
I n  a sense, therefore, a notion of violence which 
becomes an end in itself is really anti-Marxist, inas- 
much as i t  transcends the instrumental character 
of war that is inseparably linked with the analysis 
of class conflict. At the same time, I would not dis- 
count the revolutionary-transformist character of such 
an orientation although its thrust is primarily neg- 
ative. However, such nihilist destructiveness can 
neither be related purposefully to the abolition of 
war nor easily classified as some variant of the just 
war. IVevcrtheless, the phenomenon exists and de- 
s c n u  detailed treatment. 

I will conclude this fragmentary presentation with 
a brief anecdote that illustrates for me the some- 
what illusory juxtaposition of the just war against 
revolutionary war. 

It is said that Sigmund Freud was once engaged in 
ii long discussion with a famous Bolshevik leader 
shortly after the Russian Revolution. In the course 
of their conversation the Bolshevik leader sought to 
convince Freud of the correctness of Lenin’s predic- 
tion that there would be a period of many years of 
violent revolution and class warfare which wouId lead 
to a newer and brighter dawn for all mankind. Freud 
is reported to have answered by saying that we would 
like to split this prophecy 50-50, and that he, Freud, 
was prepared to accept the first part of it. 

I am somewhat like Freud, rather skeptical when 
it  comes to the intellectual, or ideological, underpin- 
ning of so-culled revolutionary wars. Of course, the 
n ~ y  that I have used the term throughout this essay 
is riither different from the way we often employ it  
in coinnion political parlance. H u t  this usage of the 
tcrin “revolutionary war,’’ for \vhilt I think are quite 
traditional reasons for waging wars, has tended to 
olifuscate the real problem before us and the tradi- 
tion that stands in hack of it. 

Thcrc is, as fur a s  I can see, a very ancient yearn- 
iug in our civilizntion for perpetual peace. It niny be 
rcff ccted in the biblical hope that speaks of turning 
swords into ploughshares, and it  stands in per- 
manent conflict with what we have come to accept as 
:i realistic appraisal of human nature. It is the tension 
immanent in this conflict that has given rise periodi- 
cally to ideas and movements that look upon war 
as a revolutionary instrumentality designed to achieve 
for man his greatest good: human dignity in peace. 

It is in this sense that Marx speaks of the need for 
changing the worId, and it is here that both Marxism 
and religious ideas have heretofore collided and have 
exercised preclusive claim to mankind’s salvation: 
the attainment of true humanity and eternal peace. 

other voices 

A THEOLOGY 
OF REVOLUTION? 

What are some of the attempts that haoe been made 
by “New Left theologians” toward formulating a sys- 
tematic theology of revolution? Indeed, can Chris- 
tianity be adapted to the demands of violent revolu- 
tion? Paul J .  Weber, S . J .  uddressed these questions 
in the August issue of The Catholic World. Because 
of their importance and the incisiveness of Fr. Weber’s 
discussion, the article is reprinted here almost in its 
entirety, with the permission of the editors. 

A changing mood toward recent events in Latin Amer- 
ica, the urban and poverty crises, and disillusionment 
born of a frustrating war, have awakened a new 
theological ‘concern. The pros and cons of church 
involvement in violent revolution are now being de- 
bated by serious theologians. A good deal has been 
written about revolution in the past five years, but 
for the most part it was in terms of rapid, peaceful 
change. Now the emphasis is centering on violence. . . . 

What is the significance of this new mood? Is it 
perhaps merely a new intellectual fad of the Catholic 
Left, as*Father Andrew Greeley claims? Undoubtedly 
much of the bandwagon writing falls into this cate- 
gory and will soon disappear, But actual violence is 
an increasingly permanent reality in world and na- 
tional affairs, and to label this a fad is simply wishful 
thinking. It is this reality which the theologians of 
the New Left are trying to grapple with and this 
reidity which they are trying to bring under the in- 
fluence of Christian theology. But what is a theology 
of revolution? Can there be such a thing within the 
church? \\re must explore these questions before we 
can make serious value judgments about the new 
theology. 

