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The Impact of 
Liberation Theologies 
on Foreign Missions
A. CLARK SCANLON

Liberation theologies impact foreign 
missions in two ways: They seek to cre
ate a new theological climate in which 
the missionary works, and their exis
tence spotlights the need to give atten
tion to biblical teachings on justice and 
poverty.

Over twenty years ago a new ap
proach began to seethe on the theologi
cal scene in Latin America. Its first 
proponents were Roman Catholic mis
sionaries and priests such as Paulo 
Freire, Gustavo Gutierrez, and Juan 
Luis Segundo.1 Generally, working 
among the poor and painfully aware of 
the suffering and exploitation of these 
masses, they began to reflect, to hear 
analyses, and then to theologize about 
what they saw.

Their cries were nearly always im
passioned, sometimes angry, and call
ing for change in society, political 
structure, economics, and the approach 
of the church. Their central thesis was: 
Christians must stop reflecting on 
theology and start doing theology. 
Equally clear to them was the premise 
that theology must be contextualized. 
Here liberation theologians veered 
from the accepted rules of interpreta
tion that call for discovering the origi
nal meaning and adapting the biblical 
truth to the concrete situation. They 
said, rather, that we must hear the 
cries of oppression and exploitation and 
interpret the Bible in light of that real

ity. Their platform to the world became 
Orbis Books, published by the Ameri
can Roman Catholic Order Maryknoll.2

Several Southern Baptist missionary 
professors recognized that here was a 
new call to a reexamine the biblical 
teachings on poverty, oppression, and 
liberation. Among them were two writ
ers in this present issue, Alan Neely, 
who was teaching in the International 
Baptist Theological Seminary in Cali, 
Colombia, and Justice Anderson, who 
occupied a chair of history in the Inter
national Baptist Theological Seminary 
in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Another 
missionary who perceived its signifi
cance was Robert Compton, who has re
cently written an excellent analysis of 
liberation theology in Spanish.3

Let us examine the impact on foreign 
missions as it appears in two areas— 
the changed climate many mission
aries would face and some new direc
tions for the future. It is too much to 
say that liberation theologies caused 
these changes, but they highlighted 
them.

The Meaning for Missions
Liberation theologies affected the 
thinking of Christians in countries 
such as Nicaragua and Cuba and were 
heard throughout Latin America and 
beyond. There was a studied effort by 
its proponents to make liberation 
theology the Third World theology.
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Thus, the Southern Baptist mission
ary had to face a new theological cur
rent. The new theologies faced were not 
uniform and merit the plural form of 
liberation theologies, rather than liber
ation theology in the singular. They 
vary from a highly biblical approach, 
advocating peaceful change, to those 
that would point out that the Exodus of 
the children of Israel from Egypt came 
with much violence, and that violence 
or terrorism might indeed be the only 
way the oppressed can change the 
status quo and hence are justified.

Gustavo Gutierrez, in referring to 
the Bishops’ Encyclical from Medellin, 
Colombia,4 made this statement: "As 
for the bishops’ vision of reality, they 
describe the misery and the exploita
tion of man by man in Latin America as 
a situation of injustice that can be 
called institutional violence: it is re
sponsible for the death of innocent vic
tims.”5 He gave further insights into 
his thinking when he said, "An impor
tant part of the Latin American clergy 
request, moreover, that 'in considering 
the problem of violence in Latin Ameri
ca, let us by all means avoid equating 
the unjust violence of the oppressors 
(who maintain this despicable system) 
with the just violence of the oppressed 
(who feel obliged to use it to achieve 
their liberation).’ ”®

Thus, even in Christian circles, some 
of these theologians would introduce vi
olence.

Thomas Hanks, an American Protes
tant missionary teaching in the Latin 
American Seminary in San Jose, Costa 
Rica, traced his own embracement of 
much in liberation. In a searching bibli
cal analysis on what the Bible says 
about oppression, injustice, and exploi
tation, he pointed out that this is in
deed a theme to be reckoned with. He 
stopped short of saying the Suffering 
Servant would use the method of vio

lence but stated:
The Bible establishes a dialectic’ 
when it comes to violence. The proph
ets boldly preach against in-justice 
and oppression. When the gospel sal
lies forth with its revolutionary im
plications, wars naturally follow (the 
white horse of Rev. 6:1-4). We must 
admit that at least indirectly the gos
pel may foster some kind of violence 
against an unjust status quo main
tained by oppression. But make no 
mistake: the Servant does not follow 
the path of violence.8
What are some of the elements that 

make this theology different? There are 
at least three. It uses a different lan
guage, a different semantics, and a diff
erent hermeneutics.

Its language, which provides the base 
for the translation, must be read not in 
German, English, or even French, but 
in Spanish and to some extent in Por
tuguese.

In addition to a different language, 
there is a different and unfamiliar 
vocabulary to the average Southern 
Baptist pastor, staff member, or even 
theologian. There is the constantly 
recurring word praxis, meaning at 
least "the practice or the implementa
tion of the principle.” Liberation 
theologians teach that the single praxis 
by which an institution, the church, 
and the Christian are judged is involve
ment in the class struggle on behalf of 
the oppressed.® New words are created, 
such as orthopraxis, "the right doing,” 
contrasted with orthodoxy, "the right 
belief.” There are expressions such as 
"doing theology” in contrast with ''re
flecting on theology.”

Contextualization, rather than 
meaning merely "adaptation to the 
local conditions or acculturation” 
means "finding the analysis in the op
pression and suffering of the concrete 
situation and then interpreting in light 
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of that reality.”
Phrases, such as the option for the 

poorand solidarity with the poor, speak 
of emphases. Seldom are these words 
defined but often are used over and 
over as if everyone understood the 
exact significance of the writer.

There is a new semantics. Classic, 
generally understood words in the theo
logical vocabulary are given new mean
ings. Salvation is turned to liberation 
and then defined largely in political 
terms. At this point some liberation 
theologies are much closer to the evan
gelical core than others.

Likewise there are new rules of inter
pretation. Liberation theologians gen
erally insist that classical theology 
comes from the First World and is not 
adequate for the Third-World nations.

Every Southern Baptist seminary 
student learns to look for the context of 
the original meaning of the passage, 
then to interpret it, and finally to apply 
it. Not so, say the liberation theolo
gians. Rather, one must look at the suff
ering of the poor, the oppression in 
which they live, and then interpret the 
passage to see how they can achieve 
their liberation. This is the use of the 
term contextualize.

In addition to facing new theological 
currents, missionaries have had to de
velop a more sophisticated understand
ing of political philosophy to 
understand this theology. When social
ism and Christianity were wedded as 
the only viable option for some libera
tion theologians, missionaries found 
that they needed a deeper knowledge of 
political philosophy and the current 
world scene.

The use of extensive biblical passages 
by liberation theologians meant that to 
evaluate the movement one needed to 
give increased attention to social re
sponsibility as revealed in the Bible. 
Even a cursory review of the Bible re

veals that much attention was given to 
justice and to the poor.

• The poor are to receive justice in 
lawsuits (Ex. 23:6).

• They are to be provided a means 
for securing food (Ex. 23:11).

• God is their helper, and they are of 
infinite value (Ps. 109:31).

• They are to receive kindness (Prov. 
14:21).

• They are not to be exploited (Amos 
2:6).

• They are to be aided (Job 31:16-22).
• Their exploitation brings judg

ment (Amos 5:11).
• They are not to be oppressed (Deut. 

24:14).
• They are objects of God’s love and 

deserve to have the opportunity to 
enter the kingdom of God (Matt. 11:5).

• They can become a part of the 
kingdom of God (Jas. 2:5).

