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‘Christ was a great revolutionary.’ So Fidel Castro declared during his Visit to 

Jamaica last year, adding that he saw no incompatibility between Christianity and 

Cuban socialism. In 1970, just after his election as president of Chile, another 

Marxist, Salvador Allende, observed that the Catholic Church had ‘changed 

fundamentally’. In fact, he saw it now as being, as he put it, ‘in our favour’. And of 

his Marxist alliance he said, ‘We are going to try to make a reality out of Christian 

thought.’  

 

These extraordinary remarks testify to the very considerable shifts of emphasis that 

have occurred within South American Christianity in the last two decades; they point 

to changes which are only imperfectly appreciated in Western society. This lack of 

understanding, in part, derives from the greater preparedness of Western Christians to 

listen to the views of Latin- American ecclesiastical progressives than to the opinions 

of the more typical, established religious leadership. Christians of the developed 

world regard the Latin- American radicals as speaking authentically for the oppressed 

and exploited of the Third World. But are they? 

 

It is indeed the case that South America is the only wholly Christian continent of the 

developing world. Yet, despite some obviously unique features in recent Latin- 

American religious history, there is a lot that is extremely familiar about the 

politicisation of the progressive element in the church—the part which has acquired 

so much influence both inside and outside South America.  

 

Much of their thinking, however, as elsewhere in politicised Christian circles, depends 

upon ideological presuppositions that are neither distinctively Christian nor Latin-

American. It may be none the worse for that. But Latin-American Christianity does 

provide a very clear example of what happens when Christians accommodate the 

political values of surrounding opinion. In the 1930s and 1940s, the church leadership 

adopted the ideals of the European corporate state; in the 1950s, they were attracted to 

‘developmentist’ social reform; in the 1960s, they reflected the radical critique of 

capitalist society then common within the Western intelligentsia; in the 1970s, they 

have moved on to identify Christianity with the ideology of human rights.  

 

There is, however, one feature which is peculiarly South American, and which 

explains many aspects of change in the church quite independently of political 

activism. There is, in the hemisphere, as everyone will tell you, a ‘crisis of the 

church’. So there is in the Western developed nations. But here it is produced by the 

failure of the churches to retain the support of the populations, by the impact of 

secularisation, by the loss, among Christians themselves, of any distinct sense of the 

historical claims of Christianity. In Latin America, the ‘crisis of the church’ is not 

caused by loss of faith—that is a phenomenon which is still restricted to sections of 



 2 

the intelligentsia. There, the crisis reflects the confidence of the church, with its 

energetic adjustment to social transformations, and especially its attempts to meet the 

chronic manpower shortage in its ministry. This is often lost on Western Christian 

observers, who speak, in consequence, as if what South Americans themselves call 

socialcristianismo - the social and political interpretation of Christianity -was the 

decisive element in contemporary religious history. The really dramatic changes of 

the present ‘crisis’, however, are not produced by radical social theorising, but by 

flexible response to the changed social context in which the church operates.  

 

The most basic consideration here is the 20th-century population explosion and the 

rapidly increasing mobility of people, the drift of the rural workers into the cities— 

creating the barrio or poblaciones, the shanty-towns of the poor which are found 

around almost every large centre of population. The ecclesiastical parish has more or 

less broken down as an effective pastoral unit in very many places; it no longer 

corresponds to manageable, or even definable, social groups. Parishes in the northeast 

of Brazil—still one of the least developed areas in the continent—sometimes contain 

40,000 to 50,000 souls; and, in other places, there may be as many as three parishes in 

the care of a single priest. Vocations to the priesthood are fewer than you would 

expect in what is still a broadly Catholic culture, and foreign priests, from Europe and 

North America, are brought in on a large scale. In countries like Bolivia and Brazil, a 

third of the clergy are from overseas. Not surprisingly, this situation has led to 

extensive questioning of ecclesiastical structures and great readiness to experiment 

with new patterns of ministry. With the addition of some social theorising, often 

imported by the foreign priests, this has now become the attempt to create what 

church leaders call Iglesia del pueblo—the ‘people’s church’.  

 

Emphasis is placed on simplicity and austerity in clerical lifestyles and dress. The 

atmosphere generated throughout the entire Catholic church by the Second Vatican 

Council acts as a supplementary incentive to change. There are, as elsewhere in the 

world, radical liturgical experiments. Combined with the wish to create a ‘people’s 

church’, this has, in South America, resulted in amused newspaper references to the 

mass as ‘misa a Go Go’ and ‘misa a In Gaucho’. The bishops of South America are 

now firmly committed to structural changes. Through the Council of Latin-American 

bishops, set up in 1955, with a permanent secretariat and a series of specialised 

commissions, the leadership of the church has fashioned a unifying ecclesiastical 

organisation, with markedly progressive sympathies. Again, many of the staff priests 

working within this bureaucracy are foreigners.  

