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Chapter One
Toward a Prophetic Theology

Introduction

In some ways, the aim of this chapter—to compare the role prophetic theology plays in
the work of liberation theologians and Reform Jews—is an unfair premise. Liberation
theology was born amongst the poor of Latin America. The Reform social justice
movement emerged gradually amongst clergy and filtered down into the consciousness of
the laity. Liberation theology surfaced out of an already established religious tradition;
its aim was to change the way people acted, thought, and believed, not the way they
prayed or experienced ritual. Reform Judaism was initially intended to serve as a vehicle
for making reforms to Jewish ritual, theology, and observance; it was only half a century
into the movement’s American inception that the movement adopted a social justice
focus. Despite these differences, 1 believe comparing these two modern prophetic
movements is a critical exercise for Reform Jews living today. Reform Jews have an
enormous amount to learn from Liberation theologians. The lessons of Liberation
theology may hold the keys we need to unleash, once again, a prophetic voice within our

movement.

There is a deep disconnect between the ways in which Reform Jews and Liberation
theologians speak about social justice. Reform Jews, historically, spoke about justice

work as being separate from or a replacement of ritual and observance. Liberation

theologians speak of the two as being one and the same. Reform Jews traditionally called

themselves a “prophetic movement,” but neither their internal documents nor their
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printed speeches/memoirs provide evidence of a widespread prophetic heritage—they
talk abour the prophets and text (sometimes!), but they don’t talk through the prophets.
Liberation theologians link every premise—every assertion—they make to biblical texts.
Their way of seeing justice is not only rooted in—but blooming and budding with—

Bible.

In order to understand what Reform Judaism and Liberation theology are and who the
leaders of these movements are, the bulk of this chapter is dedicated to analytical
histories of Reform Judaism and Liberation theology. These histories are intended to
introduce readers to both the historical contexts of the movements and to the individuals
who helped define the shape of these movements. Most importantly, these histories will
include the major trends of thinking central to the two groups. The history of Reform
Judaism, because of the nature of the movement’s development, is focused more on
historical trends, while the history of Liberation theology, because of the nature of the
movement’s development, is focused more on theological assertions. While these two
sections are clearly not parallel, they have a similar purpose—to prepare the reader fully
to engage with the final portion of the chapter: Toward a Reform Prophetic Theology:

What Reform Jews Can Learn from Liberation Theology.

It has long been assumed that the Reform movement was once a Prophetic movement and
that, along the way, something happened and we lost our focus. In this chapter, I will

show that the Reform movement was never a true Prophetic movement. However, by

learning from the trends of our history and considering the rich lessons we can glean
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from Liberation theology, we may still yet be able to claim our long hoped for dream—to

be a movement of Justice, a true Prophetic Judaism.
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Reform Judaism

First Steps Toward Reform

In order to understand the Reform movement’s relationship to social justice issues in
general and Prophetic Judaism in particular, one must look to the Reform movement’s
first steps in North America. In his book Response to Modernity: A History of the
Reform Movement in Judaism Michael Meyer reports that Jews first arrived in North
America in 1654 and lived without efforts toward institutional reform until 1824 (Meyer
228). The first Reform congregation, Reformed Society of Israelites, was founded in
1825 by a small group of people who were disgruntled by their inability to bring
moderate ritual reforms to Kaal Kodesh Beth Elohim in Charleston, South Carolina
{Meyer 228). The intellectual leaders of the Reformed Society of Israelites, in particular
Isaac Harby (1788-1828) rejected the laws and rulings of the rabbis and spoke of a return
to biblical Judaism {(Meyer 230-231). Of course, Harby did not really intend to return
“biblical Judaism,” as there were plenty of aspects of biblical Judaism he had no interest
in adopting; rather, he wanted to create to a new Judaism born out of his understanding of
biblical Judaism. For Harby, the rabbis of the Talmud and Middle Ages were in
diametric opposition to the enlightened, modern, rational world of America. Harby
wanted his Jewish community to reflect the trends of his contemporary society. While
the Society never reached full fruition, its creation marked a change in Charleston. By
1836, Beth Elohim showed initial signs of reform, as well, and, by 1841 the congregation
was primarily serving the city’s Reformers (Meyer 234). Meyer reports that by 1855

there were congregations that had adopted varying degrees of reforms in Charleston,

Baltimore, New York, Albany, and Cincinnati (Meyer 235). The “reforms” that these
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congregations addressed were particular in nature. These communities were concerned
with changing internal practice and praxis; their “reforms” involved no notions of

changing the world surrounding them.

Isaac Mayer Wise

It was in this climate of reform that Isaac Mayer Wise (1819-1900) emerged as the
Reformers’ first leader (Meyer 238). Sefton Temkin, author of Isaac Mayer Wise 1819-
1875, states that Mayer Wise' was a schoolmaster from Bohemia. The details of his
formal education are unknown and it is unclear if Mayer Wise ever received rabbinic
ordination, although it is known that he attended a famous yeshivah outside of Prague
and took some university courses (Temkin 21). It was not until Mayer Wise immigrated
to the United States in 1846, that his professional career blossomed. Mayer Wise came to
the United States looking for freedom (Meyer 239). He was a complicated man who
suffered from “recurrent severe depressions, hypochondria, and the wish for death,” but
he was also imbued with a hefty sense of self-confidence, an ability to speak clearly and
persuasively about popular topics of his day, and, most importantly in the still new
United States of America, he was blessed with an unwavering belief that he “‘was a child
of destiny’” (Meyer 238). Mayer Wise was a generalist. He could write, speak, and
lecture on a wide breadth of topics and had enough depth in these areas to hold his own
among intellectuals of his time. He had a firm handle on the realities of Jewish life in

America and abroad and he had innate leadership abilities (Meyer 238-239).

"I use the name “Mayer Wise” to distinguish Isaac Mayer Wise from Stephen S. Wise,
who [ refer to as “Wise.”
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To understand Mayer Wise, one must understand this: Isaac Mayer Wise loved America.
He celebrated the English language. He believed that America and the Law of Moses
were closely linked (Meyer 239-240). Mayer Wise described America in almost
messianic terms; for Mayer Wise, America was the land of freedom and opportunity. It
is, therefore, not surprising that Mayer Wise’s primary goal, throughout his career, was to
unify American Judaism. Mayer Wise did not prize consistency of message or
unwavering belief; rather, he sought to create a single Judaism for America and he was
willing to compromise and bend his own beliefs to achieve his dream (Meyer 240).
Mayer Wise operated publicly as a moderator between extremes. Indeed, in 1855, Mayer
Wise engaged in his most ambitious proposal, a call “for deliberation on union, a regular
synod, a common liturgy referred to as Minhag America, and a plan for Jewish
education” (Meyer 243). Mayer Wise rallied nine rabbis, both from Orthodox and
Reform circles to sign his proposal. He foliowed the proposal with a conference in
Cleveland. At this conference, he was elected president and he soon realized that if he
wanted to create a unified message he would need to engage in extreme compromise. His
willingness to do so—to the point of “proposing that the conference agree on the divinity
of the Bible and the obligatory authority of the Talmud,” surprised even the Orthodox
rabbis in attendance (Meyer 243). At the conclusion of the conference, Mayer Wise
declared the venture wholly successful and saw its conclusion as evidence that his own
dream of a defined American Judaism had been realized. The backlash to the event,
however, was stunning. Rabbi Isaac Leeser, the best known Orthodox rabbi in

attendance, was immediately hammered by his supporters for his perceived concessions
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to the Reform camp and, even more strongly, Mayer Wise was virulently attacked by
Rabbi David Einhorn (1809-1879), a radical Reformer (Meyer 244-245). It is clear that
Mayer Wise was a visionary who did not shy away from conflict, but who met it with a

deep desire for compromise and unification.

David Einhorn

Einhorn came to America in 1855 at the age of forty-six. Einhorn was very different

from Mayer Wise; he was a German intellectual who was universally respected, if not
liked (Meyer 245). And, indeed, it was Einhorn’s radicalism that, by the end of the
nineteenth century, came to define American Reform Judaism (Meyer 245). Einhorn was
critical of Mayer Wise throughout his rabbinate, but Mayer Wise’s popular American
speeches and publications were, in their time, more widely received than Einhorn’s
inteltectual German style (Meyer 249). Unlike Mayer Wise, who seemed to love
America unconditionally and was loath to enter into politics, Einhorn was critical of
America’s policies and spoke out extensively about the Civil War and adamantly decried
the immorality of slavery (Meyer 247-248). Einhorn called America’s slavery ‘‘‘the
cancer of the Union™ and asserted that even though the bible tolerated slavery, its tenet
that all people are created in the image of God overrode its permission for certain types of
slaves (Meyer 247). Einhorn dared to assert: “‘Is not the question of slavery above all a

purely religious issue?’” (Meyer 248). For Einhorn, the moral fabric of his society was

absolutely of concern to him, a religious person. In 1851, Einhorn was forced to flee

Baltimore because of his staunch opposition to slavery (Meyer 248) and he remained
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deeply ambivalent about the United States throughout his life. While Einhorn did see
America as the land of freedom that would allow Reform Judaism to grow and flourish,
he was unwilling to put patriotism above his religious ideals (Meyer 248). Einhorn was,
in the deepest sense, a social critic; he opposed slavery, pretentiousness, and injustice
(Meyer 248). Einhorn believed deeply in freedom, not only political freedom, but
religious freedom, which is why he so strongly butted heads with Mayer Wise, who
remained resolute in creating a unified American Judaism, even if it meant compromising
on basic values and beliefs (Meyer 249). Mayer Wise is often credited as being the
founder of American Reform Judaism, and yet, his relationship to “Prophetic Judaism”—
as Reform Judaism would come to be called—is tenuous at best. Mayer Wise exhibited

none of the characteristics of the fiery “Prophetic” rabbis—least of all Einhorn.

