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INTRODUCTION

Liberation Theology, emerging prominently in 1968 following the Medellin Conference of
Latin American bishops [1], sought to realign the Church with the oppressed masses. Rooted
in biblical exegesis and inspired by Marxist thought [2], theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez
[3] and Leonardo Boff [4] emphasized praxis over dogma, leading to widespread theological
and political consequences across Latin America. The movement's impact continues to resonate
in movements for indigenous rights, anti-imperialist activism, and economic justice.

1. Origins and Theological Foundations
Medellin Conference and the Emergence of Contextual Theology

The Medellin Conference, held in 1968, was a pivotal moment in the development of Liberation
Theology. It was convened by Latin American bishops to address the urgent socio-political and
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economic issues facing the region. The conference marked a break from the traditional
theological frameworks that had often aligned the Church with oppressive political regimes.
Instead, Medellin called for a "preferential option for the poor," which is a key principle in
Liberation Theology. It emphasized that the Church should stand with the marginalized and
oppressed, recognizing the need for social justice, economic reform, and liberation from
systemic violence and poverty [5].

The Medellin Conference also provided the theological basis for a "contextual theology," which
interprets Christian doctrine through the lived experiences of the people. This approach takes
into account the socio-political context, emphasizing the importance of addressing real-world
suffering and injustice, rather than abstract theological debates. By focusing on the conditions
of the poor, theologians began reinterpreting Christianity in a way that aligned it with the
struggles of the oppressed, framing the faith as a tool for social transformation.

Biblical Re-interpretation through the Eyes of the Poor

Another critical foundation of Liberation Theology is the re-interpretation of the Bible through
the eyes of the poor and oppressed. Liberation theologians, particularly Gustavo Gutiérrez,
argued that the Bible should not just be seen as a text of spiritual guidance but as a revolutionary
document that calls for justice. This re-reading is based on the belief that God's message, as
revealed in scripture, speaks directly to the plight of the poor and marginalized [6].

Liberation theologians used biblical narratives, especially those that highlight the liberation of
the oppressed (e.g., the Exodus story), to demonstrate that God's plan for humanity is inherently
tied to the liberation of the poor and the dismantling of unjust systems. The story of Jesus' life
and teachings was viewed as an active challenge to the status quo, promoting equality,
compassion, and liberation. The poor, according to this theology, are the privileged ones to
whom the gospel is particularly addressed.

Thus, the origins of Liberation Theology lie not just in the reinterpretation of scripture but in
the understanding that theology must engage with the struggles of real people in their specific
historical and social contexts. It was a move from a transcendent, other-worldly theology to one
deeply rooted in the practical concerns of social justice and human dignity.

2. Key Figures and Theological Contributions
Gustavo Gutiérrez and the Concept of '"Preferential Option for the Poor"

Gustavo Gutiérrez, a Peruvian priest and theologian, is widely regarded as the founder of
Liberation Theology. His groundbreaking work A Theology of Liberation (1971) laid the
theological and philosophical foundations for the movement. One of his key contributions is
the concept of the "preferential option for the poor," which asserts that God is especially
concerned with the plight of the poor and that the Church must take a stand in their favor [3].

This concept emerged from Gutiérrez's reading of both the Bible and the historical context of
Latin America, where inequality, poverty, and social injustice were rampant. The "preferential
option" does not mean neglecting the needs of the rich but emphasizes that the Church must
prioritize the needs of the marginalized and oppressed in its mission. It calls for a shift from an
individualistic focus to a collective one, where social, economic, and political structures are re-
examined and transformed in ways that promote justice and equality.
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Gutiérrez’s theology is deeply rooted in a practical, contextual approach, insisting that theology
should engage directly with the lived experiences of the oppressed. He argued that faith and
action are inseparable, and the mission of the Church is not only to preach salvation but also to
work for the transformation of society through social justice. His ideas formed the basis for
many of the social movements that followed, especially the grassroots organizations that sought
to empower the poor through collective action and resistance to oppressive systems.

Role of Leonardo Boff and Jon Sobrino in Shaping Liberationist Discourse

Leonardo Boff, a Brazilian theologian, and Jon Sobrino, a Spanish-born Jesuit priest working
in El Salvador, were two other influential figures in the development of Liberation Theology.
Both theologians contributed significantly to shaping the theological discourse around justice,
human rights, and the Church's role in social change.

