
Liberating Theology 

The pope’s letter to the Roman Catholic bishops of 
Nicaragua, made public on August 6, is a sharp criti- 
cism of the “theology of liberation” and urges on the 
Nicaraguan clergy the duty of a “priestly ministry” 
based on “Gospel ideals” as opposed to a “political 
role” tied to “contingent choices.” The letter was not 
surprising, since it followed from the pope’s earlier 
teachings, but it is notable as an address to a divided 
church embroiled in a revolutionary polity. And 
despite the pope’s deprecation of the “political role,” 
his letter exemplifies a high sort of political wisdom. 

political life requires a voice that is not caught up in 
practicalities. The ethics of political practice are 
necessarily situational, but politics is more than situa- 
tions. Practice inevitably slights fundamental and en- 
during aspects of politics in favor of partialities and 
contingencies, the immediate conditions of political 
choice. 

In Nicaragua, it was possible for Chrhians to rid 
themselves of Somoza’s regime only by an alliance 
with Marxist-Leninists, and a great many Christians 
support the revolutionary government because they 
share its immediate goals and its desire to fend off 
American intervention. But Christians and Leninists 
do not agree about fundamentals, and there is un- 
deniably some point at which Christians could not 
cooperate with a Marxist-Leninist regime. The gov- 
ernment’s supporters deny that such a point has been 
reached and they hope it will not be. Perhaps they are 
right, though I doubt it. Yet even if Nicaraguan politi- 
cal practice compels Christians to put aside their dis. 
agreement with Marxists about first principles, it it 
vital that they should not be allowed to forget it. 

Practical politics, however, makes us inclined to 
forget such things. The more one cares about an im- 
mediate political goal, the more one gives it more im- 
portance than it deserves. Even people who do not 
“absolutize the finite,” as Reinhold Niebuhr used to 
put it, exuggerute the significance of the near and con- 
tingent. In the course of any election, campaign 
workers are at least tempted by the belief that nothing 
matters excep! winning the contest. This is not true of 
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politics alone; it is true of all human action. Adam 
delved and Eve spanned; ileshly humanity cares dis-’ 
proportionately about what is close at hand. 

Po l iks  is especially dangerous, however, because 
this disproportion is so often justifiable. Human be- 
ings are mired in private concerns by fear, by selfcen- 
teredness and by despair. Shaking them out of despond- 
ency into a broader sense of human possibilities and 
obligations seems to demand and excuse hyperbole, 
and often it does. Moreover, given the ambiguities of 
political life, political people need to quiet their own 
doubts. This is especially so in the great causes like 
war and revolution: The loss of life, the disruption of 
civil order, and the terrible pain and ordeal of change 
cry out for millennia1 visions. 

A revolutionary regime like Nicaragua’s, entangled 
in its own hyperbole, is always in danger of identify- 
ing its immediate interests with its moral goals. This is 
especially true since it has cast off so many older 
restraints on interest, like custom and law. Such a 
regime is prone to appeal to “history” as a standard, 
but the belief that history works to produce thegood is 
very easily reduced to the idea that whatever works is 
right. Similarly, a revolutionary regime may appeal to 
“the people,” but even if it does not allow majorities 
to oppress minorities (and the majority of the ma- 
jority to oppress the minority of the majority-e.g., 
Bolshevik over Menshevik, until, by this logic, the 
regime arrives at a Stalin), the appeal to “the people” 
obscures the truth that the people rule well only when 
they rule justly. and justice is not identical with the 
people’s will. Still less is public will an adequate def- 
inition of the divine. Vox populi, wox dei, but Babel 
is not the Word; not everything the people say comes 
from God. To hear the divine voice in the people’s 
speech, it is necessary to know how, and for what, to 
listen. 

John Paul I1 speaks of priests and bishops where 
Protestants would be more comfortable with ref- 
erences to Scripture, but his intent is less hierarchi- 
cal than prophetic. He is concerned to dedicate the 
Church to the values that do not change-“justice, 
peace, solidarity, communion and participation”- 
against the effort of “systems, movements, parties 
and organizations” to claim their interest is identical 
with or inseparable from human hope and duty. 

It was no accident that the pope made “solidarity” 
central in his list of “Gospel ideals.’’ Liberation 
theology is tempted to identify freedom with the 
defeat of oppression; liberty, in this view, is fund* 
mentally an external, negative condition. Polish history 
doubtless helped John Paul I1 to see the counterargu- 
ment: Freedom from oppression is a blessed, but con- 
tingent, condition in human affairs. The freedom 
which can endure amid oppression is the only safe 
foundation for human liberty. 
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