The Civil War

In 1855, Mayer Wise founded the Israelite magazine. He used this magazine as a
platform for voicing his own beliefs and ideologies, but never once wrote definitively on
the issue of slavery. Mayer Wise wrote passionately about Jewish rights within the
broader community; in fact, at two different times in 1855 he dedicated first a page and a
half and then two pages to responding, respectively, to a slight against Jewish clergy in
New York and anti-Semitic remarks made by the Speaker of the California Legislature
(Temkin 162). Clearly, Mayer Wise was willing to speak out on political issues. And
yet, in an article published in February 1, 1861, edition of the Israelite, Mayer Wise

writes, “Politics in this country means money, material interest, and no more. The
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leaders of all parties are office-seeker or office-holders. ... Politics is a business, and in
many instances a mean business, which requires more cheat and falsehood than a vulgar
scoundrel would practice” (Temkin 176). Temkin, [saac Mayer Wise’s biographer, offers
sharp criticism of Mayer Wise’s pronouncement, stating unequivocalily:

In the context in which they were written—the issues before the American

people just before the Civil War broke out, and the particular incident of

the day of national prayer’—such words give the impression that for the

most part they were not issues worth fighting for. Freedom or servitude

for the Negro, Free Soil or the extension of slavery to the territories, the

right of secession or the indissolubility of the Union, seem to have been

placed by Wise on the same level as controversies over the spoils of office

or the granting of land to a railway (Temkin 176).
Wise simply did not see slavery as a critical issue of his day. What is shocking about
Mayer Wise’s words and Temkin’s indictment is that Mayer Wise clearly spoke in a
prophetic voice when it came to issues of the Jewish community. He rallied the
American Jewish community to work toward unity and he helped to create the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC), the Hebrew Union College (HUC), and the
Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR), (see below). Mayer Wise preached for
the acceptance of Minhag America, the siddur he authored, and he traveled up and down
the country, dedicating new synagogues. And yet, at this pivotal moment in history,
Mayer Wise remained silent. The modern day prophets, like their biblical predecessors,
were not perfect. Interestingly enough, years into the war, early in 1863, Mayer Wise was

nominated to be a state senator by the Democratic County Convention in Carthage, Ohio

(Temkin 183). In the end, both the congregation for which Mayer Wise served as rabbi

? President Buchanan called for a day of national prayer, a day in which Mayer Wise
refused to participate.
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and the school for which he served as superintendent asked him to decline the nomination
(Temkin 183-187). This nomination, which both pulled Mayer Wise in and out of the
political arena, suggests that Mayer Wise had the conviction and charisma to be active

politically. He simply chose not to be when it came to certain issues,

The Institutionalization of Reform Judaism

The years following the Civil War brought growth and prosperity both to the United
States and American Jewry. The number of American Reform Synagogues grew
exponentially. At the time, a “Reform Synagogue” was defined as an institution that had
an organ, mixed seating, did not observe second day holidays, and had a shortened Torah
reading. The moderate Reform synagogues used Mayer Wise’s Minhag America siddur,
while more radical congregations used Einhorn’s Olar Tamid. Reform synagogues, to
varying degrees, used the vernacular in liturgy and did not require men to wear kippot or
tallitot (Meyer 251). Absent from these discernments are any unified visions of social
justice that might have branded early Reform synagogues. Indeed, it seems just the
opposite—the reforms that characterized early Reform Judaism were denunciations of

classic Jewish symbols and ritual. The Reform revolution was ritual, not moral.

In 1869, Einhorn organized a conference in Philadelphia. At this conference, thirteen

rabbis, mostly radical Reformers (although Wise also attended), passed seven principles

of Reform Judaism. These principles were meant to outline a clear definition of Reform

Judaism (Meyer 256-257). None of these principles included any mention of ethical
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obligations or views on social justice (See Appendix). In subsequent years and under
Mayer Wise's leadership, follow-up conferences to this initial meeting were held in New
York and Cincinnati. These conferences, as well, remained mute on issues of justice.
Despite this. the work of these conferences should not be understated. Even though
Mayer Wise’s peers attacked his broader theological efforts, this group of Reform leaders
called for the creation of the “Union of Israelite Congregations of America” and a
Reform rabbinical curriculum—a seminary (Meyer 259). But, it was only because of
Mayer Wise’s broad popular support that the lay leadership of his own congregation—
without his direct involvement—came to create the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations and the Hebrew Union College in 1873 (Meyer 260-261). While neither
of these two institutions was founded as an exclusively Reform institution, they soon

came to be identified as such.

Emil Hirsch

During these years, two new leaders of American Reform Judaism emerged—Kaufmann
Kohler (1843-1926) and Emil G. Hirsch (1851-1923), (Meyer 265). Hirsch and Kohler
were brothers-in-law, both married to daughters of David Einhorn (Meyer 270). In 1885,
Kohler called for a meeting of Reform rabbis from across the United States. The
conference elected [saac Mayer Wise as president and the rabbis in attendance declared
that this meeting would be a continuation of the 1869 Philadelphia Conference. This

conference similarly sought to define Reform Judaism and resulted in the adoption of a

unifying platform. In contrast to the 1869 platform, these principles were meant to
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convey a more affirmative definition of Reform Judaism and not simply serve as a
rejection of Orthodoxy. When one reads the Pittsburgh Platform, one cannot help but
notice the final seventh principle, which departs from the Reform movement’s previous
taciturn institutional stance on issues of social justice:

In full accordance with the spirit of the Mosaic legislation, which strives

to regulate the relations between rich and poor, we deem it our duty to

participate in the great task of modern times, to solve, on the basis of

justice and righteousness, the problems presented by the contrasts and

evils of the present organization of society.
While this principle certainly foreshadows the commitment to justice that would later
characterize the Reform rabbis and does seem to be a natural continuation of Einhorn’s
earlier political stands, one cannot correctly identify this as evidence of systemic change
within the movement, but rather, evidence of the “personal morality” of Emil Hirsch. In
fact, Hirsch rallied considerably for its inclusion and it was added only after much
pressure from him (Meyer 269, 287). These principles, save for Hirsch’s addition of the
final seventh principle, are wholly optimistic; they were born out of the social
consciousness of the time—a time of widespread hope in the promise of the future
{Meyer 269). Meyer explains, “One looks in vain for social criticism in Jewish sermons
delivered during the twenty years after American Civil War. It was then the common
belief, of rabbis no less than Christian clergymen, that an unbridled capitalism would
eventually bring prosperity to all” (Meyer 287). I would add that it is significant that,
until this point, the major leaders of the Reform movement were immigrants, having
come to the United States from Europe. These rabbis, schooled in foreign lands, looked

at their society through outsiders’ eyes. It may have been this dichotomy, between the
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oppressions of Europe and the freedoms of America, which allowed them to see the

country, despite her flaws, through a lens of such defined hope.

Classical Reform Judaism
As the nineteenth century drew to a close and the twentieth century began, Reform
radicalism took strong root in America. This new era is called Classical Reform. It was
during this period that Reform rabbis and congregations dug deep and differentiated roots
in America. While congregations took steps to distinguish themselves from Orthodox
Jews on the one hand and Christians on the other, they took steps to build deeper
infrastructure. The Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR) was founded in
1889 and joined the UAHC and HUC (Meyer 264). It was also during this time period
that Reform rabbis began consciously looking outward.
Rabbis sought to instruct their members not on Judaism alone, but on
Darwinism, biblical criticism, and the latest findings of natural science.
Increasingly, social justice became one of the movement’s major
concerns, serving as a practical application of the moral principles which
at this time greatly overshadowed ritual as the basis of Reform religious
expression (Meyer 264).
Note here two important points: 1) The push for a social justice focus came from the top-
down, from the rabbis to the laity. 2) Social justice was seen as separate from Jewish
ritual life. Indeed, for Emil Hirsch—one of the first Reform rabbis to speak out against

issues of economic injustice (e.g. against laissez-faire capitalism, strikes, riots, and

worker’s rights) and the author of the justice-focused seventh Principle of the Pittsburgh

Platform—Tliturgy and ritual were markedly less important than caring for the poor (See
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Appendix), (Meyer 275). For these early Reformers social justice work did not rise out of

prayer and ritual, but stood in conrrast to it.