While these texts did not support all 
the liberation theologians were laying 
on them, the foreign mission enterprise 
did take note that a world with such 
extensive poverty and hunger merits 
both compassionate ministry and an 
effort to eradicate root causes.

The missionary was also forced to 
look at personal life-style in the midst 
of grinding poverty. A missionary re
viewing personal budgets stated recent
ly, "I have been giving away over a 
third of what I make, and I can’t contin
ue to do that.”

Directions for the Future
Samuel Escobar,10 a Peruvian Baptist 
and evangelical thinker who maintains 
the need for strong evangelical Latin 
American thinking, pointed out that 
some of the panacea solutions of libera
tion theology simply have not met the 
test of realities.

But today we are confronted by the 
sad history of Latin America after 
1973. The coups, the violent and 

8 Search



bloody repressions, terrorism of the 
left and the right, dogmatism and in
ternal warfare among Marxist fac
tions, the systematic destruction of 
historical options in politics, and the 
hardening of international relation
ships have turned the liberationist 
dreams into a nightmare.11
Escobar calls for evangelicals to ex

amine the Bible and to hear God’s voice 
for their own unique option of looking 
to transformed lives, that accepting so
cial responsibility can make an impact 
hate and violence can never make.

Evangelical missiology needs to un
derstand this historical moment. It 
must also recapture the dynamism 
that brought holistic liberation to 
Latin Americans in the earlier days of 
evangelical missions.... This is not a 
time to accommodate the gospel but to 
ask for a new empowering from the 
Spirit in order to resist the spirit of 
this age. More than ever, evangelicals 
are looking for discernment to find 
the most faithful way of being God’s 
people in Latin America.12
After evaluation and survey, some 

six directions would seem to hold hope 
for the future in what Samuel Escobar 
is calling for.

First, missionaries and evangelical 
Christians must develop a keener 
awareness of the needs, the hurts, and 
the cries of the people among whom they 
work—Such an attitude is biblical and 
Christlike.

Among the Indians of the highlands, 
tourists often photograph Indians 
walking up the mountain trails with 
heavy loads on their backs held by a 
leather strap over their heads. "Color
ful,” the tourists exclaim. Then one day 
I walked beside such an Indian man. I 
found that the trail was steep, and the 
air was hard to breathe at seven thou
sand feet. I noted that the load weighed 
more than eighty-five pounds and that 

the man was developing varicose veins 
in his legs. We must walk beside those 
who suffer.

Second, we must search the whole of 
the Scriptures for the basis of transfor
mational ministries.—John Cheyne 
put the matter well, "If the gospel mes
sage is to be understood and inter
preted into meaningful expressions of 
the life of Christ, it must be free to deal 
not only with the spiritual reality of 
eternal life, but with the finite physical 
reality of poverty, ignorance, disease, 
political oppressions, exploitation, guilt 
and despair.”13

Third, mission administrators, mis
sionaries, and practical theologians 
must carefully observe the interpreta
tion principle of interpreting the Old 
Testament in light of the New Testa
ment:—Violence, warfare, national ha
tred in the life of the Christian must 
cede to the higher Christian law of love. 
In matters of seeking justice for the 
Christian, the end does not justify the 
means; the end determines the means. 
The means to change, to transforma
tion, is love not violence, repression, or 
terrorism.

Fourth, Baptists and other evan
gelical Christians must recognize that 
orthopraxis, or the right practice of the 
faith, is not an invention of liberation 
theologians but has a New Testament 
base in the fact that “faith without works 
is dead” (Jas. 2:26).

Fifth, missionaries must contextual
ize the message, the methods, and min
istries—This call is not for a change in 
the message or in some presupposed 
principle of interpretation but in un
derstanding the gospel message both 
personally and in society and, by the 
Spirit’s power, applying it to situations 
in which we witness and minister.

Finally, particularly in the face of 
liberation and other competing theolo
gies, we must affirm that the essence of 
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the gospel is not negotiable:—Some of 
the liberation theologians’ pronounce
ments indicate that the church is to be 
put at the service of a political ideal. 
Revolution, Marxism, capitalism, liber
ation theologians, missionaries, and all 
Christians must submit themselves to 
the revealed Word of God and be will
ing to make changes in light of what He 
says. The message we have is an ambas
sador’s message. We are not free to 
change it, to negotiate it, but only to 
share it; for the message comes from 
our King. Keefe sustained this point, 
"The imposition of the prior truth of 
any non-Christian historical conscious
ness upon Christianity is always the 
perversion of the faith.”14

Ours is a method of love. Class hatred 
has no place for the Christian. Christ 
has shown us the more excellent way; 
and as Christians, we find its power is 
not diminished. We must affirm afresh 
the sovereignty of God in our world. We 
do not live in some deterministic, me
chanistic world but in one where God is 
sovereign; and if we will place our
selves in His direction in history, we 

can make an impact in our kind of 
world.

‘Camilo Torres, author of Revolutionary Priest was killed as a 
guerilla. Oscar Romero, The Church Is All of You and Paulo 
Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed are early books in this 
movement.

’See article by Jesuit theologian Donald J. Keefe on the role 
of this order and its publishing house. "Liberation and the Catho
lic Church,” Center Journal (Winter 1981), p. 48.

’Roberto Compton, La Teologia de la Liberacion (El Paso, 
Texas: Casa Bautista de Publicaciones, 1984).

4CELAM, a Conference of Latin American bishops meeting in 
Colombia in 1968.

’Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics 
and Salvation, trans. Sister Caridad Inda and John Eagleson 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1973), p. 108.

‘Ibid., p. 109.
7"A Hegelian process of change in which an entity passes over 

into and is preserved by its opposite.” Webster’s Seventh New 
Collegiate Dictionary, (Springfield, Massachusetts: G & C Mer

riam Publishers, 1976).
’Thomas D. Hanks, God So Loved the Third World, trans. 

James C. Della (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1983), p. 92.
’Keefe, p. 51.
1 “Associate general secretary for Latin America, International 

Fellowship of Evangelical Students, and president of the Latin 
America Theological Fraternity, Lima, Peru.

1‘Samuel Escobar, "Beyond Liberation: Evangelical Missiolo- 
gy in Latin America,” International Bulletin of Missionary Re
search, July, 1982. This article is an excellent presentation of the 
contribution of evangelicals and a call to applied evangelical 
Christianity as a live option to either the status quo or liberation 
theology.

“Ibid. p. 111.
“John R. Cheyne, "An Approach Toward a Theological Under

standing of a Holistic Response to Human Need,” an unpublished 
position paper of the Foreign Mission Board, SBC.

“Keefe, p. 62
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Liberation Theology: 
Southern Baptist 
Concerns
JUSTICE CONRAD ANDERSON

Liberation theology, once thought to be 
a Latin American issue, is now recog
nized as worldwide in scope. Although 
it emanated from Ibero-American 
countries around the year 1968,1 its 
secular and religious seeds were plant
ed near the beginning of the century.2 
It is a child of the times and a product 
of Third World Christians trying to un
derstand their experiences in the light 
of a rediscovered Bible. Evangelical 
Christians in general, and Southern 
Baptists in particular, have frequently 
responded to liberation thinking with 
mistrust and confusion. Contemporary 
Roman Catholicism, with Pope John 
Paul II leading the way, is desperately 
trying to curb the extremes and exploit 
the popularity of the movement.3 In 
short, it cannot be espoused or ignored 
by conservative Catholics or Evangeli
cals.