Leonardo Boff

Boff’s most famous work, Church: Charism and Power (1987), explores the relationship
between the Church's hierarchical structure and its mission to serve the poor. He critiqued the
institutional Church for its complicity in systems of oppression and emphasized the need for a
more inclusive, democratic, and liberating ecclesial community. Boff’s theology highlighted
the importance of the community of believers, the Base Ecclesial Communities (CEBs), as
spaces for grassroots theological reflection and social action. His work helped connect
theological insights with practical efforts to resist state oppression and fight for social justice
in Latin America.

Boff also expanded on the idea of a “Church of the poor” and argued that liberation is not only
a spiritual transformation but also a political one. His advocacy for the recognition of ecological
concerns led him to link Liberation Theology with environmental justice, marking the
beginnings of what would later become "eco-theology." Boff's theological approach has
influenced not only Latin American liberation movements but also international discussions
about the role of religion in socio-political change.

Jon Sobrino

Jon Sobrino is perhaps best known for his work on Christology and the relationship between
Jesus Christ and the oppressed. In works like Jesus the Liberator (1993), Sobrino developed a
theology that emphasized Christ’s identification with the poor and marginalized. He argued that
the historical Jesus’s ministry was one of radical solidarity with the oppressed, and this should
be the model for Christian action in the world.

Sobrino’s contributions to Liberation Theology were crucial in linking the figure of Jesus to
the struggles of the poor. He emphasized the importance of understanding the mission of Christ
as an ongoing call to action against oppression, injustice, and inequality. Sobrino's work was
particularly influential in shaping Liberation Theology’s focus on the suffering of the poor, as
he believed that God’s revelation is most clearly understood through the lives and struggles of
those who suffer the most.

Sobrino’s emphasis on “the poor as the locus of God’s revelation” helped solidify the
connection between Christ’s work and the Church’s social justice mission. His focus on the
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prophetic role of Jesus in the context of liberation resonates with contemporary movements
advocating for human rights and freedom from oppression.

These theologians—Gutiérrez, Boff, and Sobrino—played a formative role in developing the
framework of Liberation Theology, emphasizing its rootedness in the lived experiences of the
poor and the necessity for a Church that actively engages in socio-political transformation.
Their contributions to the discourse of Liberation Theology continue to inspire movements for
social justice, both in Latin America and globally.

3. Liberation Theology in Practice: Social Justice Movements
Base Ecclesial Communities (CEBs) and Grassroots Activism

The Base Ecclesial Communities (CEBs) are one of the most significant practical expressions
of Liberation Theology. These communities emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in Latin America,
particularly in Brazil and other countries where poverty, inequality, and political repression
were widespread. The CEBs were small, often informal, gatherings of lay Catholics who came
together to reflect on the teachings of the Church, particularly those that emphasized justice,
equality, and liberation, as outlined in Liberation Theology.

The central aim of the CEBs was to encourage laypeople to engage in grassroots activism and
promote social change from the bottom up. They provided a platform for ordinary people to
discuss their faith, their struggles, and their hopes for a more just society. By doing so, the
CEBs empowered the poor and marginalized to take ownership of their faith and their social
transformation. Members of these communities often engaged in collective action, such as
organizing labor strikes, advocating for land reform, and pushing for political change.

The CEBs also focused on biblical reflection and prayer, but they viewed faith as inseparable
from action. This active engagement in both faith and social change was an essential component
of Liberation Theology's emphasis on praxis—the combination of action and reflection. The
CEBs became vital spaces where theological reflection led directly to social activism. By
connecting theological ideas with lived experiences, these communities not only challenged the
oppressive structures of society but also formed the backbone of social justice movements in
Latin America.

In countries like Brazil, the CEBs played a critical role in resisting the military dictatorship,
organizing protests, and advocating for human rights. They were instrumental in spreading the
message of Liberation Theology, which emphasized the need for solidarity with the poor and
the oppressed, and the urgency of creating a more just and equitable society.

Role in Nicaraguan Sandinista Revolution and Salvadoran Civil Unrest

Liberation Theology significantly influenced the social justice movements and revolutions in
Latin America, particularly in Nicaragua and El Salvador.

Nicaraguan Sandinista Revolution (1979)

In Nicaragua, Liberation Theology played a pivotal role in the Sandinista Revolution (1979),
which overthrew the Somoza dictatorship, one of the most brutal regimes in Latin American
history. Liberation theologians and Catholic priests like Ernesto Cardenal and Fernando
Cardenal were active participants in the revolution, advocating for social justice, land reform,
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and the empowerment of the poor. The Sandinistas, who were influenced by both Marxist ideas
and Liberation Theology, sought to address the root causes of poverty and inequality in
Nicaragua through revolutionary change.