During the Classical Reform period, the rabbi’s sermon came to be viewed as the primary
portion of worship services, shifting the primary focus of the service away from from
prayer. Meyer explains, “In their congregations classical reform rabbis were first and
foremost preachers. ... More often than not, sermons were topical and unrelated to a
scriptural text. ... A successful sermon educated listeners on the questions they had read
about in the newspapers and presented an answer that was linked some way to Jewish
values” (Meyer 280-281). This “rabbi as preacher” model laid the groundwork for rabbis
to direct their congregations on worldly matters. In fact, rabbis in this period were more
likely to discuss contemporary issues than they were to address matters of ritual or textual
interpretation.  This movement, away from Jewish study and toward social
consciousness, created a unique platform for justice issues to find place in the
congregation. This power of the preacher was coupled with a change in the American
mindset—from hope in the ultimate saving power of capitalism and progress to despair at
widespread poverty and the depravity of workers’ conditions. So, while in the 1890’s
“rabbis preached personal morality rather than public action, social service rather than
social justice,” by the turn of the century, the message was shifting (Meyer 287). It was,
beginning in the early twentieth century, the Reform movement’s rabbis who brought

messages of social justice into the synagogue and it was Reform rabbis who led the

charge toward a self-described “Prophetic Judaism.”
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Meyer attributes the shift from rabbinic calls for personal morality to messages of
systemic change to two American movements—one secular and one religious: The
American Progressive Movement and the Christian Social Gospel (Meyer 287). The
Progressive movement, heralded by Theodore Roosevelt, held notions of progress as its
banner and simultaneously sought to make changes—moral changes—in American life
(Meyer 287). The Social Gospel movement was essentially a religious brand of
Progressivism brought into the liberal church; this movement placed prophetic theology
at its center. Jonathan Sarna, in his book Judaism: A History, explains that while the
Social Gospel movement named Jesus as the supreme example of morality, its followers
were also champions of Micah, Amos, and Isaiah (Sarna 2004, 195, Meyer 288). For
their part, Reform rabbis of the time both related to the Social Gospel and claimed it as
their own (Meyer 288). Sarna explains, “Prophetic Judaism, as this emphasis on
universalism and social justice came to be called, stimulated a wide range of political and
communal activities on the part of Classical Reform rabbis™ (Sarna 2004, 195). Seen in
this broader context, one can see the Reform movement’s emerging commitment to a
prophetic message in a different light. The rabbis of the time came to reexamine the
roots of their own tradition through the eyes of their surrounding society. Indeed, the
influence of the Christian Social Gospel movement on the Reform movement helps to
explain why the seventh principle of the Pittsburgh Platform—the Reform movement’s
first concrete mention of a social justice commitment—contains no mention of a
prophetic theology. The Reform movement’s commitment to justice was first articulated

as a general moral stance and only later explicitly identified with a prophetic message. In
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either case, neither in its isolated inception nor in its growing widespread application did

“Prophetic Judaism” include a language of ritual.

Stephen S. Wise

One rabbi who held great power and influence in the final years of the Classical Reform
period and well into subsequent years was Stephen Samuel Wise (1874-1949). Wise is
considered one of the last of the Classical Reform rabbis, although many of his actions
set him apart from his contemporaries (Meyer 302). Wise, unlike many of his Reform
colleagues, received private smichah and did not attend HUC. He was a universalist at
heart—preaching to crowds of Jews and Christians in Carnegie Hall on Sunday
mornings. He was an ardent Zionist—a fact that put him at odds with many of his
predecessors and colleagues—and, more to the point, a champion of social justice.
Meyer asserts, “Wise took second place to no Reform rabbi in his active advocacy of
social justice, especially taking the side of workers against their exploitative employers”
(Meyer 302). Because of his commitment to workers’ rights and his deep commitment to
justice, Wise is often called a *“prophetic figure.” Without a doubt, the issues that Wise
championed are similar to the issues on which the biblical prophets spoke, but the

language Wise used to articulate these messages was far from prophetic.

In Stephen S. Wise’s autobiography, Challenging Years, Wise devotes an entire chapter,

“Pulpit and Politics,” to describing why he chooses to engage in political activity. He

explains, “I felt very early in my ministry the necessity and advantages of the minister
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going into politics. To me neither religion nor politics was remote or sequestered from
life. Religion is a vision or ideal of life. Politics is a method, or modus vivendi. To say
that the minister should not go into politics is to imply that ideal and reality are twain and
alien. Politics is what it is because religion keeps out of it” (Wise 1949, 109). For Wise,
religion and politics were inextricably intertwined. He did not choose one over the other;
rather, engagement in one necessitated engagement in the other. Wise states
unequivocally, on the second page of the chapter, “For me the supreme declaration of our
Hebrew Bible was and remains: ‘Justice, Justice shalt thou pursue’—whether it be easy
or hard, whether it be justice to white or black, Jew or Christian” (Wise 1949, 110). And
yet, at no other point in this chapter does Wise mention Jewish text, tradition, God, or the
Bible. Wise, like so many of the other Reform rabbis of the time, felt it sufficient to say

that his commitment was “Jewish” and born out of the “Bible.”

It is not surprising that Wise, given his commitment to social justice, greatly admired
Emil G. Hirsch. Like Hirsch, Wise often stood at odds with his fellow rabbis (Meyer
303). Indeed, even though Wise was one of the most vocal figures on social justice
issues during his time, his name does not appear on the significant social justice
platforms published by the CCAR during his tenure nor did he have a central role in the
movement’s social justice agenda. Wise was not interested in affecting change amongst

his rabbinic colleagues.

To extend his platform, Wise founded the Free Synagogue in New York, a place in which

he had the freedom to speak from the pulpit on any topic he chose (Meyer 303). Wise,
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similar to Mayer Wise, was a visionary and, displeased with the scope and focus of
Hebrew Union College’s rabbinic education, in 1922 founded the Jewish Institute of
Religion in Manhattan, a rival seminary to HUC (Meyer 303). Melvin Urofsky writes in
A Voice that Spoke for Justice, for Wise, “a free pulpit, an enlightened rabbinate, and a
socially responsive religion went hand in hand with civic reform, wage and hours

legislation, and fair treatment of minorities” (Urofsky vii).

In much the way Einhorn and Hirsch stood out in their generations, Wise stood out in his
as a social activist. Wise has a documented record of speaking out against specific
injustices for decades before the CCAR followed suit. For instance, Wise sided with
labor in 1895 after a streetcar strike during which laborers were killed (Wise 1949, 56).
At one point, during a sermon that Wise preached on behalf of steel workers, he called
out a certain judge, saying that “Judge Gary had Cossackized the steel industry” (Wise
1949, 72). By his own estimation, Wise was never attacked more strongly for any other
stance he took than he was for this one. Interestingly, one will note that he uses the term
“Cossack” as an insult—playing on the historical enemies of Russian Jews. Wise does

not, notably, employ biblical language or prophetic images to make his point.

As a foreshadowing of the tension that would emerge between rabbis of the CCAR and
members of the UAHC, Wise reports on how certain members of his community rebuffed
some of the stances he took on particular issues, such as the Gary case, in which he
named particular individuals and spoke his mind on specific cases (Wise 1949, 73).
Critics would have preferred that Wise, as well as rabbis in the years to come, use general

language and refer to broad, sweeping issues. In order to explain and justify his practice
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of speaking out on particular issues, Wise cites a biblical figure—Nathan. Nathan, he
explains, walked into David’s chamber and pointed out David’s particular wrongdoing
against Bat Sheba and declared “Thou art the man,” thereby speaking particularized truth
to power. Wise goes as far as to explain why he chose this particular passage as a means
for justifying his politicized stance: “The implication of much of the criticism leveled
against me at that time was that public speaking against the wrongdoer, as well as for the
wronged, was not in keeping with biblical tradition™ (Wise 1949, 73). By citing Nathan
as an example of one who spoke truth to power, Wise illustrated that his actions were
well within the biblical tradition. And yet, when Wise spoke out on social justice issues,

only seldom did he employ the language of biblical or prophetic traditions.

Social Justice Sweeps the CCAR

During the 1908 CCAR convention, the CCAR broke new ground by granting official
support to a campaign against child labor. Many of the movement’s leaders put
themselves directly into the middle of labor disputes and many rabbis, in particular those
of a younger generation, pushed for the CCAR to support a host of social measures.
According to Meyer, CCAR spent the following ten years articulating a clear definition

of this campaign. Meyer writes, “While earlier conventions had focused on liturgy and

religious practice, the rabbis now discussed white slavery, venereal disease, working

conditions, and juvenile delinquency” (Meyer 288). In 1918, the CCAR published its
first social justice platform. By way of contextualization, the Protestant Church

published a similar platform in 1912 and the Catholic Bishops followed suit in 1919
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(Meyer 288, Sarna 2004, 195). And yet, by this time, the Reform Platform was in many
ways broader than these other platforms and was seen, both at the time and today, as
being singularly significant (Meyer 288). These social justice stances were coupled with
rabbinic calls for democratization within the movement. The rabbis of the CCAR called
for an unrestricted minimum in dues, open seating, and open ballots, but these reforms
were only adopted by a small minority of synagogues (Meyer 289). By 1918, it was clear
that the CCAR’s previous focus on ritual and liturgy had been replaced by a new primary

agenda of social justice.

While this trend toward a dichotomy of social justice and ritual was certainly widespread,
it was not universal. Edward Israel, the head of the CCAR Commission on Social
Justice, was concerned with both religious and social justice issues. Under his leadership,
the Commission was publicly recognized for rabbinic resolutions on social justice issues,
played an active role in labor disputes, and worked closely with socially minded

Protestant and Catholic organizations (Meyer 309).