A mere perusal of liberationist litera
ture tends to polarize the average 
Southern Baptist. When one reads Gu
tierrez, Assman, Segundo, Alves, So- 
brino, Dussel, Galilea, Miquez-Bonino, 
Croatto, Miranda, Boff, Camara, Cas
tro, Santa Ana, et al.,4 he is shocked by 
terms like Marxism, violence, capitalis
tic exploitation, revolution, social jus
tice, praxis, rebellion, and guerillas, 
which sound more like Marxist- 
Leninist Communism than Christian 
theology! Because of this, a large sector 
of Southern Baptists has written it off 

as a pseudobiblical aberration.
However, due to the flood of litera

ture poured out on the theological mar
ket, an increasing number of 
adventurous Southern Baptists are dis
covering that philosophically the 
theology of liberation is rooted in He
gel, with a strong emphasis on Marx’s 
economic interpretation of history and 
an existential view of language. Theo
logically it is a strange mix of tradition
al Roman Catholicism influenced by 
Teilhard de Chardin, neoorthodoxy, 
biblical theology, a new hermeneutic, 
process theology, and Moltman’s 
theology of hope.5 It draws heavily on 
Catholic and ecumenical councils such 
as Vatican II, Medellin 1968, Bangkok 
1973, Puebla 1979, Upsalla 1968, and 
others.6 Politically, it attempts to de
clare the inherent dignity of persons, to 
cry out against the oppression through
out the Third World, and to engage ac
tively in the liberation of the masses 
from tyranny. Historically it seeks to 
explain how a Christian continent 
could have reached such a miserable 
condition, and, therefore, why radical 
changes are imperative. Anthropologi
cally it promotes an autochthonous for
mulation of Christian doctrine which 
results in a contextualized theology. 
Sociologically it attempts to champion 
the cause of the dispossessed who are 
exploited by local dictators, multina
tional corporations and callous, indiff
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erent churches, both Catholic and 
Evangelical.

At the outset, let me say that I do not 
see how biblically conservative South
ern Baptists can espouse liberation 
theology. As a former SBC missionary 
to Argentina who has had the privilege 
of knowing personally several of these 
theologians,7 I probably understand 
the context of the movement better 
than the average Southern Baptist. I 
tend to sympathize more with the spirit 
and aims of these courageous men, but 
I have deep concerns about certain an- 
tibiblical premises of liberation theolo
gy-

However, in spite of this doctrinal 
gulf, Southern Baptists must not ignore 
the liberation emphasis. It addresses 
some of the most vital issues of life, es
pecially for the great majority of the 
world’s population which lives under 
oppressive social and political systems. 
Baptists have too often ignored such 
matters, or, even worse, sought to justi
fy such oppression by a particular 
theology of our own. Christ’s gospel is 
comprehensively liberating. The eman
cipating Redeemer grants new life to 
the penitent and enlists them as a com
mitted community to His ongoing, vic
torious combat over the forces of evil.

Even if Baptists should deplore 
pseudotheologies that deal inadequate
ly with human oppression, they 
nonetheless must recognize the posi
tive concerns of theologies of liberation. 
Their insistence on orthopraxy is cor
rect because orthodoxy devoid of social 
justice is really heterodoxy. Other 
legitimate concerns of liberation 
theology are: compassion for the poor; 
criticism of a sterile, academic theolo
gy; its indictment of churches involved 
in political oppression; its exposure of 
institutional violence as an uncon
scious but devastating factor; and its 
challenge to North Atlantic theologies 

to address a more worldly agenda.®
While I deeply respect the liberation- 

ists’ call to praxis—the unity of belief 
and action—and having stated my own 
concern for a more active SBC role in 
challenging social and political oppres
sion, I want to attempt to enunciate 
what I feel are the primary concerns of 
Southern Baptists with reference to lib
eration theology. While liberation 
theologians are not a monolithic class, 
they do share agreement on enough 
basic issues to allow us some general 
criticisms. My list of concerns will nec
essarily be sketchy and perhaps sim
plistic. However, the purpose of this 
brief article is to make a critical assess
ment of the topic with the average, 
Southern Baptist in mind. Other arti
cles I have written accentuate the posi
tive.9 In this one, I am emphasizing the 
negative. The danger of such an ap
proach is that I will miss some of the 
important issues addressed by libera
tion theology. I hope the readers will be 
aware of this and read other articles in 
this issue of Search and elsewhere that 
probe deeper into such issues.

A first concern of Southern Baptists 
would be the eclectic theology of the 
movement. Liberation theology does 
not have a revelational, biblical clarity 
with reference to God. A perusal of 
their writings reveals a nebulous su
preme being, almost pantheistic, at 
work somewhere in a historical pro
cess. Their theology does not start with 
the "I Am” of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob revealed in the Bible. Their deity 
is more the god of the philosophers. 
Their theological method usually takes 
its starting point from the contempo
rary situation. A note of transcendence 
is missing. God is so immanent that He 
is permanently present in humanity 
and history. He is your neighbor, and 
the only way to know Him is to partici
pate in His liberating activity.
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Their epistemology equates the 
knowing of God with the doing of jus
tice. They recommend a new way of 
doing theology which pays as much at
tention to the social sciences as earlier 
theology paid to philosophy. Instead of 
focusing on Christ and the Bible as the 
revelational centers of God, the libera- 
tionists insist that theological reflec
tion must begin with the historical 
situation rather than with biblical 
revelation. The Bible is not the key to 
understanding the world but rather 
just the opposite. Kenneth Hamilton 
stated the problem bluntly, "They offer 
another salvation from the one spoken 
of in the Bible because they proclaim 
another God than the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ.”10 This 
"theologizing from below” undermines 
traditional ways of knowing God such 
as prayer, spiritual formation, aesthet
ics, philosophy, and metaphysics.11 In 
short, the God of liberation theology is 
not a priori, but ad hoc. He is some
thing less than the God revealed in 
Christ.

A second concern of Southern Bap
tists would be the collective soteriology 
of liberation theology. Individual re
demption is virtually excluded. Salva
tion refers not so much to the process of 
an individual’s justification and sanc
tification before God as it does to the 
process of political, economic, and so
cial liberation from oppression. It is a 
strong Pelagian experience with a do-it- 
yourself gospel. This is a needed correc
tive to a traditional understanding of 
salvation that has been too pietistic and 
self-centered. But liberation theolo
gians seem to have thrown out the baby 
with the bath water.

Instead of presenting a scripturally 
oriented doctrine of salvation, the liber- 
ationists blur the biblical ideas of sin 
and death and the alternative of heav
en and hell. The notion of salvation is 

unbiblically universalistic—all men 
are potentially saved, and actually so if 
they share in political liberation. They 
reveal a too optimistic view of human 
nature and a synergistic concept of sav
ing grace. As Gustavo Gutierrez has 
noted, "Salvation is no longer a quan
titative problem (i.e. how many will be 
saved), but rather, qualitative (i.e. a 
matter of how to exercise the saving 
grace that has been made extensive to 
everyone in Jesus Christ.)12

Southern Baptists are naturally sus
picious of this branch of soteriology be
cause it is a throwback to the 
"social-gospellers” of a past genera
tion.13 It undercuts the personal en
counter with Jesus Christ that has 
always been the hallmark of Baptist 
evangelism. We must object to any in
terpretation of salvation which claims 
to be Christian and yet obscures per
sons’ need to be saved from sin through 
faith in Christ.

