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Liberation Theology 

situation demands all-embracing, 
courageous, urgent, and profoundly 
renovating transformations. We should 
not be surprised, therefore, that the 
'temptation to violence' is surfacing in 
Latin America. One should not abuse the 
patience of a people that for years has 
borne a situation that would not be 
acceptable to anyone with any degree of 
awareness of human rights." 

In the ten years since Medellin, clerical 

It may well be that June 9,1978, will mark 
the turning point of twentieth-century 
Mormonism. Announcement of the 
revelation giving the priesthood to all 
worthy male members has opened the 
door to effective missionary work among 
millions of people of African descent and 
lifted the spiritual burden of racial 
discrimination from all Mormons 
worldwide. The Restoration is now truly 
universal in promise and appeal. 

clergy has become increasingly aware of 
the degree to which their people labor 
under the bondage of sin-the sins of 
corrupt courts, economic exploitation, 
and political oppression. Priests trying to 
get to the root of social injustice often find 
themselvesatodds withgovenunent. Itis 
a new church-state relationship. As one 
observer put it, "Up to 1962. . . the 
Church tended to defend its own rights 
anditsowninstitutionsvis-avis the State. 
Since then the Church has tended to 
defend the rights of the poor and the 
common people." Consequently, many 
clerics have been jailed, some tortured, 
and some even murdered in the 

For Roman Catholics the turning point of I name of "national securitv." 
twentieth-century Catholicism ;:me in 
1962 when John XXIII convened Vatican 
11. John had been viewed as an "interim" 
pope. His administration was not 
expected to produce any far-reaching 
changes. But like President Kimball's 
announcement, the work of Pope John's 
council took the church and the world by 
surprise. 

For Latin America, and by extension all 
developing countries of the third world, 
the most significant outcome of Vatican I1 
may have been the rise of social-religious 
activism known as "liberation theology." 
The core of liberation theology is the 
conviction that the freedom from sin 
promised by Jesus (salvation) requires 
both spiritual and physical liberation. In 
this respect, liberation theology is an 
expression of the spiritual-temporal 
theology of Brigham Young: "We must 
perfor;;; a tempvoral labourla manual 
labour -inorder to arrive at the condition 
which fits us to receive the full benefit of 
the spiritual. . . . When people are 
hungry they need substantial food; when 
they are thirsty they need substantial 
drink. Moses' smitingtherock wouldnot 
have benefited the people in the least, if 
water hadnot gushedout. Itis theduty of 
the true minister of Christ to instruct the 
people of God how to get their food 
today, and to teach them by precept and 
example how to become an independent 
nation." uournal of Discourses 9:239, 
11~133). 

Since Vatican 11, the Latin American 

For instance, in one eighteen-month 
period ten years ago in Guatemala, one 
missionary reported "rightist groups 
have slain more than 2,800 people: 
intellectuals, students, union and 
peasant leaders, and others who have 
tried in one way or another to organize 
the people and combat the evils of 
Guatemalan society. I personally know a 
man, a good friend and daily 
communicant, who accused a Christian 
union leader of being a communist 
because he was trying to organize a union 
in his sugar plantation. He thus got him 
shot by the army. When the cooperative I 
had organized among the Indians of 
Quezaltenango was finally able to buy its 
own truck, the rich people tried to bribe 
the driver so that he would wreck the 
vehicle. He refused their overtures, so 
thev tried several times to force him off 
th&oad and over a cliff. They were 
successful on the fourth try. In the parish 
of San Antonio Huista where my brother 
was pastor, the president of the agrarian 
cooperative was assassinated by the 
people in power-the mayor included. 
When the case was brought to the capital 
city of Huehuetenango, the judge had 
already been bought off and nothing 
came of it." 