In 1928, the CCAR Commission on Social Justice, under the leadership of Edward Israel,
produced a new report on social justice. While the 1918 report was titled narrowly,
“1918 Report of Committee on Synagogue and Industrial Relations” (See Appendix), the
1928 report expanded its scope and was boldly titled “1928 Report of Commission on
Social Justice” (See Appendix). The 1918 Report consisted of fourteen points, each of

which focused on a different labor issue. The points were focused outward, aimed at

changing labor policy and business practice. The 1928 Report was expanded, no longer
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solely focusing on outside policy and practice, but calling on members of the Reform
community to change their own outlook and behavior. The first of these social principles
is “The Duty of Social Mindedness,” which announces, “it is part of the great social
message of the prophets of our faith that salvation can be achieved only through the
salvation of society as a whole” (1928 Report of Commission on Social Justice). This
document explicitly addresses itself not only to employers, but to investors, as well, “Too
often are investors content to accept profits from industries administered out of harmony
with principles of social justice. The investor has the moral duty to know the ethic of the
business from which he derives his dividends and to take a definite stand regarding its
moral administration” (1928 Report of Commission on Social Justice). Beyond the
expanded principles regarding labor, the 1928 Commission addressed social issues, as
well: prisons, lynching, civil liberties, and international relations. While the 1928
Commission is explicit in connecting its principles to the prophetic tradition—the
document opens, “Deriving our inspiration for social justice from the great teachings of
the prophets of Israel and the other great traditions of our faith” (1928 Report of
Commission on Social Justice}—the document neither cites explicit prophetic passages or
comments on what one might understand a prophetic message to be. The mere mention
of a prophetic message seems to be an adequate rooting in text for the authors. This, of
course, begs the questions: What does it mean to be a prophetic movement? What does it

mean to dedicate oneself to Prophetic Judaism?

One of the 1928 Commission members and a faculty member at the Hebrew Union

College, Abraham Cronbach, attempted to articulate such a vision (1882-1965).
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Cronbach not only taught rabbinical students the Prophets, he gave them tools to apply
the teachings to social justice issues current to their day. Cronbach’s powerful message

resonated with generations of students (Meyer 302).

Abraham Cronbach

In 1941, Abraham Cronbach authored a book entitled The Bible and our Social Outlook.
The book, according to the editor’s note, is meant for adult learners and is intended to
help introduce those interested either in bible or in social action to a Jewish study of them
both. This book, notably not written by a rabbi but an academic, sets out to contextualize
justice issues and root them in biblical texts. Cronbach begins this book by describing a

change in the way that religion must be considered. He writes:

Within the recollection of most of us, there was a time when religion was
believed to be entirely detached from such matters as the wages paid to
labor, hours of labor, factory conditions, trade unions, housing, vocational
training, public recreation, old age pensions, international relations, or any
of the bewildering problems which we designate by the term ‘social.” Qur
religion was supposed to consist of the rituals—many of them a little
strange in our American surroundings—and some precepts of personal
morality received from our ancestors. But changes have now occurred.
We are beginning to realize that our religion on the one hand and, on the
other hand, the vital economic and social questions of the hour are closely
interrelated. Religion has come to require a social interpretation. That is
why we are undertaking this study (Cronbach 3).

What is most notable about this introduction is the way in which it creates a divide: here

is how religion was looked at and here is how it now must be looked at. Cronbach

explains that people use biblical messages for their own purposes. He shows how
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Christians and Jews alike interpret certain passages to support their religious claims and
further shows how different social movements—from those who supported the rights of
the elderly to those who supported Prohibition—can find support for their causes in the
biblical text (Cronbach 5-8). While laying out the tendency of many different groups to
use biblical texts to support their social causes, Cronbach firmly states, “Our study ...
should reveal that religion is not on the side of the strong and the privileged but on the
side of the poor and the oppressed” (Cronbach 9). In his book, Cronbach is trying to

outline a prophetic message.

Cronbach explains that people tend to either look at poverty as a personal problem or a
social problem, explaining that some people blame the poor themselves for being poor
and others blame society for the condition of poverty. In a style very different from the
bombastic Stephen S. Wise, Cronbach modestly lays out a biblical opinion on a
contemporary subject. He writes, “although most of the passages which we have quoted
from the Book of Proverbs attribute poverty to personal shortcomings, the general spirit
of partiality toward the poor, pervading the Bible, ranges that literature more extensively
on the side of those who emphasize the factors that are social” (Cronbach 32). What is
clearly different about Cronbach, when comparing him to Wise or other Reform rabbis
writing on social justice issues, is the concrete connection he builds between the text and
his viewpoint, as well as his willingness to deal with the internal conflicts and
contradictions within the biblical text. Rather than using a single lens to view a single

biblical message, he teases out the differences between, for example, Proverbs and the

Prophets.
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When it comes to the process of change, Cronbach suggests his own recipe: “Social
betterment usually proceeds by three distinct steps. First there is agitation, then
legislation, then education” (Cronbach 66). Cronbach suggests the bible’s order of
presenting issues of social justice loosely follows this pattern, as well. He asserts that the
books of the Prophets were the first biblical materials to have been produced concerning
social justice. These materials, Cronbach suggests, were followed by the law codes and,
finally, Proverbs and Psalms, or the educational supporters of the law. While Cronbach
does point out that this ordering is not always consistent, he suggests that it holds a
general truth (Cronbach 67). What is unique about Cronbach’s assertion is that he fits the
role of the prophet—the agitator—into a larger biblical system of social change, one that
he lays out clearly. Cronbach suggests that the prophetic voice is one voice in a biblical

process of change, not the voice of change.

One point of interest in Cronbach’s work is the way he organizes book’s chapters. For
example, chapter eight of his book is entitled “The Rights of Labor in the Bible.” In this
chapter, Cronbach outlines different ways in which the Bible looks at laborers and issues
of laborers’ rights. In this chapter, Cronbach looks at biblical discussions on labor
through a purely academic lens. He points out the places in which the Bible champions
the rights of laborers and presents those times the text holds the opposite conclusion. As
he does this, Cronbach gently pushes the reader to understand these moral codes through
his own contemporary ethical lens. He presents opposing textual sources and points out

instances in which the biblical text diverges from what he considers correct morals.

Chapter nine of the book is entitled “The Plight of Labor Today” and discusses labor
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issues contemporary to Cronbach’s time, such as workers achieving a living wage, the
income of women, the plight of child laborers, and hours of work. This chapter is not, in
any way, linked to the previous chapter that discussed biblical views on labor. For
Cronbach, these two notions remain separate. Finally, in chapter ten, entitled “The
Hopes of Labor Today,” Cronbach discusses some of the positive moves toward social
change that were taking place in his time. Among these, Cronbach cites the work of
religious groups working for change. He describes the cooperation between the CCAR,
the Federal Council of Churches, and the National Catholic Welfare Council (Cronbach
164). Finally, in the last two pages of this chapter, Cronbach explores why religious
groups feel closely aligned with issues of labor. He writes, “The one point at which the
Bible survives in modern life resides in the religious scruples regarding the rights of labor
both then and now. Considerateness of the worker’s plight was, in biblical days,
regarded as a divine injunction. It is still felt to be a divine injunction. Now, no less than
in those far-off ages, are men impressed by the sacredness of their duty to espouse the
cause of those who work with their hands” (Cronbach 166). While these chapters
certainly raise issues of labor rights in the bible and twentieth century labor rights in
America, one is hard pressed to identify Cronbach as the trumpeting prophetic voice of
his generation. And yet, through his remarkable work, one gets a glimpse at the
education many of the Reform movement’s rabbis received when it came to social
justice. All contemporary Reform Jews setting out to define a Prophetic theology should

study Cronbach’s works.
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The Divide Between Clergy and Laity

Meyer reports that as social conditions in the United States worsened with rising
unemployment and the Depression era brought new lows to American life, the CCAR
moved even farther left. In 1932 the CCAR Commission on Social Justice published the
following position on capitalism: “‘Any system which can be so characterized is neither
economically sound nor can it be sanctioned morally. We therefore advocate immediate
legislative action in the direction of changes whereby social control will place the
instruments of the production and distribution as well as the system of profits
increasingly within the powers of society as a whole’ (1932 Conference Report, Meyer
310). This statement is clearly bold and fiery in temperament, but can it be called
prophetic? When one compares this statement to the carefully outlined biblical
conclusions Cronbach outlines, one senses that there is a disconnect in the CCAR’s
publications: While the prophets certainly engaged in political action, they did so with an
outlined theology. While this statement clearly suggests a moral lens through which one

should view society, it does not suggest a prophetic, religious, or even “Jewish” vision.

While many of the rabbis in the early twentieth century were themselves involved in
issues of social justice, they did not necessarily see their congregations as partners or
even supporters of their work. Albert Vorspan and Eugene Lipman write in Justice and
Judaism: The Work of Social Action, “The rabbis who devoted themselves to social
idealism did not expect their congregations to support them at all times, and sometimes
the laymen did not. Not infrequently was there vocal opposition expressed both to the

views and actions of the rabbis” (Vorspan and Lipman 16). In fact, the 1932 CCAR
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Commission statement ignited Ludwig Vogelstein, the UAHC chairman, to declare,
*“*The recent manifesto shows immaturity”” (Meyer 311). During this time, the leaders of
the UAHC supported a loose notion of a “Prophetic Judaism” and believed in the
individual rabbi’s right to speak out, but stopped short of supporting a movement-wide

issue-specific agenda of the CCAR (Meyer 311).