A third concern is the symbolic ec- 
clesiology of liberation theology. It 
plays down the importance of the insti
tutional church, either local or univer
sal. This is why Pope John Paul II and 
Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger recently is
sued the "Instruction on Certain As
pects of the 'Theology of Liberation’ ” 
in response to Leonardo BofFs 1982 
book, Church: Charisma and Power™ 
This official document clearly cracks 
down on the liberationists and 
reaffirms the authority of the church. 
Of course, Southern Baptists have a 
different view of the church, but we 
sympathize with this Catholic docu
ment in several of its criticisms of the 
ecclesiology of the liberationists.15

Baptists are uncomfortable with the 
liberationists’ tendency to ignore, ne
glect, marginalize, or vaporize the 
church. The "church” to them is a 
metaphor. No concrete idea of a local 
church is found. Gutierrez explained it 
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like this, "The Church is humanity it
self attentive to the Word. It is the peo
ple of God which lives in History and is 
oriented toward the future promised by 
the Lord. It is, as Teilhard de Chardin 
said, 'the reflective Christian portion of 
the world.’ ”16

This idea of the church smacks of 
elitism which negates the priesthood of 
the believer and concentrates only on 
social and political reform.17 The accep
tance of liberation theology would al
most certainly spell destruction for the 
church as an institution. Although 
they emphasize the church as a show
case of the Kingdom, there is practical
ly nothing about the church as the 
proclaimer of the gospel. They bring to 
mind the concept of the church held by 
the Orthodox tradition. The church is 
simply a sign or a sacrament which 
points toward the reality of the King
dom. The church planting and develop
ment emphasis of Baptists is lacking.

A fourth concern would be the situa
tional hermeneutics of the liberation- 
ists. Southern Baptists have a problem 
with the principles of interpretation 
employed by the liberationists and with 
their low view of biblical authority. 
They say we cannot begin to interpret 
God’s Word until we locate ourselves in 
our chosen context because the nature 
of the context will determine how we 
interpret the Word! The Bible and the 
whole Christian tradition do not speak 
directly to us in our situation; but they 
remain as a basic reference about how 
God spoke in a quite different context, 
which must illuminate His speaking in 
our context. Therefore, liberation 
theology is not the product of biblical 
exegesis, but of biblical eisegesis. It is 
based more on the social context than 
on the biblical text. Scriptural teaching 
is activized, while contemporary ideo
logical concerns are absolutized.18 Idea
listically it takes one social group—the 

poor and oppressed—and claims that 
the experiences of this group should 
provide the hermeneutical key for all. 
Thus its hermeneutic is reductionistic 
and misleading. It converts Christ into 
a sociopolitical liberator who promotes 
a modern socioeconomic ideology.

Although allegedly biblical, libera
tion theology’s hermeneutic disavows 
Scripture as the normative authority. 
Scripture themes are used to sustain 
the liberation philosophy. Text after 
text from Scripture is dealt with only as 
a mandate for liberation. It reduces 
persons to their social relationships 
and material well-being. We Evangeli
cals agree that the context is extremely 
important, but it should never become 
a priori to God’s revelation. We must 
contextualize our theology but not 
allow the context to usurp the authori
ty, the universality of God’s Word it
self.

A fifth concern of Southern Baptists 
is the political naivete of the liberation 
theologians. This manifests itself in 
several ways which bring concern to 
Baptists of the United States. First, the 
alignment with Marxism is disturbing. 
It is wrong to label the liberationists as 
Marxist because most of them deny the 
atheism and materialism of Marxism. 
They only see Marxism as a means to 
identify the causes of their economic 
oppression and exploitation. Regard
less of these differences, liberation 
theology does accept a Marxist analysis 
of history as struggle between the op
pressed and the oppressor.19 The recent 
Roman Catholic document pointed out 
the danger of these Marxists when it 
stated: "Concepts uncritically bor
rowed from Marxist ideology... are the 
basis of the new interpretation which is 
corrupting whatever was authentic in 
the generous commitment of the 
poor.”20

Our concern, like that of the Catho
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lies, is that Marxist thought has been 
given a privileged place in liberation 
theology’s theory of praxis while deny
ing a similar place to the Bible. The 
greatest threat is that the gospel will be 
swallowed up by Marxism. Marxist 
dogmatism has been questioned on 
scientific grounds, and Marxist reduc- 
tionism does not explain the total prob
lem of the Third World person. The 
application of Marxism to a contempo
rary state brings the loss of human 
freedom and creativity unacceptable to 
any Christian community. Sam Moffett 
noted that it took Christianity almost 
nineteen centuries to eradicate slavery, 
but we should be terrified to think that 
it took Communism only a single gener
ation to bring it back!21

Second, liberation theology’s com
mitment to a socialistic solution con
cerns us. The liberationists are 
convinced that only the social appro
priation of the means of production will 
pave the way for a new order. Social
ism, rather than God, is seen as the lib
erator and the goals of theology and 
evangelism should be a socialist soci
ety. In liberation theology, the gospel 
has been swallowed up by a socialist, 
political ideology. Other alternatives 
such as capitalism are rejected. Mi
chael Novak’s book, The Spirit of Demo
cratic Capitalism, admits that 
"democratic capitalism is neither the 
Kingdom of God nor without sin.... It 
will carry a heavy burden to Judgment 
Day,” but he gives a devastating cri
tique of socialism which he concludes 
with this observation, "Capitalism 
works better than its circumspect 
ideology; socialism far worse than its 
romantic hopes!”22 Many of us would 
feel better if liberation theology would 
criticize all revolutions. One does not 
necessarily have to be a Socialist to be 
a good Christian!

Third, the political naivete is seen in 

liberation theology’s position on the 
use of violence. Not all liberationists 
espouse the use of violence, but the fact 
remains that liberation theology is 
rooted in Marxism and, when neces
sary, makes use of Marxist argument 
that since violence (sometimes called 
institutional violence) is already a tool 
of the oppressors; its use to overthrow 
oppression is legitimate. However, such 
practice has difficulty with the teach
ings of Jesus (see Matt. 26:52). Some 
liberationists equate injustice with vio
lence and believe that violence is jus
tified as a means of securing justice. 
The careless advocacy of violence could 
result in needless bloodbaths.

Fourth, the liberationists are naive 
in their interpretation of the Exodus 
event as purely an example of political 
liberation. The use of this motif in their 
literature is redundant.23 At the Ex
odus Israel became a Chosen People, 
not because they were oppressed in 
Egypt but because of the sovereign will 
of God earlier revealed to Abraham. 
Their oppression by the Pharaoh added 
nothing to their vocation.

Fifth, the anti-United States animus 
of the liberation theologians is an ex
ample of political naivete. It creates a 
barrier to theological understanding. 
The liberationists should give up their 
penchant for seeing the worst in the 
United States.24 We find it hard to un
derstand why they extol Havana, Teh
ran, and Peking and never see the good 
traits of the United States.

Certain liberationists in the United 
States probably have fanned the flames 
of prejudice by being obsessed with a 
guilt complex. They have practiced au
toflagellation.25 Perhaps these United 
States intellectuals who decry their 
own value systems are unconsciously 
promoting the very things they oppose 
by supporting the liberationists. A re
thinking of the thesis of Julian Benda’s
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The Treason of the Intellectuals might 
be in order.

This French essayist held that the 
European intellectual establishment 
felt guilty about its nonworldly in
volvement and its disinterested intel
lectual activity in the late nineteenth 
century. Thus it left the transcenden
tal for the political; the universal for 
the parochial. Benda charged that by 
providing class, race, and national 
passions with a network of doctrines, 
giving them moral, intellectual, and 
even mystical authority, the intellec
tuals stirred up hatred and strife and, 
in fact, became the promoters of the 
First World War!26
Liberation theologians, here in the 

States or overseas, who play with 
Marxism and nationalism and are 
characterized by prejudice, might be 
susceptible to this same thesis. The 
political naivete of the theology of lib
eration just might be its Achilles’ heel!

