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Ten years ago North America and Europe were 
blanketed with articles and books dealing with “the 
death of God,” secularization, and the almost utter 
desacralization of society. The same problematic 
was discussed in certain intellectual circles of Latin 
America-but not for long. A number of Latin Amer- 
ican realities simply forced these considerations to 
the side. 

First, there was the massive expression of religion 
in its different forms-popular fervor, deeply rooted 
devotions, and strong beliefs: second, there was a 
strong renewal in the Catholic Church; third, and 
most important, the national episcopate ,began to 
play a major role in the public life of the nations- 
defending human rights, condemning all sorts of 
injustices, promoting social welfare. Most of these 
actions by the church show that secularization, 
insofar as this means religion’s loss of influence in 
giving direction to a society, is not a fact of Latin 
American life. 

The church of Latin America gained strength with 
an ever deeper critical awareness that was inspired 
by the second Latin American Episcopal Confer- 
ence (CELAM), held in Medellin, Colombia, in 1968. 
It is generally recognized that Medellin was an 
historic meeting, the effects of which are still felt 
throughout the continent. A third assembly is just 
around the corner, scheduled for the last half of 
October in Puebla, Mexico. I would like herd to 
reflect on what has happened in the decade since 
Medeilin and to anticipate what we can hope for and 
expect from Puebla. 

The influence of Medeliin was great, although not 
all the bishops grasped with the same understand- 
ing the resolutions that were taken at the time. In 
one way or another the life of the church in Latin 
America underwent deep changes because of Med- 
ellin, and its influence extended even to the 
churches of North America and Europe. Both Med- 
ellin and Puebla will be recorded as important 
moments in the history of the entire Church. 

However, significant events in the church are not 
only high points but developments and points of 
departure as well; not everything starts and ends in 
an event like Medellin or Puebla. Medeliin was the 
result of long work and the assimilation of what the 
Vatican Council offered us, and which we try to 
apply to this continent. What this means in practice 
is difficult to understand without a knowledge of 
what gives the life of the Latin American church its 

peculiar dynamic. Latin America has, for example, a 
special double dimension of unity and diversity. Our 
reflection must therefore take place in the concrete 
historical context in which the church finds herself 
incarnated after centuries that have introduced 
myriad political, economic, social, and cultural vari- 
ables. Only in this way will we understand how the 
mission of the church corresponds to her proper 
identity and to the integral needs of the people. 

In examining the process of maturation of the 
church in Latin America and, specifically, its evan- 
gelizing mission, we must attend closely to the 
temporal realities that condition the church. This 
requires that we be acutely aware of the challenges 
that are put to the conscience of Christians and to 
the active response that the total situation of the 
continent requires if the demands of Justice are to 
be fulfilled. 

The Latin American Church Before Medellin. It 
is a mistake to assert that the sqcial action of the 
Latin American church began with Medellin. Social 
commitment in accordance with the demands of the 
Gospel existed previous to Medellin. Different bish- 
ops issued many statements and documents that 
asserted the need for such commitment, and lay- 
men and priests performed important social and 
political work. In 1966, for example, the bishops of 
Latin America gathered in Mar del Plata to discuss 
the problem of the “Church and Latin American 
Integration.” Even earlier several episcopates con- 
sidered profound themessuch as “The Church in 
the Present Social Situation,” “The Social and 
Political Duties of Catholics Today,” and so on. 
These few examples of pastoral letters of the bish- 
ops are eloquent testimony to the decided good will 
of the church in contributing, as part of its evange- 
lizing task, to the temporal liberation of all men. 

The churches of Brazil, Chile, Venezuela, Colom- 
bia, and Ecuador supported the creation of move- 
ments of Christian inspiration such as cooperatives, 
trade unions, and projects for human promotion. 
They also helped very strongly to promote impor- 
tant structural reforms such as the agrarian reforms 
in Chile and in Ecuador. 