 

There are, of course, considerable variations within the degree both of structural 

reform and of politicisation within the church: Chile has always been particularly 

advanced, and Colombia notably conservative, for example. And, as elsewhere in the 

Christian world, the leadership tends to be considerably more progressive than the 

laity.  

 

But it is the foreign clergy who are everywhere noted for their radical politics and 

who are most forthright in expressing them. Indeed, much of what is taken by 

Western Christians as characteristically ‘Latin-American’ Catholic thought turns out 

to be the influence of European and North American priests. The same is true of 

Protestantism—which suffers, in fact, from its association with North Americanism. It 

is regarded as a gringo religion.  
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The development of radical politics by the foreign clergy is well illustrated in the 

career of ‘Paul Gallet’, the pen-name of a French priest working in north-east Brazil 

from 1962. By March 1964, just before the right-wing military coup, he had come to 

hope for what he called ‘a revolution like Cuba’. Another Protestant example is 

provided by the Lutheran bishop, Helmut Frenz, banned from Chile by the military 

government in 1975. ‘I became a highly politicised Christian,’ he later admitted; and 

added, ‘Class struggle is no Marxist propaganda; it is a reality.  

 

Apart from the foreign clergy themselves, the others most noticeable for their political 

radicalism are Latin Americans who have trained for the priesthood abroad -

especially at the European universities, and particularly at Louvain, in Belgium. 

There, they picked up versions of Marxism from the student radical circles in which 

they mixed. Thus Camio Torres, the Colombian priest who gave up the priesthood in 

order to work for the poor, as he put it, had studied social sciences at Louvain. There 

he met a Peruvian priest, Gustavo Gutierrez, later to become the most distinguished of 

the Marxist theologians in South America.  

 

But not all the foreign clergy or those who have studied abroad become left*wing by 

any means: it is simply that those who do get themselves listened to. Earlier this year, 

I visited the working-class poblaciones around Santiago, in Chile, and met some 

Italian priests who run a home for deaf and dumb children in the district of Lampa. 

Neither they, nor any other priests working among the poor I heard about during the 

visit, were in any way politicised. But their love of the poor for whom they worked 

was among the most impressive things I have ever seen.  

 

Social concern is not a new development within the leadership of South American 

Catholicism. In the 1930s and 1940s, it took the form of seeking to embody papal 

teachings on social questions in the structure of the corporate state, here; the influence 

came from Franco’s Spain, Salazar’s Portugal and Mussolini’s Italy. There has been 

some enduring influence, too; for much of the contemporary Christian criticism of 

liberal capitalism in Latin America—now rendered in Marxist language—is a familiar 

echo from the rejection of capitalism made in the Thirties by fascism. The transition 

may be traced in the life of Dom Helder Camara, Archbishop of Recife, in Brazil and 

known, because of his small size and enormous energy, as ‘the electric mosquito’. 

Camara is the only South American Catholic leader known to Western Christians. He 

is a highly politicised man—and always has been. He was a convinced fascist as a 

young priest. Now he is a convinced socialist.  

 

In the later 1950s and 1960s, the church leaders moved on to Christian democracy. 

This corresponded to the developmentist stage of Latin-American politics: the 

conviction that underdevelopment could be overcome within existing but reformed 

social and political structures by capitalist economics and external aid. Yet within 

Christian democracy—just as within the thinking of Western bourgeois radicalism in 

the 1960s—there grew up a sharp rejection of capitalist society. This is especially 

associated with Eduardo Frei, both during and after his term as Christian democrat 

president of Chile. It could, indeed, be fairly remarked that, in the now celebrated 

election of 1970, the social programme of the Christian democrats was scarcely 

distinguishable from that of the successful Marxist candidate, Salvador Allende. The 

transition to increasingly radical social teachings can be seen in the pastoral letters of 
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the bishops of all the Latin- American republics during the 1960s; their opinions more 

or less exactly corresponding to the adoption of social radicalism within the Western 

intelligentsia in general. Extensive reforms in living conditions were more and more 

frequently linked to calls for structural political change.  