A sixth concern of Southern Baptists 
is the missiological myopia of the move
ment. The theology of liberation is 
shortsighted and provincial when it 
comes to the mission of the church. Al
though the poor are legion in our world, 
what about Christian concern for the 
middle class and affluent sectors of our 
societies? Southern Baptists are a mis
sionary people, and they are concerned 
about the lack of missionary zeal 
among the liberationists. The mission 
of the church must go beyond political 
liberation. The universality of the peo
ple of God is thwarted by the universal
ism of the liberationists. The word 
evangelism finds less favor among lib
eration theologians who tend to substi
tute humanization and con- 
scientization for salvation. We Baptists 
feel that liberation missiology is out of 
harmony with the missionary mandate 
of the New Testament.

A seventh and final concern of South

ern Baptists is the silence with regard 
to the Holy Spirit on the part of libera
tion theology. In most expressions of 
these theologians the active presence of 
the Holy Spirit is not acknowledged. In 
fact the supernatural is also silenced. 
Personal devotion, prayer, piety, and 
meditation are also incidental. Al
though Jesus Christ is frequently men
tioned, their Christology is weakened 
by their spiritual silence.

In conclusion, liberation theology’s 
quest for social justice in today’s world 
is a constructive and praiseworthy 
movement. In spite of the great doc
trinal gulf that separates us, a South
ern Baptist has much to learn from the 
liberationists of the Third World. He 
also has much to contribute to a noble 
movement devoid of theological bal
ance and orthodoxy. The time has come 
for Southern Baptists and liberation 
theologians to do some theology togeth
er. Both could receive benefits.

John Mbiti, an African theologian, 
has expressed what might be the desire 
of many Third World theologians as 
they look at Southern Baptists:

What some of us from new Christen
dom are saying is that you, our breth
ren whose forefathers evangelized our 
forefathers, whose relatives died 
bringing the Gospel to us across the 
seas, have no theological interest in 
us who are the extension of Christ’s 
body to which you belong. We have 
learned to theologize with you, from 
you, about your concerns. Now, if you 
wish, we should like you to theologize 
with us, and also about our concerns. 
Only in that way can the universality 
of the Church be meaningful both 
evangelistically and theologically.27

4968 was the year the CELAM (Latin American Bishops Con
ference) was held in Medellin, Colombia. Although some books 
were published before this year on the subject, the term libera
tion theology came into vogue after Medellin.

2One of the best studies on this is Alan Neely, "Liberation 
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Theology in Latin America: Antecedents and Autochthony,” Mis- 
siology: an International Review, 6 (1978): 343-70.

J As an example, see the August 6,1984 official document of the 
Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith entitled, "In
struction on Certain Aspects of the 'Theology of Liberation,’ ” 
LADOC: Bimonthly Publication of Latin America Documenta
tion 15.3 (Jan.-Feb. 1985): 1-58; also see the events surrounding 

the visit of Leonardo Boff to Rome to confer with Cardinal Ratz
inger, Fort Worth Star Telegram, 27 Sept. 1984, p. 27a and 21 
March 1985, p. 20a; see also "The Vatican Speaks on 'Liberation 
Theology,’ ” Together: a Journal of World Vision International 
(April-June 1985), pp. 22-26.

‘Some good introductory studies for Southern Baptists would 
be: Justice Anderson, "The Church and Liberation Theology,” 
Southwestern Journal of Theology IS.2 (Spring 1977): 17-36; also 
the complete issue of The Commission (Feb-March 1983). For a 
complete, selected bibliography which includes all these works, 
see J. Andrew Kirk, Liberation Theology: an Evangelical View 
from the Third World (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979), pp. 
228-37. Those who read Spanish would want to consult Roberto 
Compton, La Teologia de la Liberation (El Paso: Casa Bautista 
de Publicaciones, 1984).

’Timothy Erdei, "Liberation Theology—a Christian Theolo
gy?” Trinity World Forum 1.2 (Winter 1975-76): 4. See also Or
lando Costas, The Church and Its Mission (Wheaton: Tyndale 
House, 1974), pp. 219-64.

‘See Neely, pp. 352-65; Orlando Costas, Christ Outside the Gate 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1982), pp. 117-34.

’During a seventeen-year ministry as a missionary-teacher in 
Argentina, I had the privilege of knowing personally Enrique 
Dussel, Jose Miquez-Bonino, Emilio Castro, Orlando Costas, Rub
ens Alves, Luis Segundo, and Justo Santa Ana.

•J. Anderson, p. 36; Carl F. H. Henry, "Liberation Theology 
and the Scriptures,” Together (April-June 1985), p. 16.

’Besides the article mentioned above, I have written two arti

cles in Spanish, Justo Anderson, "Un Analsis de la Teologia de 
la Liberacion,” Dialogo Teologia 12 (Nov. 1978): 7-27; and an 
unpublished study prepared for a Latin American Conference in 
1982, Justo Anderson, "El Significado de la Teologia de la Libera
cion para con los Bautistas,” pp. 1-8.

’“Robert Berry, "Liberation Theology: Unravelling the Confu
sion,” The Enterprise (Canadian Baptist Mission Journal) (Win
ter 1984-85), p. 22.

”D. N. Dickinson, "Response to Liberation Theology,” Theo
logical Education, 14.1 (Autumn 1979), p. 31.

12 Henry, p. 17.
”W. Dayton Roberts, "Where Has Liberation Theology Gone 

Wrong?” Christianity Today, 19 Oct. 1979, 28.
14See documents cited in note 3.
’’"The Vatican Speaks on 'Liberation Theology,’ ” p. 22.
’‘Anderson, pp. 31-32.
’’The whole movement is still the property of an elite group of 

theologians who write more in English than they do in their own 
languages. It is not a mass, indigenous movement in Latin Ameri
ca.

1‘Henry, p. 17.
’’"The Vatican Speaks on 'Liberation Theology,’ ” p. 25. 
’“Ibid.
2’Quoted in Carl Henry, p. 17.
22 Time, 10 May 1982, 38; Walter Benjamin, "Liberation 

Theology; European Hopelessness Exposes the Latin Hoax,” 
Christianity Today, 5 March 1982, p. 23.

2,See Harold Kuhn, "More on Liberation Theology,” Christian
ity Today, 4 Nov. 1977, p. 66.

24For an intriguing article on this, see Walter Benjamin, p. 23.
2’Ibid., p. 23.
2‘Ibid.
27Quoted in Gerald Anderson and Thomas Stransky, eds., Mis

sion Trends No. 3 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), p. 9.
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Liberation Theology 
Is Not All Bad
JOE W. BRUCE

Let’s face it. Most North American, 
evangelical Christians are uncomfort
able with liberation theology. Maybe 
some of that uneasiness results from 
our cultural, defense mechanisms. 
Reacting favorably to negative criti
cism of ourselves or of our culture is 
always difficult. Few people, theolo
gians included, enjoy being called 
names loaded with emotional connota
tions such as "capitalistic, Yankee im
perialist,” "theological justifiers of 
colonialism and paternalism,” or "de
fenders of the oppressive status quo.”

The liberationists’ way of doing 
theology also disturbs us. They do not 
start where we start. They refuse to 
play by the rules we have always fol
lowed. Their emphasis is more on ac
tion than on reflection. Juan Luis 
Segundo stated, "Hence the theology of 
liberation, whatever one’s view of the 
validity of this term, is a spoken much 
more than a written theology.”1

The liberation theologians further 
frustrate us by refusing to use tradi
tional, theological terminology. New 
words such as praxis, orthopraxis, and 
holistic are thrown about with disarm
ing frequency. Other words are given 
different meanings. Liberation, oppres
sion, and to a certain extent sin, salva
tion, and evangelism are clothed with 
meanings other than what we Evangel
icals normally give them.

