around the globe. As an alternative, Gutiérrez and others
have put forth an inherently relational, integral understanding of the person
andof the cosmos, rooted in the Trinitarian groundof all reality. At the heart of
that reality is a divine love thatmaintains it in existence and that, asGratuity, is
manifested in a special way among the poor and outcast. Thiswould be libera-
tion theology’smost important contribution to thedialoguebetweenChristian
theology and nondual theologies and philosophies, whether within or outside
the Christian world. Indeed, this is Gustavo Gutiérrez’s most enduring con-
tribution: the universality and gratuity of Love is inseparable from that Love’s
preference for the poor.
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