The influence of Liberation Theology was particularly evident in the Church’s involvement in
the Sandinista government. The Christian base communities supported the revolution, arguing
that it was the Church’s duty to stand with the oppressed in their struggle for justice. Liberation
theology’s call for the preferential option for the poor resonated with the revolutionary ideals
of social equality and human dignity, reinforcing the need for a social and economic
transformation.

The Sandinista government’s efforts to implement land reforms, literacy campaigns, and
healthcare initiatives were deeply intertwined with the values of Liberation Theology, which
viewed these initiatives as part of the Christian mandate to address systemic poverty and
injustice.

Salvadoran Civil Unrest (1979-1992)

In El Salvador, Liberation Theology played a significant role in the civil unrest that culminated
in the Salvadoran Civil War (1979-1992). The conflict was rooted in profound social
inequality, with the rural poor living in conditions of extreme poverty and the wealthy elite
maintaining control over land and resources. Many Salvadoran priests, influenced by Liberation
Theology, sided with the poor and advocated for revolutionary change. One of the most
prominent figures in this movement was Rutilio Grande, a Jesuit priest who was assassinated
by government forces in 1977 for his support of the poor and his advocacy for social justice.

The Catholic Church in El Salvador, despite its official alignment with the Vatican’s position
against Liberation Theology, had many clergy who supported the revolutionaries, advocating
for the rights of the oppressed. The Church’s support for the poor and marginalized helped
sustain the struggle against the military dictatorship, and many theologians and activists,
including Jon Sobrino, actively engaged in supporting the revolutionaries through theological
writings and political actions.

The assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero in 1980, who was outspoken about the
Church’s duty to support the poor and call for an end to the violence, symbolized the deep
connection between Liberation Theology and the social justice struggles in El Salvador.
Romero’s death served as a rallying cry for the people and solidified his status as a martyr for
social justice.

Through these two significant historical events, Liberation Theology was not just a theological
stance but a powerful political tool that shaped the course of history in Latin America. The
movement's influence on the Nicaraguan Sandinista Revolution and Salvadoran civil unrest
was central to the way in which religion, social justice, and political movements intertwined,
challenging existing power structures and advocating for the fundamental rights and dignity of
the poor.
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4. Criticism and Vatican Responses
Vatican Opposition under Pope John Paul II and Cardinal Ratzinger

The rise of Liberation Theology in Latin America was met with significant opposition from the
Vatican, particularly under Pope John Paul II and Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, who later became
Pope Benedict XVI. While the movement sought to align the Church with the struggles of the
poor and oppressed, the Vatican perceived some of its ideas as a challenge to Church authority
and orthodoxy.

The Vatican’s primary concern was the Marxist influence within Liberation Theology,
particularly its use of class struggle and political activism as central elements. The idea of
interpreting the Bible through the lens of social and economic oppression, along with the
movement’s support for revolutionary change, alarmed the Vatican, which feared that it might
lead to radical political ideologies that conflicted with the Church’s mission. In the late 1970s
and 1980s, Pope John Paul II, with the assistance of Cardinal Ratzinger (who was then Prefect
of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith), issued strong criticisms of Liberation
Theology.

The most significant Vatican response was the 1984 Instruction on Certain Aspects of the
“Theology of Liberation”, which was issued by the Vatican. This document criticized the
movement’s emphasis on Marxism, particularly its focus on class struggle and its alignment
with left-wing political movements. The Vatican stressed that while the Church should be
concerned with the plight of the poor, the use of Marxist categories such as class struggle was
incompatible with Catholic teaching. It emphasized that faith must be separated from political
ideologies, warning against the politicization of theology.

Ratzinger's opposition, in particular, focused on the ideological contamination of Liberation
Theology. He argued that its embrace of Marxism undermined the spiritual message of the
Gospel and led to an excessive focus on worldly power struggles. Ratzinger’s critique suggested
that Liberation Theology blurred the lines between the spiritual mission of the Church and the
political activism of revolutionaries. Although John Paul II did not completely reject Liberation
Theology, his papacy led to the marginalization of its more radical elements within the Church
[10].

Debate on Orthodoxy Versus Orthopraxy

One of the central debates surrounding Liberation Theology was the tension between orthodoxy
(right belief) and orthopraxy (right action). Critics from within the Church, including the
Vatican, argued that the movement placed too much emphasis on political action and social
justice, at the expense of theological orthodoxy. The concern was that Liberation Theology's
focus on praxis—active involvement in the struggle for justice—risked overshadowing the
doctrinal teachings of the Church.