So Alves, Gutierrez, Assmann, and 
others touch our North American evan
gelical, sensitive areas; and we react, 
often negatively. We have difficulty ac

cepting the name calling, the theologi
cal positions and emphases, and the 
Marxist flavor of Latin liberation 
theology. Therefore we tend to reject it; 
or we broadside it with our retaliatory, 
critical salvos, hoping to "correct its er
rors.”

George Hoffman speaking on the 
theme, "The Social Responsibilities of 
Evangelization,” at the International 
Conference on World Evangelism in 
Lausanne in 1974, described us well. 
He said, "One of our shortcomings lies 
in the fact that because we do not agree 
with all that some men say, we tend 
therefore not to listen to anything that 
they have to say.”2

To be quite honest, I, too, am uncom
fortable with liberation theology. To be 
completely honest, I do not espouse lib
eration theology. Yet, even though we 
do not completely agree with it, we can 
learn from it. Leggett and Stam writing 
in Christianity Today are correct in 
stating, "There may be much that 
Jerusalem can learn from Antioch.”3

Of course, liberation theology is not a 
panacea. It does not claim to have all 
the answers. It grows out of and ad
dresses itself primarily to the Latin 
American situation. "This is a theology 
which does not stop with reflecting on 
the world, but rather tries to be a part 
of the process through which the world 
is transformed,” said Gustavo Gu
tierrez, the group’s most systematic 
spokesman.4 But even in light of its 
shortcomings, liberation theology is not 
all bad. It can call us to a reexamina
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tion of principles we have either forgot
ten or neglected. If nothing else, libera
tion theology has driven North 
American Evangelicals to at least con
sider some of the following concepts.

Liberation theology reminds us that 
North American and European theolo
gians no longer dominate the theologi
cal world—Harvey Cox, writing in the 
foreword of Alves’ A Theology of 
Human Hope said: "Beware, all ideolo
gists, theologians, and theorists of the 
affluent, so-called 'developed’ world! 
The 'Third World’ of enforced poverty, 
hunger, powerlessness, and growing 
rage has found a ringing theological 
voice.”5 That voice is no longer the fee
ble cry of one man but the shout of a 
whole school of thought. Gutierrez’s ob
servation that Latin America is the 
only continent among the Third World 
which has a Christian majority re
minds us that these theologians have a 
right and a responsibility to speak out.

The liberation theologians speak for 
at least two reasons. First, they feel 
that the North Atlantic theologians fail 
to address the Third World situation. 
Enrique Dussel said, "Europeans are 
down to splitting hairs while we must 
find out whether we even possess a 
head of hair; and if we do, we must find 
out how to help it grow.”6 Second, they 
speak because they feel they have 
something to offer the larger Christian 
community. Gutierrez commented: 
"This Latin American focus would not 
be due to a frivolous desire for original
ity, but rather to a fundamental sense 
of historical efficacy and also—why 
hide it?—to the desire to contribute to 
the life and reflection of the universal 
Christian community.”7

Their voices may clash, and they may 
strike some dissonate notes, but the lib
eration theologians have joined their 
voices in the theological choir. Rene 
Padilla said that at last "Latin America 

is finding a place on the theological 
map of the world.”8 Clark Pinnock add
ed, "Latin America may be under
developed economically, but it is not 
underdeveloped theologically. Reading 
Alves, Gutierrez, and the others, one 
cannot fail to be impressed by the qual
ity of their theological thinking.”9

Liberation theology reminds us that 
poverty and injustice do exist;—Some
times it is easy for North American 
Christians to forget—if in fact we ever 
even knew it anyway—that poverty 
and injustice is such a stark reality in 
the Third World.

Proclaiming a day of prayer and fast
ing in the affluence of the United States 
is one thing. Going all day without eat
ing simply because there is nothing to 
eat is something else. One who has 
never actually lived in a Third World 
situation has difficulty comprehending 
it. Dussel poignantly said: "Marcuse, 
for example, is now asking how one can 
get people in affluent societies to eat 
less. We are trying to figure out how to 
make sure that starving people get 
enough to eat.”10 One who has always 
lived in a democratic society where 
freedom to elect leaders, influence deci
sions, and have at least a small voice in 
the affairs of life has problems com
prehending the person who does live in 
a society where freedom is limited, if in 
fact it exists at all.

Perhaps, rather than at the point of 
poverty and oppression, liberation 
theology’s stress on nonpersonhood 
speaks more in terms we who live in the 
computer society can understand. Gu
tierrez said: "Much contemporary 
theology seems to start from the chal
lenge of the non-believer.... This chal
lenge in a continent like Latin America 
does not come primarily from the man 
who does not believe, but from the man 
who is not a man, who is not recognized 
as such by the existing social order.”11
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Liberation theology is aware of pov
erty and oppression. They were its 
breeding grounds. We may not neces
sarily agree with the Latin theologians’ 
assessment of why poverty and oppres
sion exist nor with their solution for 
liberating man from it. However, their 
forceful speaking cannot but help make 
us aware of the awfulness of poverty, 
oppression, and nonpersonhood. It also 
causes us to question what the church’s 
response to all this should be.

Liberation theology reminds us that 
God does work in history.—Perhaps lib
eration theology has been able to do to 
the theological world what Augustine’s 
City of God did. It graphically calls our 
attention to the fact that God is active 
in history. Alves said: "The biblical lan
guage about God, therefore, is not de
scriptive of an ontology or metaphysics. 
It refers to what has happened, goes on, 
and can occur in history.”12

The emphasis liberation theology 
places on the history of the Old Testa
ment, especially on the Exodus experi
ence and the social rejoinders of the 
prophets, calls us to remember that 
God does work in the affairs of human
kind. Hugo Assmann’s Opresion-Liber- 
acion: Desafio a los Cristianos speaks to 
this point in detail.13

God is the Lord of the here and now 
as well as the Holder of the future. This 
tendency of liberation theology to hark 
back to the prophets and their preach
ing on justice and righteousness is 
needed today. In this period of milleni- 
al hairsplitting and forecasting of the 
end of the world with all its surround
ing circumstances, perhaps this re
minder that "there is another facet of 
the prophetic message” is needed. Gu
tierrez went on to say, "We refer to the 
prophet’s concern for the present, for 
the historical vicissitudes which they 
witness.”14

The prophets did speak to the actual, 

historical conditions of their times. God 
did break into history through Jesus of 
Nazareth. Faith without works is dead. 
Liberation theology’s stress on the his
torical now reminds us of all that.

Liberation theology reminds us to 
minister to the whole person.—In this 
day of charismatic emphasis and the 
resultant stress on personal experience 
and feelings, liberation theology calls 
us to remember than John Donne was 
speaking theologically when he said, 
"No man is an island.”15 Every person 
is affected by, and at the same time 
affects, others. Just as a person’s sin 
affects the whole creation, so should his 
salvation. However, in reality, "Salva
tion has often been conceived of as a 
personal gift and thus a private posses
sion,” said Orlando Costas.16

The theologians of liberation empha
size that with salvation comes social re
sponsibility. Gutierrez said, 
"Conversion is not an inward-looking 
private attitude, but a process which 
occurs in the socioeconomic, political 
and cultural medium in which life goes 
on, and which is to be transformed.”17

Bonino, Castro, and the other libera- 
tionists refuse to dichotomize persons 
into "spiritual” and "social” categories. 
Theirs is a holistic approach. According 
to them, a person is not body and soul; 
he just is. Therefore, saving a person’s 
soul without also affecting his social 
situation is impossible. In light of this, 
much of our evangelism is directed only 
at the spiritual part of a person. Once 
we get him converted, instead of help
ing him to transform his oppressive en
vironment, we try to get him to leave it 
completely. We help one part of him 
but tear down another part.