The Meaning of Medellh. Much, therefore, pre- 
ceded Medellin, but Medellin became a point of 
reevaluation of the social teaching of the Church. It 
gave clear expression to the social concern that is 



both part of its evangelizing task and the guarantee 
of its commitment to the fight for justice. It also gave 
Christian legitimation to many of the changes that 
had begun a decade earlier, thus removing the 
temptation, to which many commentators have suc- 
cumbed, of attributing only to Marxist groups the 
effort to effect structural changes in society. Those 
Christians who had been struggling for years for 
badly needed reforms fully realized and appreciated 
the value of Medellin’s ratification of their aspira- 
tions. Also Medellin analyzed deeply and thoroughly 
the reality of the Latin American continent and, from 
the standpoint of faith and with the moral authority 
that is proper to the church, denounced in extreme- 
ly vigorous language the injustices characteristic of 
our situation. This denunciation, together with the 
legitimation of the process of change, morally com- 
pelled many Latin American bishops to take a more 
positive stand than they had previously and to 
renew their commitments to promote justice and 
peace in the continent. 

The themes of the meeting were structured 
around three great topics: human promotion by the 
reaffirmation of justice and peace; evangelization 
and growth in faith; and finally the reflection about 
the visible church and its structures. The principles 
emphasized in these documents of Medellin include: 
wnscientizrtion, that is, the awakening of the 
masses to a true consciousness of their situation in 
order that they become agents of their own libere- 
tion through participation in the common effort to 
create a new society. 

The reforms proposed by Medellin intend precise- 
ly 13 discard a violent revolution or terrorism that, in 
the majority of cases, only arouses reaction, leading 
to a sinister spiral of subversive violence and re- 
pressive violence that tears apart a living society. 

The Latin American Church After Medellin. That 
the ecclesial conscience and behavior were ener- 
gized by the meeting is evident from the large 
number of pastoral letters that were issued by all 
the episcopates on the themes of Medellin. There 
was increasing social criticism, stronger denuncia- 
tion of Injustice in all its forms, and a deeper aware- 
ness of the mission of the church and its solidarity 
with the poor. Although these themes are vast and 
have manifold Implications, many Christians tried to 
reduce the liberation proclaimed by Medellin to a 
single socio-economic dimension. Their major goal 
is to change the situation of dependency and to get 
rid of all political ppwer that is considered oppres- 
sive. Medellin saw many dangers, posited numerous 
goals. 

Quite a number of changes have taken place on 
the continent in these last few years: There has been 
a proliferation of military regimes and economic 
models that impose a high social cost. This conver- 
gence of events has helped the church to mature in 
its conscience, sensing that the greatest threat to 
justice lies in the increasing violation of human 
rights, the negation of many fundamental public 

liberties, the recourse to torture (now a generalized 
practice), a delay in fulfilling the just aspirations of 
the most needy, and the denial of any rights to 
participate in politics. 

In the ecclesial reflection after Medellin human 
rights comprises the Integral development of the 
whole person and of all people as the goal and 
meaning of economic activities, requiring organized 
civic coexistence in organizational and governmen- 
tal structures that are genuinely democratic. This 
reflection has not neglected the costly and criminal 
arms race, nor the need of cooperation and integra- 
tion among nations in order to help develop all 
countries. 

The work of the church in these last years has not 
progressed peacefully. Increasing Internal tensions, 
flowing from the different perceptions of the 
church’s temporal task and current commitments, 
have produced at least three major Catholic group 
ings. These are as follows: first, Catholic integralism 
of the political right wing; second, Catholic progres- 
sivism inspired by official documents of the papacy 
and Latin American hierarchy; and finally, the cur- 
rent created around the “Theology of Liberation,” 
one of whose manifestations Is the movement 
known as “Christians for Socialism.” Besides these 
three categories there are many Chrlstians indiffer- 
ent to a more sophisticated reflection who practice 
a traditional Catholicism, whose expression is the 
popular religion, and who have been only superfi- 
cially touched by the debate that takes place among 
the intellectual and actMst &He. 

The Theology of Liberation is strengthened as a 
method of analysis and a language capable of strik- 
ing at the conscience of Christians insofar as it is 
presented with sound biblical references that give it 
an evangelical character and a tone more directly 
religious than the social teaching of the Church. At 
the same time, it assumes present reality as a prM- 
leged place, from which thought and practice must 
emanate illuminated by faith, life, and the destiny of 
man and the Latin American people. 