At the February, 1929 UAHC Biennial, Mr. Roscoe Nelson lamented the fact that social
justice had, to that point, been left in the sole control of rabbis and the CCAR. He
declared the need for the laity to illustrate the centrality of social justice not only through

words, but also through action.

...the truth is that this Union has never conceded that any subject is more
vitally Jewish than that of Social Justice...Our privilege and our duty in
this behalf is not discharged by the most gracious of permits to the Central
Conference of American Rabbis to adopt a program of Social Justice. It
would be a strange voice in Israel which suggested that gropings for
Social Justice must be vicariously conducted through a Hierarchy of
Rabbis or a House of Bishops. I have grossly misinterpreted the history,
philosophy, and tradition of our people, if passivity and impersonality in
connection with the most profound interests of humanity suffices for
spiritual identification with the sources of Jewish inspiration (Vorspan
and Lipman 20).

Vorspan and Lipman assert that Nelson’s speech and the subsequent discussion over the

issues he raised “can be called the beginning of the synagogue social action movement in

twentieth century America” (Vorspan and Lipman 20). And yet, it took years for any

concrete movement to emerge out of Nelson’s declaration; it was not until 1948, after a

“strong call for action” by Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath at the 1946 biennial, that a Joint
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Commission on Social Action, with the CCAR and UAHC as partners, was organized

(Vorspan and Lipman 20).

One reason this partnership took so long was because the rabbis of the CCAR did not
want their more radical messages to be hampered by the more moderate UAHC. In a
statement that echoed Wise’s experiences, the UAHC declared that it did not want the

CCAR making specific claims or referring explicitly to issues or “controversies.”

Attempts to Define “Prophetic Judaism”

In 1935, the UAHC reported that it was “disassociating itself from ‘any declaration on
controversial, economic, financial, or political questions that do not involve basic ethical
or religious principles’” (Meyer 312). Such a statement suggests that the laity was
uncomfortable with its leaders taking political stands without a concrete connection to
Jewish tradition or ideology. Indeed, the preamble to the Revised Charter of the Joint
Commission for Social Action of the UAHC and CCAR is much more explicit in its

biblical roots than either the 1918 or the 1928 CCAR principles. It states:

We are the heirs of the great Jewish tradition which conceives of its
uftimate goal as the establishment of the kingdom of Heaven on earth.
The God whom we serve is a God of righteousness who would have us be
holy as He is holy. The Torah which we cherish is a guide for spiritual
living concerned with every aspect of human experience. The prophets of
Israel, dedicated to God and the welfare of fellow men, bid us pursue
justice, seek peace, and attain brotherhood with everyone of God’s
creatures, whatever their race, creed, or class (Revised Charter of the Joint
Commission for Social Action of the UAHC and CCAR).
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With this Joint Commission created, the UAHC began creating a stronger and better-
organized movement of social justice. They hired staff members for the Commission and
began agpgressively agitating to bring social action initiatives into individual
congregations. It was during the years immediately following World War Il that
synagogues began forming social action committees and the people of Reform Judaism
began studying issues of social justice and participating in local actions and politics
(Meyer 364). This time also marked a shift in issues of focus. The movement, as a
whole, “paid relatively less attention to economic issues and focused more on civil
liberties, on civil rights, and on international peace” (Meyer 364). And so, while the
CCAR focused almost exclusively on economic and labor issues throughout the 1920s-
1930s, the Reform movement focused on social concerns throughout the 1940s-1960s. In
particular, the movement joined in the struggle for African-American Civil Rights

(Meyer 365).

And so, despite the setbacks of general religious apathy and early resistance to the
rabbinic message of social justice, the Reform rabbis’ commitment to social justice came

to function as a road back to Judaism for the movement’s laity. Sarna writes:

Most important of all, Reform Judaism in this period offered those
disaffected with synagogue life a new alternative means of actively
expressing their faith. Following Emil G. Hirsch’s lead, it called on Jews
to help resolve the great social problems plaguing American life. This
social justice motif—the Jewish equivalent of the Protestant Social
Gospel—became, as we shall see, ever more influential within Reform
circles over the ensuing decades, and provided an alternative road back to
Judaism for those whose interests focused less on faith than on religiously
inspired work (Sarna 2004, 151).
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The laity of the Reform movement saw the relationship between ritual and social justice
similarly to the clergy—social justice was seen in contrast to ritual life. For those
individuals who were uninspired by Jewish religious life, a life of Jewish social justice
was waiting. Note the distinction here: Social justice was not seen as an extension of

religious life, but an alternative to it.

Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath in a speech at the 43" Biennial in February, 1955 began to

outline what a Prophetic Judaism could be:

A guide for Reform Judaism do we desire? Indeed we do. But not for
ritual and rites alone—but for righteous conduct and decent behavior
between man and man; not merely for the forms of services but for the
service of God in the affairs of men; not merely a minimum code for
liturgical worship but a minimal code of moral conduct incumbent upon
anyone who calls himself a Reform Jew presuming to be the heir of
Hebrew prophet and sage. Even the prophet prefaced his command to
‘walk humbly’ with the demand ‘to do justly and love mercy.” The
resemblance between the noble name we bear and our bearing toward our
neighbor must be more than coincidental. It must be fundamental. It must
translate our preachment into practice, our dogmas and doctrines into
deed, our creed into conduct, our prayers into programs of moral
righteousness and social justice, our invoking of God’s name—too
frequently in vain—into the establishment of His kingdom on earth
(Vorspan and Lipman 21).

Eisendrath’s words loosely echo the message of the prophets (and Cronbach’s work),
who state that ritual action is not enough, that God desires justice. Eisendrath called on
his community not only to consider ritual life, but a life of justice, as well. And yet, even
as Eisendrath’s message certainly echoes the prophetic message, it does so by slightly

altering the crux of the prophetic message. Eisendrath furthers the dominant message of
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the time: Reform Jews should stop concerning themselves with ritual and start concerning
themselves with justice. Eisendrath talks about a “transformation” from a focus on ritual
to a focus on justice. The real prophetic statement, however, was never a message of
“transformation,” but of “integration.” In Isaiah 58:5, when God asks, “Is this the fast [
desire?” the message is not that ritualiz;ed fasting is unimportant, but that ritual fasting

must be coupled with just behavior.

Eisendrath’s message, though, struck a chord in the hearts of the people: Reform Jews
took up the prophets’ call to protect the powerless of their society. During these years,
Reform Jews joined together with the National Council of Churches and the National
Conference of Christians and Jews and jumped into the thick of the Civil Rights
movement (Sarma 2004, 309). In 1962, the Reform movement officially sealed its
relationship with politics, opening the Religious Action Center in Washington D.C. This
center declared itself to be “Dedicated to the pursuit of ‘social justice and religious
liberty,”” (Sarna 2004, 308). The Religious Action Center was to function as the Reform

voice on Capital Hill.

Post-1967

Like much of Jewish life, the Reform relationship to social justice changed post-1967. In
these years, the Reform movement’s focus on the American community and politics
shifted from a universalistic approach to a particularistic agenda. Sarna writes,

“Domestic causes like civil rights and interfaith cooperation lost ground, particularly as
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concerns mounted over anti-Semitism and militancy in the black community, as well as
anti-Israel sentiments among liberal Christians. In their place, Jews took up causes like
Soviet Jewry and Israel, where the objects of assistance were fellow Jews” (Sarna 2004,
318). As Jewish life began to focus inward, the community’s relationship to change

began to focus inward as well.
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Liberation Theology

Gustavo Gutiérrez

The history of Liberation theology begins with the story of a single man, Gustavo
Gutiérrez, who came to serve as the voice of the poor in Latin America. James B.
Nickoloff explains in the introduction to Gutiérrez's book Essential Writings that
Gutiérrez was born in Lima. Peru, in 1928, and lived in similar conditions to many in
Latin America: He experienced the harshness of poverty and illness, as well as the
sweetness of a loving family (Nickoloff, writing in Gutiérrez 1996, 2). Gutiérrez began
his formal studies at the University of San Marcos in Lima, but after three years, he
changed his course of study and enrolled in a Catholic seminary to study toward
ordination. In subsequent years, 1951-1959, Gutiérrez, like many of the Liberation
theologians, studied abroad in Europe, earning masters’ degrees in philosophy and
psychology, and theology. Gutiérrez returned to Peru and began teaching in the
Pontifical Catholic University of Peru (Nickoloff, writing in Gutiérrez 1996, 2), This
divide in Gutiérrez’s experiences and interests is central to understanding who Gutiérrez
is: A brilliant scholar who loves ideas and a man of the people who loves the community

that raised him.

Gutiérrez, like Mayer Wise, has interest in and speaks and writes on an impressive
breadth of subjects. Nickoloff points out that even in his most academic theological
publications, Gutiérrez is likely to quote the Peruvian writers César Vallejo and José
Maria Arguedas, as well as to cite Church theological teachings extensively (Nickoloff,

writing in Gutiérrez 1996, 8, 15). According to Nickoloff, Gutiérrez has long served as a
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pastor in his home community in Rimac, a slum area in Lima, Peru (Nickoloff, writing in
Gutiérrez 1996, 1). Gutiérrez is considered by many to be the founder of Liberation
theology, as he coined the phrase “theology of liberation” in a talk he gave in July 1968.
However, according to Robert McAffee Brown, writing in The Power of the Poor in
History: Selected Writings, Gutiérrez asserts he did not create Liberation theology alone;

rather, it was a way of thinking formed by the people and their experiences:

This is not a theology created by the intelligentsia, the affluent, the
powerful, those on top; it is a theology from the bottom, the ‘underside,’
created by the victims, the poor, the oppressed. It is not theology spun out
in a series of principles or axioms of timeless truth that are then ‘applied’
to the contemporary scene, but a theology springing up out of poverty, the
oppression, the heartrending conditions under which the great majority of
Latin Americans live” (Brown, writing in Gutiérrez 1983, vii).