 

In some measure, this was inspired by fear of communism—buying off the revolution 

with reforms. But the main motive was a genuine shift to more radical ideology. Even 

the evangelical Pentecostal churches have come to acquire a radical political position; 

an unusual illustration of the movement from ‘sect’ to ‘church’ type of religion—

since their new radicalism is the characteristic not of the poor, but of the affluent 

intelligentsia.  

 

Both the development of radical and social criticism, and the renewed conflicts of 

church and state that this has inaugurated in some Latin-American countries in the 

present decade, have signalled a further development. This is the adoption by the 

church of the pervasive enthusiasm for human rights which has grown within Western 

liberal opinion during the 1970s. Conservative governments have attacked the church 

for meddling in politics: again, a classic sign of the politicisation of religion. The 

church has replied by insisting that its concern is not political, but moral—and has 

spoken of human rights as something superior to the authority of the state. Christians 

have also argued that the clergy have been drawn into politics by the need to defend 

social justice in countries where the church is the only free institution, the only 

independent voice. Thus, in Guatemala —a country with a long, 19th-century history 

of church and state conflict—the clash between the bishops and the government over 

human rights in 1976 prompted the vice-president to accuse the church of political 

interference. A similar pattern has recently appeared in Argentina, Bolivia, Paraguay, 

Nicaragua, El Salvador and, above all, in Chile since the military coup, in 1973.  

 

In Chile, Christian work for derechos humanos—human rights—has been deeply 

mixed up with political criticism of the government, leading to the detention or exile 

of many priests. The ecumenical ‘Committee of Cooperation for Peace’, which was 

unambiguous in its condemnation of what it called ‘the situation of oppression’ in 

Chile, had to be closed down in 1975 by Cardinal Silva, Archbishop of Santiago. 

General Pinochet, president of Chile, had accused it of having become infiltrated by 

Marxists. In 1976, indeed, the progressive attitudes of the Chilean bishops earned the 

approval of Radio Moscow: a tribute, perhaps, of doubtful utility to their cause. The 

church’s voice remains something to be reckoned with. And when, in June last year, 

the Chilean minister for justice called the bishops ‘stupid Marxists ‘, he had to resign.  

 

In contrast to the progressive elite who dominate the thinking of South American 

Catholicism, there is the conservative majority. As in Europe and North America, 

their ideas have failed to achieve respectable articulation: in fact, they have often 

shown themselves to be lamentably ignorant of the subtleties in their opponents’ 

positions. At that level, fear of communism really is often advanced in opposition to 

all reform. Right-wing Catholic groups, like the ‘Society for the Defence of Tradition, 

Family and Property’ in Chile and Brazil, tend to reject even the most necessary 

alterations of the church’s pastoral function. ‘And the promotion of politics for what 

are thought of as distinctly Christian reasons is not a monopoly of the left. The 

conservative military regimes that now govern so much of South America see 

themselves as the guardians of traditional Christian values and of Christian 
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civilisation itself. These claims often correspond to deeply felt and popular instincts, 

expressed in nationalism. Traditionalist Christians accuse the bishops of being too far 

ahead of public opinion, of listening to the intellectual left with too much respect. In 

1974, the Protestant churches in Chile articulated the opinions of this silent majority 

when they publicly thanked the military for having saved the country from Marxism; 

and Bishop Helmut Frenz, the exiled Lutheran leader, is said to have lost the support 

of three-quarters of his church membership as a result of his work for the human 

rights movement.  

 

At the other end of the political spectrum are the small group of actively Marxist 

priests. Some of these, again, are foreigners, like the North American Maryknoll 

fathers who joined guerrilla forces in Central America. The revolutionary priests have 

attracted a lot of overseas attention. Camilo Torres was ‘better known in Paris than in 

Bogota’, his home town, according to the Colombian press. Torres called for the 

formation of what he designated Ejército de Liberación Nacionai—a national army of 

liberation—to start a ‘people’s war’ for the overthrow of the bourgeois state. 

Departing to the Colombian countryside to join a guerrilla band, he was shot to death 

in 1966 during an ambush at El Carmen, and has since become something of a cult 

figure, a sort of ecclesiastical Che Guevara. It is sometimes thought that one of the 

reasons why young Latin-Americans do not offer themselves for ordination is that the 

image of the priesthood lacks masculinity - that religion is something for women. If 

that is so, at least Camilo Torres has put machismo back into Christianity. 