Violent revolution is, after all, a form of war. Tra- 
ditionally, Christians have taken one of three stances 
toward war: pacifist, just war moderation, and cru- 
sader. While pacifism is usually considered the eldest 
daughter, dating back to the second century, and 
just war doctrine dates from St. Augustine’s adapta- 
tion of Cicero, i t  is really the crusading ideal that has 
been with us the longest. Its roots are firmly planted 
in the Old .Testament concept of cherem or “holy 
war.” Like pacifism, the crusade has had a sporadic 
existence in Christian socia1 theology, somewhat rela- 
tive, one might add, to the fluctuation in the church’s 
political power. But unlike pacifism it received an 
official approbation from Pope Urban I1 in 1096 A.D. 
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On the other hand, there are few, if any, recorded 
instances in which the church has joined a revolt 
against a government - no matter how unjust - 
under which she had a relatively secure institutional 
position. For that reason, con temporary revolutionary 
theory can best be understood as a contemporary 
aduptation of the crusading ideal. It is not a pure 
linear descendant, for the theologians of the New Left 
are pressing for church involvement in revolution 
against the very societies that guarantee it peaceful 
existence. 

Our own age’s radical emphasis on “involvement” 
and the church‘s determination to have a hand in 
the forming of our world have made the three ancient 
theories very live issues. The Vietnamese war and 
related topics of draft resistance and conscientious 
objection have brought on a strong, often colorful 
reaction in the name of Christian pacifism. Those who 
have defended the United States policy on a moral 
basis . . . are re-examining St. Augustine’s just war 
theory. But as dissatisfaction with the results of action 
based on these theories mounts, discussion of “Chris- 
tian violence” con tinues to grow. Understandably, the 
theologians of revolution avoid the words “crusade” 
and “holy war” as too historically loaded; but their 
approach to problem solving is the same. 

It is ironic that in developing a theory of violent 
revolution the theologians of the New Left have come 
full circle to join the radicals of the Right. While our 
concern here is not with right wingers, it is significant 
that both pose the idea of Christian crusades, pro- 
claiming the bankruptcy of the center and of moder- 
ation. In the minds of the New Left theologians non- 
violent pacifism is a magnificent, prophetic-shock 
minority witness to an impossible ideal. It is too 
heroic, too rigorous, and too intellectual for the poor 
and exploited of the world to grasp with sufficient 
vision to overcome the tyranny of today’s world. It 
demands a basically humanitarian, or at least a non- 
ruthless, opponent. The death of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, they maintain, is all too symbolic of the death 
of nonviolent pacifism. 

The just war theory has also failed. It presupposes 
war between separate nation states, and at minimum 
the ability to distinguish between combatant and non- 
combatant. I t  says little about a government or society 
suppressing its own people. Since modern technology 
and weapons give overwhelming advantage to gov- 
ernments - who alone can afford them, whether 
tyrannous or not - only internal revolution made 
effective precisely insofar as it rises from and sinks 
back into a civilian population can free a people from 
tyranny. 

In addition, tyranny can no longer be defined 

merely as police or military suppression. I t  is rather 
the tyranny of underdevelopment of either a nation 
or a class of citizens. Professor Candido Mendes of 
Brazil argues that such underdevelopment is not only 
a lack of resources, skills or equipment; it is “a total 
social fact.” Whole political, cultural, economic, psy- 
chological, and social structures and relational pat- 
terns have been shaped by years of colonialism or 
racism, as the case may be. These structures and pat- 
terns - the real tyranny - cannot be uprooted by 
mere shifts in government personnel or policies. They 
demand a radical bursting of bonds in the whole 
society. To justify something on this scale,-“just war” 
is totally inadequate. But the question remains: Can 
such a revolution, violent of necessity, be justified 
under any rubric? Can there be a “just revolution” 
theology? 

Certainly the catchwords of Christianity - faith, 
hope, love, sacrifice, salvation, and so on -fit well 
into a theology of revalution. But a systematic theol- 
ogy rests on certain principles which are beginning 
to emerge from the discussions and writings of such 
men as Professor Richard Schaull among Protestants, 
and Fathers Johann B. Metz, S.J., and Jose Aldunate, 
S. J., among Catholics. These principles are basically 
six in number. 

e 

First, the arcw in which the most work has been 
done is salvation history: the realization that Cod is 
working in history, giving it meaning. Indeed, one 
of Christianity’s greatest legacies has been to destroy 
the cyclical-sacrid concept of a world going nowhere, 
and replace it with progressive history: the belief that 
the world has a direction and a goal. This direction 
can he seen from the Scriptures to be toward greater 
love, greater justice, and greater freedom for all men, 
evcn “the least of the brethren,” until there is a final 
culmination in the Parousia. In working .out that 
history God has often encountered moral intransi- 
gence so determined that it would budge before noth- 
ing less than violence. In these cases, brilliantly 
chronicled for all time by the prophets Jeremia and 
Ezechiel, God has not hesitated to call men to destroy 
existing institutions, and even the most sacred of in- 
stitutions, his own temple. In all likelihood, goes the 
reasoning, he is callingmen in our own age to over- 
come the moral intransigence of power structures as 
closed as those of the pre-exilic Jews. 