All three of the latest evangelical 
statements—"The Wheaton Declara
tion,” "The Frankfurt Declaration,” 
and "The Lausanne Covenant”—con
fess to having committed the fault of 
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dichotomizing persons. In fact, the sec
tion on "Christian Social Responsibili
ty” in the "Lausanne Covenant” 
contains the following statement:

We express penitence both for our ne
glect and for having sometimes re
garded evangelism and social concern 
as mutually exclusive. Although 
reconciliation with man is not recon
ciliation with God, nor is social action 
evangelism, nor is political liberation 
salvation, nevertheless we affirm that 
evangelism and socio-political in
volvement are both part of our Chris
tian duty.
Also coming out of Lausanne was 

this comment by Samuel Escobar: 
"There is no such thing as a separate 
individual Gospel and a separate social 
gospel. This is only one Gospel—a re
deemed man in a reformed society.”18

In calling our attention to the whole
ness of persons, liberation theology 
helps us to sharpen the focus of the 
church’s mission. We must come to 
grips with and answer the questions: 
What does it mean to be a Christian in 
the world? How does my personal sal
vation affect my society?

Liberation theology reminds us that 
definitions of "the people of God” and 
"the kingdom of God” are necessary:— 

Findley Edge, writing in The Greening 
of the Church, said that the basic prob
lem in the life of the modern church is 
knowing what being the people of God 
really means. "If it means something 
more than or something other than 'be
ing good,’ 'believing in Jesus,’ and 'be
ing faithful to the church,’ then most of 
us don’t know what it is.”19

If Edge is correct in expressing the 
popular, evangelical concept of the peo
ple of God, then that definition is just as 
erroneous as the one held by the libera- 
tionists. They tend to view the poor, the 
oppressed, the dehumanized as the true 
people of God.20 If the poor are the peo

ple of God, the kingdom of God takes on 
political overtones as they seek libera
tion from poverty, oppression, and de
personalization.21

As theologians, we cannot agree with 
the popular, nor with the liberationist’s 
definition of the people of God. There
fore, it becomes necessary to decide if 
the church is really the people of God, 
or does the kingdom extend beyond the 
church? If so, how does the church 
become the people of God in such a way 
that the poor, the oppressed, and the 
dehumanized are brought into the 
kingdom of God?

Seemingly, by their solidarity with 
the poor and by their activity in society, 
the liberation theologians are calling 
us to reexamine our concepts of the peo
ple of God and of the kingdom of God.

Liberation theology reminds us to see 
escatology in proper perspective.—The 
liberation theologians call our atten
tion to the fact that escatology not only 
relates to last things, but it also speaks 
to the present. Alves said: "The present 
becomes thus a pregnancy in which a 
new future already determines the 
present toward a historical tomorrow. 
The future is therefore being engen
dered now, amid the history where man 
is living, compelling him to respond to 
the vectors of the events that are bear
ers of freedom.”22 Gutierrez added, 
"Moreover, it is only in the temporal, 
earthly, historical event that we can 
open up to the future of complete fulfill
ment.”23

Escatology relates to the "here and 
now” as well as to the "yet to come.” 
We need to remember that. In recent 
years many evangelicals have been so 
involved in trying to discern "signs of 
the end” and in trying to discover the 
identity of the Antichrist that they 
have lost sight of their present respon
sibilities as present-day Christians. Or
lando Costas said: "Evangelicals have 
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been surrounded by a completely other
worldly oriented escatology. This has 
led to a message oriented to the 
'beyond’ and to an escapist missionary 
praxis.”24

We evangelicals do await the final 
consummation of Christ’s power and 
glory in the second coming. However, 
we should never get so caught up in our 
expectant waiting that we fail to fulfill 
the Commission He gave us to complete 
while we wait. The apostle Paul spoke 
to the Thessalonians regarding this 
point. He told them to keep on working, 
even though the Lord may appear at 
any moment (see 2 Thess. 3:10-13). 
Rather than draw our view completely 
toward the future, escatology should 
also impel us in the present. The libera
tion theologians have glimpsed the 
truth, and they remind us to do the 
same.

Yes, most North American Evangeli
cals are uncomfortable with the theolo
gy of liberation. However, it is not all 
bad. It can speak to us if we will listen.

Enrique Dussel in his book History 
and the Theology of Liberation talked 
about the wisdom of Solomon. He also 
reminded us that the Hebrew text does 
not say that Solomon was wise. It says 
that Solomon had "an open ear.” Solo
mon was wise because he knew how to 
listen. In our relation to liberation 
theology, we North American Evan
gelicals need to be open-eared Solo
mons. Costas was correct in stating:

We must not, however, throw aside its 
challenging insights simply because 
there is in it too much we simply can
not buy. We must have the courage to 

stand with the theologians of libera
tion in those things which are faithful 
to biblical revelation and which are 
congruent with the latter’s vision of a 
just and humane society. Anything 
short of this is neither wise nor Chris
tian.25
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What Is This Theology 
of Liberation?
ALAN NEELY

Less than two decades have passed 
since the Roman Catholic bishops of 
Latin America convened in Medellin, 
Colombia, for a conference that 
changed not only the character of the 
church but also the way theology is 
studied. It was there and then—August 
26 through September 6, 1968—that 
for the first time in the church’s history 
members of the Latin American hierar
chy as a body spoke to the consciences 
of Christians everywhere about the de
plorable conditions in which most of 
the people of the Third World lived. In 
language totally unprecedented the 
bishops condemned the systemic injus
tice, inequality, oppression of the 
masses, and the societal structures de
signed to protect the privileges of the 
few by the institutionalized exploita
tion of the many. The churchmen also 
declared in words that were clear and 
resounding that they were unalterably 
committed to the liberation of the poor 
and the oppressed, the "wretched 
masses” as Frantz Fanon had called 
them.1 The bishops likewise introduced 
into the theological vocabulary a num
ber of new terms and concepts such as 
the oppressive structures of society, 
privileged classes, institutionalized vio
lence, conscientization, and the now 
familiar theology of liberation.

In his inaugural address, for exam
ple, the Cardinal Archbishop of Peru 
declared: "In Latin America, salvation, 
which is the realization of the Kingdom 
of God, involves the liberation of all 
men, the progress of each and all from 

a less human condition to one more hu
man. This is what we desire, and this is 
what we will strive for.”2 This kind of 
language was not customary, ecclesias
tical rhetoric but an atypical declara
tion charged with momentous 
nonecclesiastical implications. More
over, it was language unwelcomed by 
some, especially those who were accus
tomed to hearing socially innocuous 
pronouncements by the hierarchy.

Some Latin American Catholic lead
ers, even some bishops, were troubled 
by the tone and conclusions of the Me
dellin meeting, and a few proceeded to 
condemn or disavow any support for 
the conference documents. Others, 
however, hailed the Medellin confer
ence as "the Second Vatican Council of 
Latin America” and called for the im
mediate implementation of its findings 
and recommendations throughout the 
whole of the continent. More signifi
cant, however, in retrospect, there 
emerged from this meeting a new ap
proach to theology, namely, one that 
utilized the tools and insights of sociolo
gy, history, international politics, psy
chology, and economics to analyze the 
human condition and to relate those in
sights to the biblical message. This ap
proach soon came to be known as the 
"theology of liberation.”3

Liberation Theology: a Definition
Any term can be defined in various 
ways; but simply stated, theology is an 
attempt to describe faith and communi
cate it intelligibly. All such attempts 
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occur within a context of personal and 
collective experience, and any theology 
that proposes to be Christian will claim 
to draw its basic categories from the 
evidence of God’s activity in history, 
first in the drama of Israel, then in the 
incarnation of God in Jesus Christ, and 
finally in the life of the Christian com
munity. Generally Christian theolo
gians do not limit God’s activity solely 
to these spheres but do insist that what 
God has done and is doing in Judeo- 
Christian history is normative for all 
theological reflection.