Such conditions led the 1968 Catholic 
Bishops Conference at Medellin to 
conclude "that in many instances Latin 
Arnericafindsitself faced with a situation 
of injustice that can be called 
institutionalized violence. . . .This 

activism has become widespread. The 
Santiago Archdiocese's Vicariate of 
Solidarity documented 618 cases of 
persons known by witnesses to have 
been taken into custody by Chile's police 
and military, whose fate is unknown. 
Several times as many more have 
vanished without a trace. In March, 
Paraguay released some political 
prisoners during the visit of the 
Archbishop of Sao Paulo, who heads the 
peace and justice movement in Brazil. 
Paraguay is one of the worst offenders of 
human rights. In April 1976, for instance, 
1500 political prisoners were taken. Most 
were held without trial, without legal 
defense. Nine diedundertorture. Similar 
conditions in El Salvador prompted the 
archbishop there to insist on information 

From rotecting the 
~ h u r &  to liberating 
the people. 

on political prisoners, review of 15 cases 
of exiled priests, and formation of a 
commission to study post-Medellin 
pastoral work of the church before he 
would enter into dialogue with the new 
president, General Humberto Romero. 
In Brazil, where 500 Catholic and 
Protestant missionaries have been 
granted visas each year, the number was 
cut to 71 from May 1977 to May 1978. In 
that country one million copies of an 
ecumenical "Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights" will be distributed by 
church groups this year, supported by 
two Catholic cardinals, an Episcopal 
bishop and a Methodist bishop. 

Last year union-organizing miners in 
Bolivia were laid off as a result of their 
union activities. In December four 
women and fourteen children traveled to 
La Paz and began a hunger strike to 
protest the near-starvation conditions of 
the miners' families. They were soon 
joined in Catholic churches and schools 
by 1300 sympathizers. Hunger strikes 
were organized in all eleven district 
capitals, supported by Methodist and 
Lutheran churches. In Tarija, 3,000 
students boycotted classes. 

At first the government denounced the 
strike as "part of a subversive plan by 
leftist parties," and threatened to 
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"repress subversion with drastic 
measures to defend the people." O n  
January 17, fifty armed government 
agents entered the offices of the Catholic 
newspaper Presencia, San Andres 
University, and two churches, arresting 
fifty strikers. According to America, 
"Troops did not enter the archbishop's 
offices, where the four original women 
strikers were quartered, for Archbishop 
Jorge Manrique had declared that the 
women would be removed over his dead 
body. 

"In response to the raids, the archbishop 
threatened General Banzer with 
excommunication for the assaults on 
churches; he also issued an order to close 
all La Pazchurches for three days, Friday 
through Sunday, and to suspend 
administration of the sacraments except 
for the dying." The next day an 
agreement was reached: miners laid off 
for union-organizing would be 
reinstated, pensions would be given 
miners dismissed for political reasons, 
and all political and labor exiles would be 
allowed to return. Imprisoned 
hunger-strikers were freed. The 
government retained its suspension of 
legal status for labor unions and the 
stationing of armed troops in mining 
towns. 

Frequently, Americans are oblivious to 
the havoc wreaked on  the economies of 
emerging nations by legislation aimed at 
our own self-interest. For instance, 
Senator Dennis DeConcini (Dem., 
Arizona) has introduced a bill which 
would dump 45,000 tones of stockpiled 
American tin on the market, a measure 
which would result in the loss of over $60 
million to Bolivian mines. Since the mere 
announcement of the proposed sale, the 
price of tin has dropped 9 0 ~  per pound. 
Catholic missionaries in Bolivia have 
vehemently protested the measure. 

Nineteenth-century Mormons knew 
about institutionalized violence from 
Missouri and Illinois. Out of their own 
poverty they learned that "it is not given 
thatonemanshould possess thatwhich is 
above another, wherefore the world lieth 
in sin." (D&C 49:20.) For unpopular 
political and religious views they were 
harrassed, disfranchised, imprisoned 
and exiled. 

However, since the entry of Mormonism 
into mainstream America, identification 
of Jesus with the oppressed has slipped 
from our consciousness. 
Twentieth-century Mormons are more 
inclined to identify divine approbation 
with prosperity than with persecution. 
Others have picked u p  the cross and 
carried it to other areas of the world. As 
Mormons begin to look at our world 
missionwithneweyes, thanks to the June 

9 announcement, we might wellconsider 
what lessons dimmed by time might be 
relearned from the struggles now being 
waged in emerging nations. 