Connected with this is a judgment that in some 
Latin American situations, and even in the United 
States, the present social structures are so flagrantly 
oppressive and unjust, so closed to change that they 
constitute a form of violence. The choice, therefore, 
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is not between peace and violence, but between two 
types of violence, the hopeless, dead-end violence 
which presently exists and one which could lead to an 
open, just, social structure. 

The possibility of men making that choice cannot 
be overstressed, even in the United States. The mes- 
sage of Resurrection City (to take but one example) 
as expressed in the words of its leaders, is not a 
plea for more civil rights; much less is it a racist grab 
for power. I t  is a growing, though perhaps still in- 
comprehensible, cry for a basic change in American 
society. The poor are no longer willing to be poor; 
it is as simple as that. This has been stated over and 
over again by Hosea Williams. The danger is that he 
has been listened to but not heard. The danger is 
that Congressmen and the general public will simply 
take the position that “the poor have always been 
with us, and despite sporadic outbreaks have always 
put up with their poverty. Therefore they will put 
up with it now if only sufficient police force is ex- 
erted and Congress remains firm.” But the danger 
and the hope of revolution is that people will no 
longer accept the same injustices they once,did. And 
in North and South America, unchosen poverty itself, 
no matter what its cause, is coming to be seen as 
radically unjust. If the desperation, subjective per- 
haps, but real, becomes strong enough, men will de- 
stroy even the good that is present rather than endure 
the evil that attends it. This is the message of 
Resurrection City! 

It was in such a closed atmosphere of men who 
listened but did not hear that Father Camilo Torres, 
the idealistic student chaplain at the National Uni- 
versity in Bogota, Colombia found himself in 1965 
before he turned in desperation to guerrilla bands 
roving the hills and died toting a gun. Perhaps it is 
significant that Martin Luther King, and Reverend 
Ralph D. Abernathy after him, spoke of the Poor 
People’s March as “one lust chance” for radical, 
nonviolent social chanse in America. At any rate, it 
is against this background -seeing the present unjust 
social structure as a form of violence, and becoming 
disenchanted with nonviolent attempts to change it - 
that the theology of revolution is being formulated. 

A third principle is the recognition that violence 
is not intrinsically immoral, but that violence which 
is in its means and goals oppressive and unjust- 
starvation wages, inadequate medical attention and 
education, illiteracy and police suppression -is im- 
moral. If all peaceful means used to change these 
conditions through existing social structures have 
been exhausted, then violence is justified and even 
necessary. 

A democratic principle is present in the awareness 

12 ivorMview 

that the will to violence lies in the consent of the 
people themselves, the oppressed. Without their con- 
version or at least tacit consent, no revolution is 
possible. Conversions demand missionaries with a 
vision, a cuwe in which to believe and spread. Com- 
munism, Black Nationalism (in the United States ), 
and Christianity are such causes. There could un- 
doubtedly be others. The key to a cause is that it gives 
hope not only of .destroying a radically unjust social 
structure, but of providing the foundations for a new, 
just one. 

Christianity, claim the theologians of revolution, 
furnishes the best, the most faith-ful, the most hu- 
mane, cause. Not only has it roots in tradition and 
the personal faith of the revolutionaries and the peo- 
ple they hope to convert (the focus here is essentially 
on Latin America), but it has a mystique, a ritual, 
and a -belief in the future. Christianity gives meaning 
to the suffering, the self-sacrifice, and the death that 
violent revolution will necessarily demand. 

Finally, Christianity is based on love; love not 
only for the poor and oppressed, but for the oppres- 
sor. Only in such love can a revolutionary avoid the 
fanaticism described in Eric Hoffer’s The True Be- 
lieoer, for fanaticism depends on hatred and loss of 
self in a cause. I t  is this hatred which drives a Com- 
munist revolution to utterly destroy its enemies and 
to establish a new tyranny as bad as the old, and 
causes ’Black Nationalists to distort history and truth 
in a search for racial superiority. Christian love works 
for the personal fulfillment and dedication of self to 
the cause, not destruction within it. Christianity de- 
mands forgiveness and reconciliation, not hatred. 

Forgiveness and reconciliation. allow the oppressed 
and oppressor alike to admit the sinfulness of the 
past which was destroying them both, and plan to- 
gether the hope of the future, a hope in which all ele- 
ments of society can participate. This radically sets 
Christian revolution apart from Communist and Black 
Nationalist versions which insist upon the destruction, 
not the salvation, of the oppressing class. 