Some branches of the Theology of Liberation, in 
order to explain the causes of the sodo-ecanomlc 
prostration of Latin America, use the theory of 
dependency as thecause of all the evils of the conti- 
nent, and connect it with the Marxist diagnosis in 
vogue now for more than a decade. This diagnosis 
leads to consensus on the strategy considered 
necessary to break the chain of dependence on the 
capitalistic system and to create the conditions for 
the liberation of man from all servitude. For them 
this road must be the one offered by socialism. The 
certainty that it must be socialism is not matched by 
a clarity about the particular form of socialism nor 
the actual possibility of its establishment here. 

The divisions of these Christian groups continue 
to weaken the task of the church and Its pledge for 
justice. The church in Latin America needs a deeper 
clarification of the historical situation and of effec- 
tive ways to overcome obstacles to justice if it is to 
strengthen its own social action. 



The Preparation of Puebla. Ten years have 
passed since Medellin. The Catholic bishops in Latin 
America saw the necessity of a third assembly simi- 
lar to Medellin in order to study the problems that 
have arisen in the last ten years. After the first 
announcement of the Puebla meeting, different 
groups in Latin America, and also in Europe and the 
USA, have expressed concern and fear that a new 
meeting will set back the progressive elements in 
the church. Judging now, on the basis of all the 
statements that the bishops have elaborated and 
from the two major documents that have been 
prepared for the Puebla meeting, we can affirm that 
Puebla will not mark a regression in .the develop- 
ment of the Latin American church. 

The pre-document that was sent to all the bishops 
in the beginning of 1978 is a working document to 
be criticized, modified, or even rejected. It is not a 
document written by the bishops in the prophetic 
style of Medellin. This pre-document is derived 
largely from suggestions received from the four 
regional meetings of bishops that took place during 
the months of July and August, 1977. 

After a brief historical background the document 
presents an analysis of the socio-economic and 
political situation of the continent. It does not refer 
to all the theories that attempt to account for the 
problem of underdevelopment in the continent. The 
problems in themselves are truly vast and tragic, 
and no single theory that attempts to account for 
them is satisfactory. The central point, which is 
repeated throughout the document, is that in spite 
of the economic progress of almost all the coun- 
tries, first, the gap between rich and poor has wid- 
ened in all countries and, second, the problem of 
extreme poverty has remained almost untouched. 

These two facts are the greatest challenges to 
evangelization and to the true meaning of being 
Christian. For in what measure can Latin America 
be considered a Christian continent if justice and 
solidarity are absent, if life is not lived in a more 
fraternal society? The diagnosis of the pre-docu- 
ment binds the theme of extreme poverty to that of 
unemployment and refers to those conditions of life 
that reveal the prostration of much of society. It also 
points out that the possibilities of popular organiza- 
tion and mobility are weak, that trade unionism is 
hampered, and that the violation of many human 
rights continues. The political scene is characterized 
by a proliferation of military regimes to the detri- 
ment of civil participation. The conception of au- 
thority and the high concentration of power charac- 
teristic of regimes inspired by an ideology of nation- 
al security have caused a wave of violation of human 
rights. Political behavior, instead of leading to coop- 
eration, is becoming fragmented and exclusionary, 
failing to seek political consensus, negotiation, or 
arbitration. 

In dispute is the cause of the prostration that 
affects the great masses. The pre-document says 
that the causes are multiple in that numerous 
factors converge: “historical, ethnic, cultural, eco- 

nomic, political,” and so forth. Economic depen- 
dence is pointed to as one of the most serious 
factors but not the only one. The document insists 
on the need for a real cultural revolution, as most 
Latin American problems are related to its cultural 
ethos in which work, honesty, austerity, and saving 
are given little value. Perhaps the document does 
not put enough emphasis on the need for solidarity 
and the relation of charity to justice. Many problems 
are due to corruption, venality, and public and 
private immorality, which-are not only unjust means 
of acquiring riches but which disintegrate social 
relations, breaking down the needed solidarity. 

Another part of the document presents thb’most 
important topics of the social teachings of the 
Church. It insists most profoundly on the community 
of goods, the social function of property, and the 
theme of integral liberation. 