Recommended reading: A Theoloa of 
Liberation (Gustavo Gutierrez, 1971); 
Histo y and the Theology of Liberation 
(Enrique Dussel, 1976). 
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Brazilian Bishops Want Change 

In October, ten years after the historic 
Medellin conference, the Latin American 
Bishops Conference will meet in Puebla, 
Mexico. The bishops of Brazil have 
proposed 127 changes in the 214-page 
preliminary document circulated by 
conference leaders. According to 
America, bishops of Sao Paulo claim the 
document "leaves room to use religion to 
justify exploitation of the 
oppressed,"while others rejected it 
outright as "insufficient." The Brazilian 
amendments call for "a vigorous 
condemnation of all kinds of violence, 
especially institutionalized violence . . . 
the condition of dependency in which the 
continent lives [and] the murderous 
policies of some Latin American 
governments against peasants." After a 
decade of political and social activism, 
Brazilian bishops clearly do not want a 
retreat from Medellin. 

Arms and Aid 

The world spends $289 billion on military 
purposes. About $14 billion is the total 
amount of economic aid given 
economically developing nations. The 
$50 billion spent annually for military 
purposes by developing nations is just $3 
billion less than their total expenditures 
for health and education. 

Presbyterians on Homosexuality 

In May the 1978 General Assembly of the 
United Presbyterian Church voted 
overwhelmingly in favor of a 
twelve-page document barring the 
ordination of practicing homosexuals. A 
special task force committee, after two 
years of study, had recommended that 
otherwise qualified homosexuals be 
ordained, but a clear majority of the 650 
General Assembly delegates sided with 
the minority report which opposed the 
change. However, the assembly also 
reaffirmed a 1970 decision to call for the 
decriminalization of private homosexual 
acts between consenting adults, and 
asked members to "work for the passage 
of laws that prohibit discriminationin the 
areas of employment, housing, and 
public accommodations based on the 
sexualorientation of a person." After the 
final vote, the chairperson of the New 

York City Presbytery protested that the 
assembly had "absurdly" asked "the 
culture to be more gracious and free than 
we are willing to be ourselves." 

Food for Vietnam 

O n  May 20, 10,000 metric tons of 
American wheat arrived in Ho Chi Minh 
City, a gift of Church World Service 
(CWS), the relief agency of the National 
Council of Churches. A few days later, 
$500,000 worth of agricultural machinery 
and parts arrived from Japan, also 
purchasedby CWS. ArchbishopNguyen 
Van Bingh of Ho Chi Minh City urged 
American Catholic bishops "not to fear 
giving aid to a Communist nation" 
because the people there "are all human 
beings." There are 180 parishes and 
400,000 Catholics in the city. The Vatican 
has earmarked $1 million in aid for 
Vietnam, of which $200,000 has thus far 
been donated by American Catholic 
Services. 

Guatemalan Massacre 

O n  May 29 over 100 Indian peasants 
were massacred by government troops 
and landowners in the village of 
Panzos. Several hundred Kekchi 
Indians had come to talk with the mayor 
about land-grabs by speculators who 
had heard of oil discoveries in the area. 
Most peasants have no deeds to the 
land their families have worked for 
generations. At the town hall the 
unarmed Indians were fired on by the 
soldiers. According to the Jesuit weekly, 
America, "Dozens of men, women and 
children lay dead or wounded in the 
square, others drowned trying to cross a 
river, including at least five women 
carrying infants. 

"When bishops, priests and religious 
[leaders] condemned the killings, the 
Government responded by deporting a 
Spanish nun who had been working in 
the area. In the view of Guatemala's 
ruling class, the trouble stems from 
priests and religious who give peasants 
exaggerated ideas about their rights and 
dignity. The Defense Minister 
complained that church people had 
been teaching that the land belongs to 
God and those who till it. That must be 
a terrifying idea to the speculators and 
absentee landlords in Guatemala City!" 
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