Liberation theology is rooted in the experiences of the people.

There are some loose parallels that one can make between Gutiérrez and Mayer Wise, the
not-quite-founders of their respective movements. Both respond to the religious/social
currents of their times and, through the persuasive power of their personalities, rallied
others around their mission. Both are visionaries. And yet, there are some fundamental
differences between them. Mayer Wise loved America and was willing to choose
American unity over the suffering in his midst; he did not get involved in the “politics” of
slavery or the Civil War. Mayer Wise believed—or at least wrote—that politics and

religion should remain separate. Gutiérrez loves his people, especially the poor, of Latin

American, particularly the people of his native Peru. He is deeply critical of the
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governments of Latin America and industrialized foreign nations and believes that it is
these forces that have oppressed the poor of Latin America, causing widespread suffering
and disempowerment. Gutiérrez demands the religious must become involved in politics

and champion the causes of the people.

A History of Oppression

Liberation theology was not just born out of a social reality; it was born out of a
particular lens through which reality is understood. All history is subjective and it is a
particular subjective understanding of history that gave rise to Liberation theology.
Therefore, the only history that can be told which will explain the emergence of a
theology of liberation is the history of Latin America as seen through the eyes of the

oppressed.

The stage for a theology of liberation was set in the days of Latin American colonization,
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. According to Gutiérrez, as European colonizers
discovered the New World, Western Christians came into contact with the “other,” the
“Indian.” Gutiérrez explains in The Power of the Poor in History that newcomers to the
land exploited the indigenous peoples aﬁd created societies based on a concept of “other”
and a mistreatment of the poor (Gutiérrez 1983, 185-186). In the nineteenth century, as
countries around the world began the first steps toward industrialization, Gutiérrez

asserts, a new era of exploitation—the exploitation of the Latin American poor by the

social elite—was ushered into Latin America (Gutiérrez 1983, 187). In this way,
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Gutiérrez identifies a continual oppression of the Latin American poor throughout

history; the poor are oppressed by foreign nations and social elites/ruling parties.

Gutiérrez explains that, in the eighteenth century, Latin America was finally freed from
Spain’s colonization, only to become dependent on large capitalist countries, to which
Latin American nations traded raw materials and received finished products in return.
The newly freed countries of Latin America created constitutions that afforded dominant
groups new liberties, but Gutiérrez explains, these freedoms were granted only to the
powerful of society, while Indians, blacks, and mestizos, the poorest and least empowered
members of society, were left behind. The dominant groups in society, according to
Gutiérrez, were the liberals and the conservatives, groups that roughly paralleled similar
parties in Europe and the United States (Gutiérrez 1983, 187). But, Gutiérrez writes,
“What had been a movement for modern freedoms, democracy, and rational, universal
thought in Europe and the United States, in Latin America only meant new oppression,
and even more ruthless forms of spoliation of the populous classes” (Gutiérrez 1983,
188). For Gutiérrez and other Liberation theologians, a history of oppression and

disenfranchisement is what led to the eventual need for a theology of Liberation.

With the world economy crumbling in the 1930s, many Latin American countries, in
particular those countries that had more stable economies, began the process of
industrializing, breaking their dependence on foreign nations for finished goods. This
time period also marked changes in the Catholic Church in Europe—in particular, the

Christian social movement was born. The Christian social movement sought to rethink
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Christendom and reexamine Christianity in light of the modermn world (Gutiérrez 1983,
188). This way of thinking led Christians to begin reexamining the relationship between
Latin America and the larger world, as well as the plight of the poor in Latin America.
People began to realize that poverty was not simply a necessary condition of life for the
Latin America populace, but that their condition had root causes (and thus it was not
preordained. but rather conditional). This realization gave way to socio-Christian
political parties in Latin America, which sought to create “a more just and more Christian
society...integrating the marginalized and attending to the most flagrant injustices”
(Gutiérrez 1983, 188). Gutiérrez explains these parties were both liberal and conservative
and found mixed results in their political attempts. Gutiérrez asserts that Latin America,
with this new way of thinking, could no longer only be defined as “developing,” but
needed to be redefined as “dominated” and “oppressed.” For Gutiérrez, the imbalance of
economies and empowerment among nations was not just a reality of contemporary
society, but a widespread social ill—a moral issue to which the Church had an ethical
obligation to react. Indeed, Gutiérrez writes in A Theology of Liberation: History,
Politics, and Salvation, “To characterize Latin America as a dominated and oppressed
continent naturally leads one to speak of liberation and above all to participate in the

process” (Gutiérrez 1973, 88).

During the 1930s-1960s, trends of socialism swept through Latin America, taking
different forms in different countries. These attempts at change had varied results. But,
by the 1960s, with 1965 as a zenith year of armed struggles in Latin America, the

political unrest and plight of the poor was fully incorporated into Latin America’s
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Christian consciousness. In 1983 Gutiérrez wrote, “this commitment, this involvement,
constitutes the greatest single factor in the life of the Latin American Christian
community today” (Gutiérrez 1983, 190). He elaborated, “This participation by
Christians—of various confessions—in the liberation process exhibits varying degrees of
radicality. It has different nuances in each Latin American country. It is expressed in

experimental languages. which grope along by trial and error” (Gutiérrez 1983, 190).

Liberation theology did not begin in a vacuum. The seeds for the Church’s involvement
in socially progressive politics {with the participation of Christians from a broad range of
backgrounds) had been laid early in the twentieth century. Because so many in Latin
America saw their religion as an integrated part of their lives, it was natural for the
general Christian populace to seek a response to their socio-economic conditions within
the realm of religious values and teachings. Liberation theologians, like Gutiérrez, saw it

as their role both to respond to widespread need and articulate a demanded response.

Defining “Liberation Theology”

There is no single definition of what Liberation theology is or a means through which it

has been or can be applied. But, in its loosest definition, at the center of Liberation
theology is both a belief in and a commitment to three different liberations. First, there is
the liberation of “oppressed peoples and social classes” (Gutiérrez 1973, 36). Second,
there is an historical liberation—the ongoing process by which human beings try to make,
or better, themselves throughout time (Gutiérrez 1973, 36). Third, there is biblical

liberation—Christians believe that Jesus liberated them from their sin and allowed all
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human beings “to live in communion with him” (Gutiérrez 1973, 37). For Liberation
theologians, socio-economic liberation is inextricably linked to historical liberations and
religious liberation. One should consider this definition in comparison to the rhetoric of
Wise, who worked tirelessly on behalf of the worker, but who often spoke a language of
politics/economics that was disconnected from the language of tradition. One of the
reasons Liberation theologians are able to speak through the bible is because the majority
of the people in Latin America share a common religious vocabulary. For the poor of
Latin America, religious metaphors are touchstones; they think of suffering and
hopefulness in religious terms. Wise’s community, on the other hand, never had this
same shared vocabulary. One of the reasons neither nineteenth or twentieth century
Reform rabbis nor laity spoke a true prophetic language is because they lacked common
metaphors that would have allowed them to do so. Liberation theologians can use the
language they do because the stable element they depend on is their community’s
Christianity. But, for Reform rabbis there has always been a lacuna there; they could not

take people’s Judaism for granted.

Gutiérrez explains that modern human beings seek two sorts of liberation. The first is
exterior: A person seeks to be liberated from those “external pressures which prevent his
fulfillment as a member of certain social class, country, or society” (Gutiérrez 1973, 30).
The second liberation is internal or psychological (Gutiérrez 1973, 30). The goal of
liberation theology is to link these two types of liberation—the macro level of the masses
and the micro level of the individual. David Cooper, a notable member of the anti-

psychiatry movement, suggests that one of the “cardinal failures™ of past revolutionary
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movements was “the disassociation of liberation on the mass social level, i.e. liberation of
a whole classes in economic and political terms, and liberation on the level of the
individual and concrete groups in which he is directly engaged” (Gutiérrez 1973, 31).
Gutiérrez was primed to think of liberation on a collective level because of his Marxist
assumptions. Even though Gutiérrez and the other Liberation theologians are adamant
that Liberation theology is not a Marxist movement, its followers shared a familiarity
with Socialism. The nineteenth and twentieth century Reform rabbis, on the other hand,
were wholly enmeshed in individualism. According to Coopér, what makes Liberation
theology unique is the movement’s conscious attempts to link collective liberation to
one’s own personal liberation. This link was never fully fostered in the Reform
movement. Reform rabbis of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries conceptualized
social justice as being so disconnected from religious identity, they did not see fostering a
religious identity as a crucial piece of growing a social justice movement. Furthermore,
these rabbis never engaged in any sort of activity that suggested they, themselves, needed
liberating. The liberation of the Reform movement was always pointed outward, never
inward at the individual. For Liberation theologians, the liberation of the self was
articulated through the language of religion and inextricably linked to the liberation of the

community.