Orthodoxy refers to the proper interpretation of Christian doctrine, while orthopraxy refers to
the correct practice or application of these teachings in the world. The debate centers on whether
Liberation Theology's emphasis on social and political action aligns with the Church’s
traditional teaching and whether this engagement in the political realm could lead to theological
distortion.
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Liberation theologians, however, argued that orthopraxy should not be seen as secondary to
orthodoxy. They emphasized that faith without action was meaningless, particularly in a world
plagued by poverty and oppression. Gustavo Gutiérrez, one of the key figures in the movement,
argued that theology must not only concern itself with the theoretical truths of Christianity but
also engage with the lived experiences of the poor and oppressed. For Gutiérrez, true Christian
belief had to lead to transformative action in the world—especially in challenging unjust
systems.

This debate continues to be relevant today, particularly in discussions about the role of religion
in addressing social issues. Critics of Liberation Theology argue that a focus on orthopraxy
leads to an over-politicization of faith, while supporters contend that a purely doctrinal
approach fails to address the urgent needs of those suffering in unjust social systems [11].

5. Contemporary Relevance and Global Influence
Application in African and South Asian Liberation Contexts

Although Liberation Theology originated in Latin America, its core principles of social justice,
human dignity, and the preferential option for the poor have found resonance in other parts of
the Global South, particularly in Africa and South Asia.

In Africa, where issues such as economic inequality, political corruption, and colonial legacies
persist, Liberation Theology has been adapted to address local struggles. African theologians
have drawn on the ideas of Gutiérrez, Boff, and others, adapting them to African contexts by
emphasizing the struggle against neo-colonialism and the need for economic justice. African
theologians, such as John Mbiti and Mercy Amba Oduyoye, have worked to merge the ideas of
Liberation Theology with African Christian spirituality and communalism, emphasizing the
importance of collective responsibility in achieving social justice.

In South Asia, Liberation Theology has been similarly adapted to address issues such as caste
discrimination, religious oppression, and economic inequality. The movement has found
expression among Dalit (oppressed caste) Christians and other marginalized groups, advocating
for social and political reform through faith. Indian theologians like Stanley Samartha have
drawn connections between Liberation Theology and Hindu liberation (Moksha), recognizing
the importance of interfaith solidarity in the struggle for human rights and justice.

The adaptation of Liberation Theology in these regions underscores its universal relevance. By
focusing on liberation from both material and spiritual oppression, it has become a global
framework for challenging the inequities of the modern world.

Legacy in Postcolonial Theology and Interfaith Solidarity

The legacy of Liberation Theology extends beyond its original context in Latin America and
continues to influence postcolonial theology and interfaith solidarity movements. Liberation
theologians have long argued that colonialism and imperialism were significant sources of
social injustice, and the struggle for liberation must address these legacies head-on.

In postcolonial theology, thinkers like Kwok Pui-Lan and R.S. Sugirtharajah have built upon
the ideas of Liberation Theology to critique the ways in which colonial powers distorted
religious beliefs and imposed Western religious and cultural norms on colonized peoples. These
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theologians highlight the role of faith in resisting colonial oppression and empowering
marginalized communities to reclaim their identities and dignity.

Interfaith solidarity has also been a central theme in the evolution of Liberation Theology.
Given the emphasis on social justice and the plight of the oppressed, many contemporary
theologians have broadened the scope of the movement to include interfaith cooperation. By
recognizing common struggles across different faith traditions—such as Islam, Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Judaism—Liberation Theology has become an important force for building
alliances and working together to address global challenges such as poverty, inequality, and
environmental degradation.

The principles of Liberation Theology continue to influence global theological discourse,
shaping movements for justice, human rights, and social transformation in both religious and
secular contexts [12][13].
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e X-Axis: Decades (1960-2020)
e Y-Axis: Influence Index (Scale: 0—100)

e Description: Line chart showing a sharp rise in influence from 1960s to the peak in 1980s,
followed by gradual decline post-1990s due to Vatican critiques, with renewed interest post-
2010 in progressive grassroots movements.

Summary

This article underscores the transformative impact of Liberation Theology in challenging
ecclesial complicity with oppressive systems in Latin America. Its praxis-driven approach has
led to structural reform, inspired marginalized communities, and fostered alliances with
political movements. Despite Vatican resistance, its core principles persist in today’s fight for
justice, not only in Latin America but globally, offering insights into faith-based resistance and
ethical governance.
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