 

Other Marxist clergy have been rather more economical with their lives. The most 

organised were the 450 who gathered at Santiago in 1972—while Allende was 

president of Chile—and founded the ‘Christians for Socialism’ movement. Their 

object—in the words used in one of the later publications—was ‘the rise of a 

Christianity with a proletarian character capable of being freed from the dominant 

bourgeois ideology’. Since the gathering was itself almost exclusively bourgeois in 

composition—as is inevitably the way with South American Marxist Christianity—

the task was clearly a formidable one. There was to be ‘participation in the struggle 

which opposes the exploiting class’ as they said in their declaration.  

 

Individual Marxist priests have also been active within many of the official church 

agencies. The ‘Latin-American Institute for Doctrine and Social Studies’ opened in 

1966 under episcopal authority, rapidly advanced to a rigorous Marxism under the 

inspiration of Fr Gonzalo Arroyo—a Chilean Jesuit who later campaigned for 

Allende. Similarly, a Protestant agency called ‘Church and Society in Latin America , 

started in 1960 in Peru, adopted Marxism in 1968 and aimed henceforth at what it 

described as ‘the mobilisation of the people’. Marxist influence has also been evident 

in religious journalism. The Jesuit magazine, Mensaje, published in Chile is perhaps 

the most well known. In the later 1960s, it attacked Frei and Christian democracy for 

their moderation, and supported Che Guevara and the student political left. Even after 

the coup in Chile, it has continued to raise a critical voice against the suppression of 

Marxism.  

 

The high-water mark of the official, respectable progressivism of the Catholic Church 

was reached in 1968, at the second general conference of Latin-American bishops, 

held at Medellin, in Colombia. Pope Paul, in Bogota for the Eucharistic Congress, 

opened the conference himself. The preparatory papers, which were the most radical 



 6 

documents ever produced by the Catholic hierarchies of Latin America, were drawn 

up by the Brazilian bishops under the guidance of French and Dutch priests. Using 

distinctly revolutionary rather than reformist language, and luxuriant in Marxist 

rhetoric, they condemned the ‘imperialism’ of multinational corporations and the 

‘institutionalised violence’ of capitalist society. Intended as an answer to what 

Cardinal Eduardo Pironjo has called ‘the profound and legitimate aspirations of the 

Latin-American peoples’, the bishops affirmed their belief that radical change had to 

come by political means. The church, they said, had to show its solidarity with the 

poor and marginated—and must do this concretely by ‘criticism of injustice and 

oppression’. Since 1968, many bishops have gradually withdrawn from the advanced 

positions taken up at Medellin. It is now to be seen in the context of 1968: the year of 

the Paris student riots, the anti- Vietnam demonstrations, of the pervasive and heady 

radicalism of the bourgeois intelligentsia of the Western world. The uneasy balance 

between those loyal to the Medellin outlook, and those seeking to moderate the 

politicisation of the church, became evident during the preparations for the third 

conference of Latin-American bishops, which was to have been held at Puebla, in 

Mexico, last October. Compromise documents had to be drafted at the last minute in 

order to avoid a major disruption. As it happened, the conference had to be postponed 

because of the death of Pope John Paul I. But divisions had clearly become very 

serious.  

 

Now, between the radicalism of the South American bishops and the Marxist activist 

priests, there lies the academic expression of socialcristianismo — though I must use 

the word ‘academic’ with caution, because the exponents of the theology of liberation 

argue that their ideas are decidedly not academic. They believe they are derived, 

unlike traditional theology, from social reality. ‘We, then, in Latin America,’ as Juan 

Luis Segundo has said, ‘began to think about liberation before thinking about a 

theology of liberation.’ The influence, as Gustavo Gutierrez has written, was ‘to a 

large extent, due to Marx’. The content of the new theology does not come front 

received spiritual knowledge, but from the Marxian concept of praxis: of the 

involvement of the oppressed in the historical processes of change. The theologian 

will be engaged—another quotation from Gutierrez where nations, social classes, 

people, struggle to free themselves from domination and oppression’. The church 

must be involved in making people aware of the ‘institutionalised violence’ of 

bourgeois society, for this justifies the use of revolutionary violence for political 

change. Salvation is not seen as some ‘other-worldly’ condition; it is the practical 

construction of social justice in the existing world. The biblical exegesis of the 

liberation theologians is, in fact, very conservative. With the exception of the 

Protestant writers, like Ruben Alves, the Brazilian scholar, they have not proclaimed 

the ‘death of God ‘,or questioned the divinity of Christ, as Western theologians have 

done in recent years. It is just that they believe the scriptural texts contain a political 

message. Christ himself is understood as a political liberator, the ‘Subversivo de 

Nazaret’ - a sort of urban guerrilla. As Maurice Clavel has remarked: ‘Christ has been 

converted into the John the Baptist of Marx’. Not surprisingly, perhaps, President 

Molina of El Salvador has publicly described the theology of liberation as ‘the 

ideology of the subversives’. The liberation theologians would be quite happy to 

accept the description.  