Liberation theology is a movement that seeks to liberate both the internal world of the
individual and the external world of the populace. This liberation is rooted in a certain
brand of Christian exegesis that identifies a message of liberation at the center of the

Biblical text. Gutiérrez asserts that Christian theology has, for too long, ignored “the
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conflictual character of human history, the confrontations among men, social classes, and
countries” (Gutiérrez 1973, 35). Gutiérrez suggests that “St. Paul continuously reminds
us. however, of the paschal core of Christian existence and all of human life: the passage
from the old man to the new, from sin to grace, from slavery to freedom” (Gutiérrez
1973, 35). Gutiérrez understands Paul to be addressing a fluid society, a society that is
perpetually evolving, rather than a static society whose elements never change. Gutiérrez
cites the twentieth century Protestant theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer in order to define
the “freedom™ to which Paul refers; Bonhoeffer writes “‘In the language of the Bible ...
freedom is not something man has for himself but something he had for others. ... Being
free means ‘being free for the other,” because the other has bound me to him. Only in
relationship with the other am I free’” (Gutiérrez 1973, 36). According to this definition,
then, liberation theology can never only be about liberating the self, but partnering with
the other in order to work towards her liberation. It is only when the other is liberated

that the self can be liberated.

While the Reform movement, at its inception, was defined by an organized attempt to
reform Jewish life, Liberation theology, at its inception, was defined by an attempt to
reform all of life: “The poor, the wretched of the earth, are not, in the first instance,
questioning the religious world or its philosophical presuppositions. They are calling into
question first of all the economic, social, and political order that oppresses and
marginalizes them, and of course the ideology that is brought in to justify that

domination” (Gutiérrez 1983, 191). In this sense, Liberation theology truly was a

people’s movement. The theology grew out of people looking at their lives and agitating
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for change. Many of the disenfranchised people of Latin America who began agitating
were, themselves, Christians. As such, they looked to their tradition for answers as to
how they could change the unjust political, economic, and social systems that oppressed
them. For these people, and for the Church scholars who began to articulate various
theologies of liberation, action needed to be at the forefront of the movement. For

Liberation theologians, action came first and theory came second.

Second Vatican Council and Medellin

In addition to the political upheaval of 1965 that helped to move Christian thinking about
the plight of Latin America’s poor, the unexpected paradigm shift of the Second Vatican
Council, which developed from 1962 to 1965, came to deeply influence the as yet
undefined Liberation theology movement. The Second Vatican Council influenced
Gutiérrez in two significant ways. First, he was struck by the disconnect between the
depraved situation in which the poor of Latin America found themselves and the hope
and optimism that so defined the Council (Nickoloff, writing in Gutiérrez 1996, 3). And
second, he was influenced by the trend, which emerged during and after the Second
Vatican Council, for the Church to find its theological center rooted in its actions in the
world. Gutiérrez writes in that “Vatican Council 11 has strongly reaffirmed the idea of a
Church of service and not of power....All of these trends provide a new focus for seeing

the presence and activity of the Church in the world as a starting point for theological

reflection” (Gutiérrez 1973, 8).
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The Second Vatican Council gave rise to the Second Latin American Bishops’
Conference in Medellin. The Bishops who met at Medellin were tasked with defining, in
light of the Second Vatican Council, what the role of the Church should be within Latin
America (Gutiérrez 1983, 199). Medellin, by all accounts, was a watershed event in the
history of the Church within Latin America. One month before the Conference in
Medellin, in July 1968, Gutiérrez delivered a proposal for a “theology of liberation.”
According to Nickoloff, this was the first time the term “Theology of Liberation” was
used (Nickoloff, writing in Gutiérrez 1996, 3). One can see Gutiérrez’s influence in the
final document produced at the Medellin Conference and, when looking to Gutiérrez’s
1969 Liberation of Theology, one can see the influence of Medellin. The Medellin
document not only addresses matters of theology, but matters of society. In number 16 of
the document, one reads, “Faced with the need for a total change in Latin American
structures, we believe that change has political reform as its prerequisite” (Medellin), (see
appendix). The Medellin document speaks of two types of colonialism facing Latin
America, “tensions between classes and internal colonialism” and “international tensions
and external neocolonialism.” In this way, the participants in the Medellin Conference
recognize that the poor of Latin American have been affected by two separate but
connected forces of oppression—an internal imbalance of power and an external

unbalanced relationship of influence and economics.
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Distinction of Planes

The Second Vatican Council’s attempts to blur the lines between “Church” and “Society”
had a deep impact on Liberation theology. Vatican II asserted that society could work for
the good of the Church and the Church could work for the good of society (Gutiérrez
1973, 71). This notion of a Church-World relationship runs contrary to classical notions
of Christendom, which were based on the assumption that only the Church is worthy of
salvation and, therefore, only the Church should be the recipient of Christian acts
(Gutiérrez 1973, 53-54). This way of thinking, which historically had centrality within
the Church system and whose legacies are still felt today, began to decline in the
sixteenth century. At that time, the French Revolution ushered in a novel theology called

New Christendom.

New Christendom asserts that there are two powers in the world, the Church and the
Society, and that these two powers act upon one another. Indeed, by this definition,
Christians are meant to act upon their society in ways that reflect Christian values;
specifically, they are to seek justice in the broader world. And yet, despite the seemingly
radical efforts of its supporters, New Christendom brought about little change (Gutiérrez
1973, 56). Gutiérrez suggests that the absence of on-the-ground change may have been
rooted in the thesis of New Christendom itself, which purported a “distinction of planes.”
This “distinction of planes” was defined in two ways—a distinction between “the
Church” and “the World” and a distinction between “the Clergy” and “the Laity.” In the
distinction between the Church and the World, one can imagine an image in which the

overarching kingdom of Heaven stands at the top, with both the Church and the World
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descending from it. The kingdom unifies the Church and the World and the latter two,
through their own distinct actions, work for the betterment of the kingdom. In the
distinction between the Clergy and Laity, New Christendom asserts that the priest should
work for the Church, while the laity work for the betterment of both the Church and the
World. In this system, the clergy of the Catholic Church are cut off from the larger
society, leaving broad Christian works to the laity (Gutiérrez 1973, 57). This
organizational structure is reflected in many of the writings from the Second Vatican
Council (Gutiérrez 1973, 58) and is a mirrored opposite of what we find in the early
Reform social justice movement. In the case of the Reformers, the laity wanted to work

for the synagogue, while the rabbis wanted to work for the world.

Gutiérrez asserts that the “distinction of planes” led to friction within the Church’s
pastoral work and theological framework (Gutiérrez 1973, 63). On the pastoral level,
people felt the Church’s narrowly defined role in the world (i.e. evangelizing and
inspiring) and the strict divide between the role of the priest and the layperson was too
restricting (Gutiérrez 1973, 63). Christians looked around the world and saw issues of
significant weight and felt called to act. This calling necessitated action outside of the
clearly defined roles of evangelism and inspiration—Christians wanted to make change!
On the theological plane, as the world became increasingly secular, the Church needed to
form a new vocabulary and culture that allowed it to access the secular world and forge a
connection with it. The old model, which assumed a religious society that viewed the
Church as relevant and essential, was no longer binding (Gutiérrez 1973, 67). By

blurring these planes, Vatican II sought to realign the Church with the world. In the
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Reform movement, Jewish issues and larger socials issues have had a long history of
blurring, even if the community shifted its focus inward post-1967. And, as society
becomes increasingly informal and more egalitarian, a blurring of roles between the
clergy and the laity is growing in the movement. However, there remains in many
congregations a Rabbi-Focused social justice agenda. The next step in a blurring of
Reform planes should be in both educating and training an active laity to work on

significant issues of social justice.

Juan Luis Segundo

Another Liberation theologian, Juan Luis Segundo, has been equally vocal about the
critical relationship between the Church and Society. Segundo was born in 1925 in
Montevideo, Uruguay. Similar to Gutiérrez, Segundo has lived much of his life in his
birthplace of Montevideo, working as a chaplain, leading lay groups on matters of
theology, and working in the social sciences. In 1941, Segundo entered a religious order,
the Jesuits, and studied in the Jesuit Seminary of San Miguel in Argentina. Similar to
Gutiérrez’s course of study, Segundo studied theology and philosophy in Europe from
1951-1959. From 1965-1971, Segundo served as founder and director of the Peter Faber
Theological and Social Center in Montevideo and editor of the Center’s periodical. In
1971, the Uruguayan government shut down both institutions, presumably in reaction to

Segundo’s criticism of Uruguayan politics. Since that time, Alfred T. Hennelly reports in
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Signs of the Times, Segundo has been focused on producing theological works for lay and

scholarly communities (Hennelly, writing in Segundo 1993, 1-2).

