Beyond La Pausa

Liberation Theologies Live

BY ALLAN FIGUEROA DECK

VERITABLE ~ “THEOLOGICAL

feast” took place from Nov. 10

to 13, 2002, at the University of

Notre Dame, at a conference
called “The Option for the Poor in
Christian Theology.” The conference
was the brainchild of two Notre Dame
theology professors, Daniel Groody,
C.S.C,, and the Rev. Virgilio Elizondo.
The idea surfaced about two years ago in
Paris when the two met with Gustavo
Gudérrez, O.P., the man considered by
many to be the father of liberation theol-
ogy. A few years ago, Father Gutiérrez
made the decision to leave his native Peru
and join the Dominican Order. What he
would do after that was not clear at the
tme. He was later invited to join the the-
ology faculty at Notre Dame and he
accepted. That decision made possible
this truly historic event.

The convocation attracted 700 partic-
ipants, more than originally expected.
The mix was unusual for a theological
gathering: theological giants of the
stature of the Rev. David Tracy, main-
stream U.S. theologians with many U.S.
Latino and African-American counter-
parts, youthful theologians and students
from across the United States, Latin
America, Europe, Africa and Asia—as
well as hundreds of pastoral and social
justice agents from every corner of the
United States and Canada.

Liberation theology undoubtedly inspired real hope in  many Catholics who belong to the generation that lived

through the drama of the 1970% and 80%, the heady peri-
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times. We found light in the methods and message of lib-
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eration theology, a compelling vision for an engaged and
caring Christian praxis grounded in deep biblical and doc-
trinal currents. But the end of the cold war, the new phase
of world history ushered in with the “triumph of neo-lib-
eralism,” the unrivaled hegemony of the United States,
the crises of the left in many parts of the world including
Latin America—these conspired to create what some
observers of liberation theologies call /z pausa, a decline in
interest and influence and a “pause” in the production of
new liberation theology texts. Attendance at Notre Dame’s
conference, however, gave me the impression that perhaps
la pausa could be likened to the silence that needs to occur
in any good liturgy. Silence allows what has been said and
done in the ritual to sink in. People who thought that lib-
eration theology was over—that it was a curious, passing
phase in the theological parade—would find at this event
serious reasons for changing their minds.

Of special note was the presence of scores of young
theologians, mostly laity, from all over the world. Several
of them addressed the assembly on the last day. They
shared their research interests and gave practical exam-
ples of how they are “opting for the poor” in theology, in
ecumenical and interreligious dialogue and in pastoral-
social praxis. We heard, for example, about liberation the-
ology in the context of fierce ethnic rivalries in Sri Lanka,
the AIDS pandemic in Africa and the struggle for the

human rights of immigrants in the United States.

The initial talks highlighted the fact that in the last
decade, pastoral-social agents and liberation theologians
have broadened their understanding of poverty. Overly
simplistic views of socioeconomic realities inspired by a
soft Marxism are over. While critiques of the free market
and neo-liberal economics of international agencies like
the World Bank provide an essential perspective on pover-
ty today, there is also a new awareness regarding the way
that dialogue among business leaders and agents of social
justice, rather than polarization, can afford valuable new
insights and possibilities for the world’s poor. Current stud-
ies on poverty reveal its multidimensionality. It has eco-
nomic, political, social, cultural and psychological dimen-
sions. To combat the evils of poverty today requires atten-
tion to all these levels.

Elsa Tdmez, a leading Latin American Protestant
Scripture scholar, grounded the conference’s discourse on a
biblical understanding of poverty. In both the Hebrew
Scriptures and in the New Testament, she observed, there
is a “subversive memory” of God’s preferential love for the
poor. Christians may try to get around this foundational
datum of revelation, but they cannot do so. Other speakers
showed how the option for the poor is 2 fundamental cate-
gory of patristic theological thought and gave engaging
examples from the writings of the church fathers.
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In his own address, Father Gutiérrez stressed the fact
that now, in hindsight, one can see that a common, popu-
lar understanding of liberation theology made the mistake
of thinking that the foundations for it were anthropocen-
tric and not theocentric. The stress given to the contextual
and social science analyses as a first moment in the process
of theological reflection helps explain this anthropocentric
drive. This “turn to the subject” and to the reality of the
human in liberation theology’s method is common enough
in 20th-century theology. But that necessary first moment
in the method is grounded on something else. Father
Gutiérrez spoke eloquently (in English, which he now uses
more than ever) about “the memory of God” in the Bible.
Concern for the other, especially the least, the most seem-
ingly insignificant, is a divine quality that is echoed over
and over again in the Scriptures. Liberation theology is
about God. What kind of God have we come to know in
Jesus Christ? Liberation theologies shed light on God’s
love for the forgotten of this earth and they invite believers
to be disciples of Jesus Christ.