This pre-document, as I mentioned, was sent to 
all the bishops earlier this year and was widely 
discussed in each nation. Several months later the 
bishops sent back their observations for consider- 
ation. During the month of July five bishops-Cardi- 
nal Lorscheider and one bishop for each of the four 
regions in which, for working purposes, Latin Amer- 
ica was divided-worked with a small group of 
experts. From this synthesizing group emerged the 
basic document that will go to Puebla as a working 
document for the meeting. 

This basic document is similar to the pre-docu- 
ment that I have discussed, but shorter. The basic 
document questions again the Catholicism of our 
continent in which there are serious problems of 
indifferentism and in which demographic growth 
has overwhelmed, the structures and the personnel 
of the church. It also reminds us of the scandalous 
gap between rich and poor, the existence of a 
hundred million human beings who live in extreme 
poverty, the violation of human rights, the violence 
and terrorism that exist in the midst of a continent 
with a Catholic majority and with government politi- 
cians, businessmen, military men who call them- 
selves Catholics. How to help those Christians to 
live according to the exigencies of their faith is a 
great task for the church. 

Judging, therefore, by all the material worked out 
by each national conference of bishops, and by the 
stand that most of them have taken during all these 
years, it is impossible to think that Puebla will not 
follow the direction of Medellin. Puebla will be a 
great occasion to exchange experiences of what the 
church in each nation is doing. It will be an occasion 
once again to call the attention of all Christians to 
their mission and to the need of deeper evangeliza- 
tion that will lead to integral liberation. This means 
liberation from the sin that is inside each of us and 
liberation from the socio-economic and political 
oppressions that condition such a great part of our 
lives. As Medellin said, we need a change of mental- 
ity, a conversion, in order to produce new men for 



new structures of society. Puebla will surely help to 
produce those changes. 

Renato Poblete, S. J., who lives in Chile, was one of the 
experts called upon for the Medellin conference and also 
to write the documents for Puebla. He is director of 
ILADES- Latin American Institute for Doctrinal and So- 
cial Studies-in Santiago and heads CELAM’s Depart- 
ment of Social Action. 

QUOTE/UNQUOTE 

“More Rights, Not Alternative Rights” 
There are those self-styled friends of the Third 
World who expound the fallacy that political rights 
can be subordinated to “economic and social 
rights” or to “basic human needs,” as if ordinary 
people, denied the right to vote, to speak, to assem- 
ble, and to associate will somehow still have the 
means to wrest economic and social rights from 
their employers and political rulers, especially when 
the two groups are identical. 

In any case, American labor has never found it 
necessary to make those fine and hair-splitting 
distinctions between “political” rights, on the one 
hand, and “social and economic” rights, on the 
other. We seek more rights, not alternative rights, 
both at home and abroad. 

And we do not subscribe to the all-too-common 
notion that human rights and freedoms are peculiar 
cultural attributes and aspirations of certain West- 
ern nations and are not a universal urge of mankind. 
You hear it said, in more sophisticated terms, that 
Russians would really rather be kicked around by 
their rulers because they have never known any- 
thing else. Baloney. How many of us here would risk 
ten years in a Gulag to write an uncensored article 
or to go to a meeti_ng like this? 

One also hears the line that the people of back- 
ward countries in Africa and Asia are not really 
interested in or ready for freedom and democracy. I 
know of no more idiotic or vicious form of racism. 

-AFL-CIO Secretary-Treasurer Lane Kirkland in 
an address to the Chicago Council on 
Foreign Relations 

... and a Reading of “King Lear” for Dad 

1-4, WBAI: Oedipus: A Mother’s Day Special. Dra- 
matic adaptation.of the classic myth by Ted Hughes 
as presented by the Performance Group. 

-radio listing in the New York Times 

Steeped in Thought 

-panel from a package of 
Celestial Seasonings@ 

rosehips herb tea 

The Prophet Motive 

ALFRED A. KNOPF. Effective September 1, the price of 
the regular edition of The Profit (Gibran) will be 
$5.95 

- Publishers Weekly, August 28 

On Not Being Wanted for Oneself 

PARISH LITURGICAL MUSICIAN. Organ and choir required. 
Send resume.. . . 

-classified ad in National Catholic Reporter, 
June 30 