Religion and Politics

Segundo discusses in different language what Gutiérrez and Stephen S. Wise make
explicit in their writing: There is an assumption among certain religious figures, both
within and outside Latin America, that there should be a divide between religion and
politics. Segundo suggests that such thinking is not only misguided, it is naive.
According to Segundo, religion is and always has been linked to politics. He suggests in
Liberation of Theology that Christians today should translate Jesus’ teachings about the
primary need for acts of love in this world into a new vocabulary: Today’s vehicle for
love is politics (Segundo 1976, 69-71). He writes, “to suggest that almsgiving should
continue to be the Christian response to the whole problem of wealth and its relationship
to love is also to seriously distort the gospel message” (Segundo 1976, 71). According to
Segundo, the only way to affect real change is to change the very system that allows love
to exist in this world. To make isolated donations to a system that forbids love to exist is
parallel to placing a Band-Aid on a gaping wound. Furthermore, Segundo asserts an
apolitical Church is an impossibility. The Church, not to mention those individuals
within the Church advocating for an apolitical stance, are far from apolitical themselves;
their work implicitly supports the status quo power and political structures within the

Church and within the world (Segundo 1976, 74-75).
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This, of course, leads to the question: How should the Church go about making political
decisions. Should the Church limit itself to “political principles” and avoid “political
decisions™? If bishops, for example, were to become involved in politics, making explicit
political decisions and advocating for their followers to follow their lead, they expose
themselves to a host of problems. For example, in the case of Latin America, where
much of the populace has been faced with the question of whether to support a capitalist
government or a socialist government, should local bishops voice their opinions and ask
their parishioners to follow them? What happens if history proves them wrong?
Segundo suggests that it is, indeed, the place of the Church to make political decisions.
These decisions should be rooted in the realities of one’s social context and should
attempt to respond to those contexts through moral action and through theological
understandings. To shy away from this sort of political action does not equal being
apolitical, Segundo asserts, but rather, merely perpetuates the status quo. Segundo
writes, “Not choosing something because it is human is just as human a choice as the one
that is supposedly being avoided” (Segundo 1976, 74-75). Mayer Wise and Einhorn
debated this very issue—what did it mean not to speak out against the war—in the
nineteenth century. In the twentieth century, Reform rabbis and lay leaders heatedly

debated whether or not it was the place of the rabbi to speak on “political principles” or

political decisions.” The question of the degree to which clergy can enter political

debates, ranging from purely philosophical to explicitly guiding, will surely be an

ongoing discussion.
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Praxis and Theology

Rachel Adler explains that any theology must have within it a defined praxis. And this is
one of the central critiques that Catholic Liberation theologians have leveled at existing
Church doctrine. Gutiérrez asserts that the Church, from its earliest days, was focused
primarily on orthodox belief, but failed to create an orthopraxis, an orthodoxy of action in
the world. “Orthopraxis,” writes Gutiérrez, was largely left “in the hands of nonmembers
and nonbelievers” (Gutiérrez 1973, 10). This oversight left one of the central aspects of
Catholic theology to “outsiders.” Theology, according to Gutiérrez, is not only an
exercise in understanding the Divine, but also the act of human beings reflecting critically
on their own lives and actions. This critical reflection, Gutiérrez asserts, must be rooted
in praxis—with theologians assuming “a clear and critical attitude regarding economic
and socio-cultural issues in the life and reflection of the Christian community” (Gutiérrez
1973, 11). For Gutiérrez, theological reflection means critically examining both the
Church and the broader society and understanding both to be expressions of the “Word of

God” (Gutiérrez 1973, 11).

Segundo has been equally vocal about the essential relationship between theory and
praxis. Liberation theology, explains Segundo, conceptualizes theology within the
context of reality. He explains that each human being first and foremost knows his own

reality and then acts within that reality. Therefore, a functioning theology cannot be

separate from one’s social context or supercede one’s social context. Liberation theology

teaches that first one must make a decision to act and then consider the voice of theology
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(and/or divine revelation) and use that voice as a way of supporting or further informing

one’s decision (Segundo 1976, 76).

Segundo, like Gutiérrez, asserts Church theologians have reversed the natural order of
theology—becoming entrenched in ideas that are divorced from experience and action.
Segundo, however, suggests this way of theologizing runs contrary to the earliest
Christian traditions. In an exegetical interpretation that is telling, although it accepts the
polemical anti-Pharisaic bias of the Gospels, Segundo looks to the roots of Christian
theology by examining Jesus’ own actions as described in the Christian Bible. He cites

the following passage from Mark 3:1-5:

On another occasion when he [Jesus] went to a synagogue, there was a
man in the congregation who had a withered arm; and they were watching
to see whether Jesus would cure him on the Sabbath, so they could bring a
charge against him. He said to the man with the withered arm, ‘Come and
stand out here.” Then he turned to them: ‘Is it permitted to do good or to
do evil on the Sabbath, to save life or to kill?” They had nothing to say;
and, looking round at them with anger and sorrow at their obstinate
stupidity, he said to the man, ‘Stretch out your arm.’

Segundo explains that Jesus’ question fell outside of the Pharisees’ known categories.
The Pharisees, he explained, were ready for any question about what was or was not
permitted on the Sabbath—these questions, according to Segundo, were questions of
theology and disconnected from the realities of everyday life. Jesus’ question, on the
other hand, challenged the normative definition and asked a philosophical question,

beyond the scope of the law (Segundo 1976, 77-78). This story, Segundo explains,

illustrates how Jesus was willing to look to the needs of his people—they needed to be
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healed—and was willing to first act and then consider the theology (so that even though
healing was forbidden on the Sabbath, Jesus was willing to heal for the sake of the people
and not get lost in the theological categories), (Segundo 1976, 78-79). In this case,
Segundo parallels theology with love, explaining that Jesus first acted out of love for the
people and then used his theology to support that action. The Pharisees, on the other
hand, acted first from a place of theology and then looked to the people. Segundo asserts
that the Pharisees valued “theological certitudes™ over the “upright human heart” and,
when they could not find those certitudes in their lives, they stopped short of granting
love to others (Segundo 1976, 80). I would suggest that Segundo’s thinking on this issue
reveals a number of assumptions about Liberation theology. Liberation theology is
asserted in contrast to perceived normative, dominant traditions. Segundo refers to the
misguided views of the Church in his time and the Pharisees in Biblical times, two
institutions that, in his view, divorced themselves from the people and entered into the
world of ideas. Both Segundo and Gutiérrez are theologians who live amongst the people

and theologize as a way of responding to their community’s needs.

Jon Sobrino

Another Liberation theologian, Jon Sobrino, comments on this critical relationship
between theology and praxis; similar to Segundo and Gutiérrez, his experiences do not
come from the realm of ideas but from the realm of experience. Sobrino, like Segundo, is
a Jesuit priest. He was born in Barcelona during the Spanish Civil War and is from a

Basque family. Sobrino wrote the book The True Church and the Poor in El Salvador,
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during the turbulent years of 1977-1980. During these years, Bishop Oscar Romero and
Fathers Rutilio Grande and Octavio Ortiz were killed. Sobrino writes soberly in The
True Church and the Poor, “Doing theology in this situation requires that the theology
not only follow a specific method but that it also have a specific character. Theology in
this situation becomes responsible. Theologians do not arbitrarily decide to study this or
that theme; the theme is forced on them by reality” (Sobrino 1984, 4). Sobrino had no
choice but to write about liberation in a time of widespread violence, cruel oppression,
and, rampant injustice. What is critical to understand about Gutiérrez, Segundo, and
Sobrino is that they /ived the hardships of poverty, oppression, and injustice as they
wrote. This connection, raw and deep, affected the ways in which they saw God and the
world. Theology, for them, became deeply political and politics became wholly

religious.

Understanding Spiritual Poverty and the Poor of Latin America

After the Second Vatican Council, Gutiérrez began wrestling with how the Christian
world, until that time, had defined “poverty.” On the one hand, Christians had
understood poverty as a degrading condition needing to be overcome (even if the Church
had not always sought to understand its root causes). On the other hand, Christians had
traditionally thought of poverty as a religious or spiritual ideal. Gutiérrez suggests these
definitions are no longer sufficient; in the modern world, “poverty” has stretched beyond

a material definition. He asserts, “Not having access to certain cultural, social, and

political values, for example, is today part of the poverty that people hope to abolish.
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Would material poverty as an ‘ideal’ of Christian life also include lacking these things?”
(Gutiérrez 1973, 289). Clearly, the answer is no. Gutiérrez explains the Bible® defines
poverty as “a scandalous condition inimical to human dignity and therefore contrary to
the will of God” (Gutiérrez 1973, 291). Once classified in this way, it is natural that
Amos and Job would “rigorously” reject poverty and protest against its existence.
Moreover, the Bible’s stance that perpetrators of poverty are unjust oppressors becomes a
critical piece of this theology (Gutiérrez 1973, 291-292). Gutiérrez explains the prophets

" &

point to specific instances of “fraudulent commerce and exploitation,” “the hoarding of
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lands,” “the violence of the ruling classes,” “unjust taxes,” and “unjust functionaries.” In
these ways, the prophets take a theoretical theology and root it in reality. Gutiérrez
continues: “But it is not simply a matter of denouncing poverty. The Bible speaks of
positive and concrete measures to prevent poverty from becoming established among the
People of God” (Gutiérrez 1973, 293). For Gutiérrez, reactions to poverty are no longer

sufficient, the religious person must work to prevent poverty—to seek out its root causes

and dismantle them.

Gutiérrez’s conclusions are similar to those of Wise: It is the job of the religious person
to dismantle systems that lock people into poverty, to speak directly and truthfully, to
condemn exploitation, to act purposefully on behalf of the poor, and to point out
oppressors and condemn their actions. The difference between Wise and Gutiérrez is that
Gutiérrez supports his conclusion with page after page of biblical citation. His
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