 

They all contend for a sort of South American version of Eurocommunism—a 

socialist order untainted by Soviet authoritarianism and shorn of atheism. As 
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Archbishop Helder Camara has said: ‘The great mass of communists will give to 

religion their attention and sympathy when they see it resolved never to give cover to 

absurd injustices committed in the name of the right to property and private 

enterprise.’ This utopianism is, of course, repudiated by orthodox communists, as 

incompatible with historical materialism. The collapse of Allende’s Chile, which 

Marxists attribute precisely to his reverence for bourgeois legalism, and his failure to 

dismantle the bourgeois state structure, seems a clear enough indication that a peculiar 

brand of Latin-American communism, or a peaceful transition to socialism, are 

unlikely.  

 

Dr David Owen, the British foreign secretary, has made the same point, adding that 

the communist leaders in Eastern Europe made similar commitments to pluralist 

democracy in the later 1940s, none of which was honoured. One of the main political 

objectives of the liberation theologians was therefore overtaken by events— in the 

Chilean coup of 1973. In the less euphoric atmosphere of the middle 1970s, Latin-

American radical theologians have come to place more emphasis on the spiritual 

dimensions of human emancipation, and on the value of folk religion, despite its 

conservatism, because it can at least be represented as authentically proletarian.  

 

Liberation theology also stresses the importance of education in generating social 

awareness among the masses. But it is to be very ideological education—intended to 

make the workers and peasants conscious of just how oppressed they actually are. 

This education is known as ‘conscientisation’, and its apostle is the Brazilian 

educationalist, Paulo Freire. At its centre is a distinction between education for 

‘domestication’, as Freire calls conventional learning, and education for ‘liberation’ 

that the masses might create, not an ‘armchair revolution’, but a real one. According 

to the ‘conscientisation kit’, a packet of literature on the subject put out by the World 

Council of Churches, Freire’s writings and methods are ‘pregnant with revolutionary 

intention’. The document continues: ‘conscientisation is never seen as having strictly 

educational objectives. It is always seen as enabling people to take political charge of 

their own history.’ The oppressed are to teach themselves about their own oppression.  

 

Like the slave in Meno, the dialogue of Plato, who solves mathematical problems, 

though ignorant of mathematics, assisted by the directive questioning of Socrates, the 

workers subjected to conscientisation are, in fact, victims (or beneficiaries) of external 

suggestion. To put it bluntly: despite the heavy use of technical language to describe 

conscientisation, it is ordinary political indoctrination. As such, it has been employed 

by radical priests in many parts of South America. Yet it is also ostensibly encouraged 

by liberal churchmen, anxious to be in with the educational trends. For them, it seems 

to imply no more than a generally progressive attitude to education, and, perhaps, to 

the addition of social studies to the curriculum. It is in this manner, surely, that we are 

to interpret the endorsement of Freire’s ideas by the Church of England’s Board of 

Education.  

 

In some areas, the liberation theologians have performed a very useful task. In 

unmasking the bourgeois values and assumptions hidden behind Western church 

thinking, they have provided a critique of liberalism which church leaders in the 

developed countries would do well to take seriously. They have pointed to the social 

class references implicit in much of the self-conscious reformism of the Western 

churches—as well as in their own. But the lessons are unlikely to be taken to heart; 
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for liberal churchmen have themselves adopted the vocabulary and style of liberation 

theology and, in the process, have diluted the strength of its social critique. As 

Segundo has noticed: ‘Everyone spouts the words, only to go on as before.’  

 

Latin America, then, illustrates the politicisation of Christianity in a way which is 

very characteristic of the church everywhere. To the church’s real and important 

concern with the conditions in which people live has been added a succession of 

ideological superstructures whose content has been acquired, not from a distinctively 

Christian or religious source, or from a particularly Christian understanding of the 

nature of man and his social state, but from ideas current within the educated classes 

of the Western world in general. There are, of course, some local features about 

socialcristianismo, but both its inspiration and its politics are familiar enough 

expressions of Western thought. Western Christians who listen in to the Latin-

American church, in the belief that this is the authentic word of the Third World, hear 

only the echoes of their own voice. 