Father Gutiérrez and several speakers insisted on three
interrelated aspects of liberatdon theology that have
emerged more clearly in the past decade: (1) the truly the-
ological aspect that provides a basis for ongoing develop-
ments in Christology, ecclesiology and other areas of sys-
tematic theology, (2) the social-pastoral aspects that illami-

nate all forms of Christian praxis and (3) the spiritual
aspects that powerfully remind us that this is a theology
that understands the discipleship of Jesus Christ in terms of
self-giving to others out of love—"“being men and women
for others,” to use the phrase coined by the late Pedro
Arrupe, S.J., superior general of the Society of Jesus. A
constant theme of the Notre Dame gathering was that the
option for the poor today is deeply functional, with an
apostolic spirituality of service with and for the marginal-
ized of this earth.

With characteristic brilliance, the Rev. David Tracy of
the University of Chicago reinforced and expanded on
Father Gutiérrez’s words. He spoke about the similarity
between liberation theology and the postmodern “rurn to
the other.” He traced the mystical, prophetic and political
understanding of God using biblical instances as well as
examples from the whole range of Western philosophy and
theology. In what can only be called a theological tour de
force, he expanded his vision to embrace Christanity’s cur-
rent dialogue with world religions and with postmod-
ernism. He sketched points of contact and areas for possi-
ble future dialogue centered on the miystical-political
understanding of God.

Shawn Copeland, an African-American theologian
who is president-elect of the Catholic Theological Society
of America, suggested that the option for the poor is mak-
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ing new demands on theologians. One of them is the need
to move beyond the academy. Today there is need for
“migrant theologians,” who reflect on the marginal reali-
ties of the excluded: racial and ethnic groups, the eco-
nomically poor, oppressed women and gay and lesbian
people. Maria Pilar Aquino, a Latina theologian, made 2
rousing plea on behalf of women in the context of dehu-
manizing trends in globalization. She emphasized that
opting for the poor in today’s world is mainly about opt-
ing for poor women. Women theologians, including
Notre Dame’s Mary Catherine Hilkert, O.P,, reminded us
about the ongoing and considerable contributions of fem-
inism to a women’s theology of liberation.

John Markey, a Dominican priest, was one of the
young theologians who shared what they are doing now
in the development of liberation theology. Father Markey
is publishing a book on ecclesiology. He struggles with a
thought that was in the minds of many during the Notre
Dame conference. How can Catholic social teaching be
an ally of liberation theology and vice-versa, if the church
institutionally fails to walk the walk of “opting for the
poor”? The scandals of sexual abuse by priests and the
failure of bishops all over the world, not just in the United
States, to address the evil—together with ongoing limita-
tions on the laity’s, especially women’s, roles in ecclesial
leadership—seriously deprive the church of credibility in
basic areas of social and ethical concern. A root cause of
this Jack of credibility is found in a certain practice of
hierarchy, one that makes an idol of its hierarchical con-
stitution and institutional well-being. The problem of
credibility, moreover, is getting worse as the scandals in
the United States bring these matters under unprecedent-
ed scrutiny in other parts of the world.

Yes, the conference had its difficult moments of recog-
nition when challenges facing a church struggling to be
true to its deepest identity and committed to the poor
seemed overwhelming. Yet the tone was unmistakably
hopeful. The Notre Dame conference was a real eye-
opener and a “happening.” The presence of Gustavo
Gutiérrez at such an influential Catholic university,
together with U.S. Latino Catholic thinkers of the caliber
of Virgilio Elizondo, suggest a horizon of new possibili-
ties. The number of participants, their geographic, racial
and ethnic diversity, along with the congenial mingling of
practitioners and theoreticians, made this conference a
watershed moment. After having undergone a period of
reflective calm—/e pansa—Iliberation theology lives. Its
methods and message have taken root in the lives and pas-
sions of too many people in too many places and in too
many ways. If one can conclude anything from this con-
ference, it is that reports of the demise of liberation the-
ology are definitely premature.
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