Such, it appears to me, are the basic principles of 
the developing theology of revolution. But we should 
not overemphasize their nature as “principles” to such 
an extent that we distort the free-floating exchange 
of much of the theologizing. As Richard Schaull has 
stated in the book, Christian Social Ethics in a Chang- 
ing World, “We do not bear witness in revolution by 
preserving our purity in line with certain moral prin- 
ciples, but rather by freedom to be for man at every 
moment.” This is what is most Christlike in the new 
theology. 

At this early date, it is difficult if not impossible to 
evaluate the theology of revolution. Certainly no one 



can question the human concern, the logical coher- 
ence, or even the religious foundations of the new 
theology. It is as Christian, at least historically, as 
pacifism or the just war. A revolutionary theme is 
present in both the Old and the New Testament. One 
has only to read the Magnificat of Mary to see the 
revolutionary promise of Christianity. The words of 
Jesus himself contain revolutionary statements (“I 
have come to cast fire on the earth . . .”; “I have come 
to save sinners . . .” etc.), and Christian history is filled 
with the crusading spirit. 

On the other hand, what one must question is the 
dark despair that sees the present social structures as 
hopelessly oppressive. To date there has probably 
never existed a less unjust society than that which 
exists now-at least in the United States. Unless a 
revolution is to be purely nihilistic, the very element 
needed for its success, a sufficiently large popular 
consensus, can also be used to bring about radical, 
even structural changes (such as a guaranteed annual 
income ) without violence. 

\Ye must also ask if the revolutionary hope for the 
future is naive. For what comes after a revolution 
can be far worse than what came before, as history 
never tires of teaching us. Father Andrew Greeley 
states somewhat waspishly that almost 200 years after 
its revolution France is still ungovernable except by 

an autocrat in the Bourbon mold. In it more sober 
vein Father John L. McKenzie, S.J., writes, “I do 
not see how any sane man can look forward to a 
revolution as the cure of social evils; i t  seems he 
would know little about the history of revolutions. 

.One has to say that no matter what the revolution ac- 
complishes, there must be a better way of doing it. 
Some of the things which perish with the moderates 
are certain basic canons of morality and human 
decency. Persons cease to be persons and become 
symbols .” 

There is a further danger of idealizing and myth- 
ologizing, especially with mass media playing up the 
names of Chd Guevara, Camilo Torres, and other 
revolutionaries (most of whom are dead). Can those 
who speak of revolution face the grim reality of terror 
and bloodshed that almost of their very nature destroy 
the Christian love that motivated them? Can ideal- 
istic and noble leaders control the forces they unleash, 
most of whom would not share their high motivation, 
especially over a long period of violence? 

In summary, h i l e  a Christian theology of revolu- 
tion is possible i d  perhaps necessary, it is not a 
thing to be taken lightly. The truths and spirit of 
Christianity can be adapted to the rigorous asceticism 
demanded by violent revolrition, but the real question 
is, can Christians? 

VIOLENCE: A CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE 
Peter J .  Riga 

The metaphysics of violence has been wrongly re- 
stricted to describe illicit and illegal application of 
physical force. In the coiiiinon estimation of men, 
violence is associated with “riots in the streets,” mug- 
ging, rape, murder, and other such forms of injury. 
These are certainly forms of violence but they are 
the symptomatic forms of violence arising from 
deeper, more underlining causes, both covert and 
overt. We simply cannot identify physical force with 
violence, for force is that measure of rational power 
required to accomplish a reasonablc end. Policemen, 
for example, are not empowered to use violence 

Father Riga is professor of theology at St. Mary’s 
College, St. Mary’s, California. Among his most re- 
cent writings are The Church Made Relevant and 
The Church and Revolution. 

against the criminal, h i t  only mcasurcd power ( in- 
vestigation, accusation, apprehension which nlay in- 
volve physical forcc ) to accomplish a rational end 
(observation of a law or laws). The physicid force 
used to restrain a baby, for instance, from falling off 
the stairs - because the use of reason has not at- 
tained its exercising power in this person - is force 
but not violence. So too with regard to criminals in 
prison (protection of society) as well as mental pa- 
tients in hospitals. \\‘e use ii great deal of force in 
the exercise of the various passions without neces- 
sarily committing violence. Sexual passion employs 
much force in its exercise but when done as an act 
of love cannot properly be termed violence. When, 
however, it is imposed on someone who is unwilling 
or, yet more serious, on a person one does not love, 
then instinctual passion has replaced human sexuality 

October 1968 13 