One may assert, therefore, that 
Christian theology rests on the founda
tion of divine activity in history, but 
how this divine activity is understood 
and communicated will unavoidably be 
affected and oftentimes significantly 
shaped by the historical setting in 
which theological reflection takes 
place.

The function of theology is not 
merely thinking, not even thinking the 
right thoughts about God. The purpose 
of theology is to facilitate the proclama
tion of the good news.4

Liberation theology, like all theolo
gy, arose out of a specific historical set
ting characterized by indemic poverty, 
hunger, unemployment, and underem
ployment, malnutrition, illiteracy, 
squalor, social alienation, political op
pression, injustice, and hopelessness— 
conditions that resulted from nearly 
five hundred years of economic exploi
tation; rigid, social stratification; limit
ed, educational opportunities; and 
inordinant wealth controlled by a small 
minority alongside grinding, inescapa
ble poverty of the overwhelming 
majority.

The extent of these inequities is well- 
known by anyone who has visited, lived 
in, or studied the history of Latin 
America. Furthermore, many would 
agree that the widespread suffering has 

been seldom relieved and more often 
exacerbated by highly authoritarian 
governments—usually military dicta
torships—supported until 1968 by an 
equally authoritarian church, a church 
which during the colonial era served as 
an instrument of political conquest 
and, subsequently, became an instru
ment of social control.

Not only does liberation theology re
flect the context out of which it came, 
but more importantly it can only be un
derstood as an effort to communicate 
the gospel, the good news of the king
dom of God to the poor, even as Jesus 
declared in the synagogue in Nazareth 
(see Luke 4:18).®

The fact remains that today one may 
read dozens of articles and books pur
porting to deal with liberation themes 
without once encountering a concise 
definition of what the term liberation 
theology means. One notable exception 
is found in Roberto Compton’s La teo- 
logia de la liberation wherein the au
thor said, "In general, liberation 
theology may be defined as a movement 
within a situation of oppressed and op
pressor committed to the liberation of 
the oppressed.”6

A study of the array of liberation 
writings reveals, however, no single 
theology of liberation exists but rather 
a plurality of theologies that have coa
lesced around the motif of liberation. 
Theologies of liberation relate to Latin 
Americans, Blacks, women, Hispanic- 
Americans (Chicanos), Native Ameri
cans, black Africans, and even Asians.7 
And though their analyses of oppres
sion are distinct, the identified oppres
sors different, and their declared goals 
dissimilar, each represents a synthesis 
of theological conclusions that result 
from reflection and action in an envi
ronment of social, economic, political, 
sexual, racial, or religious oppression.

Generically, therefore, liberation 
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theology may be defined as "dialectical, 
critical reflection-action on history and 
practice in the light of biblical revela
tion from within a context of perceived 
oppression.” Furthermore, it repre
sents an attempt to describe and com
municate the gospel to the oppressed 
and the oppressor to the end that both 
will respond to the demands of the gos
pel and be liberated from the dominion 
of sin and evil which are the final 
causes of all injustice and suffering. As 
Hugo Assmann expressed it, liberation 
theology is a "quest for love in action” 
by discovering "truth-in-action.”8

Exegesis of the Texts
According to liberation theologians, 
two texts must be interpreted; and the 
first text is not the biblical one but rath
er the historical context in which the 
dominion of sin is clearly manifested. 
How can one begin to comprehend the 
meaning of Holy Scripture, they ask, 
much less apply its teachings without 
understanding the ambience of the peo
ple to whom the gospel is to be ad
dressed? For this reason liberation 
theologians insist that the social 
sciences figure prominently in all liber
ation theologies. Also, the need to un
derstand the social, economic, and 
political environment of the oppressed 
explains why liberation proponents 
begin not with the Bible, tradition, or 
the history of dogma but with the con
crete historical circumstances in which 
people live.

The biblical text is certainly indis
pensable in the development of all 
Christian theology including liberation 
theologies. But according to liberation 
theologians, the Bible cannot be inter
preted in a historical vacuum. No one 
would agree to interpretation being dis
connected from the historical past. 
Why then do we assume that the Bible 
can be understood and communicated 

if disconnected from the historical 
now?

A striking example of the exegesis of 
both texts can be seen in the Bible stud
ies led by Ernesto Cardenal in the peas
ant community of Solentiname in 
Nicaragua. On one occasion the pas
sage being discussed was the story of 
Zacchaeus (see Luke 19:1-10). The in
teraction of the participants demon
strates how they alternated between 
their contemporary, historical situa
tion and the biblical text.

Tomas Pena: "It seems to me that 
rich guy [Zacchaeus] didn’t have any 
false pride. When he saw Jesus was 
going to pass by there, he climbed 
right up to look at him. Even though 
he was an important guy, he shinnied 
up a trunk like a kid; he didn’t mind 
looking silly.”

Oscar: "I think that because he was 
rich everybody respected him, right? 
But when Jesus showed up there, the 
rich man felt tiny, he felt. . . like he 
was repenting: I don’t know. He didn’t 
feel proud or conceited; he realized 
that what he was doing to other peo
ple he shouldn’t be doing. That’s why 
he felt so tiny facing Jesus.”

Bosco: "Maybe he was afraid, too, 
that Jesus would be mad at him be
cause he was rich and that Jesus was 
against the rich and he knew it.”

Alejandro: "Other times we’ve seen 
Jesus against the rich, but here we see 
he wasn’t a prejudiced man or a fanat
ic. He chooses to stay in a rich man’s 
house without getting an invitation. 
He invites himself.”

Olivia: "At least Jesus saw he was a 
rich man who could be humble, and so 
he was a rich man that could be saved. 
If Jesus hadn’t gone to where he was, 
that man would have gone on being 
rich. He would just have looked at 
him, been content to see Jesus pass
ing by from up in a tree. But Jesus
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wants to save him.”
In response to the announcement by 

Zacchaeus that he was going to give 
away half of all he had and restore four
fold anything that he had acquired dis
honestly, the peasants observed:

Ernesto: "It sounds like he’d done 
some stealing.”

Someone else: "Of course he had; if 
he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have been 
rich.”

Olivia: "This would be the end of his 
capital, because everything he had 
must have been stolen.”
Then regarding the declaration by 

Jesus, "Today salvation has come to 
this house”:

Tomas: "He’d brought him back 
into the family, right? He’d been off to 
one side, but Jesus brought him back 
into the family.”

William: "And when Jesus says: 
’Today salvation has come to this 
house,’ it’s as if he’d said: ’Today the 
revolution has come to this house.’ ”

Donald: "Now he’s got to do just the 
opposite of what he was doing before. 
Before he was finding ways to in
crease his money. Now he’s doing the 
opposite.”

Ernesto: "Here we have an example 
of what the gospel calls a conversion , 
which means a change. This transla
tion of ours [Good News Bible] aptly 
calls it ’change of attitude.’ Change of 
attitude or conversion is the same as 
revolution. It can’t be only the in
dividual; it has to be society, too. And 
it can’t be only society without being 
a change in individuals, too. Anything 
else? If you agree, we’ll stop here.”9 
The reader at this point may be un

comfortable with the political and eco
nomic implications of the dialogue, 
especially with the ideological over
tones. But one should recognize the fact 
that these campesinos are among the 
poorest of the poor and that they are 

attempting to understand the meaning 
and impact of the gospel on the life of 
one who was rich. They are not thereby 
absolving themselves spiritually by 
pointing out the greed and frequent dis
honesty of the rich anymore than they 
are exonerating themselves of the need 
for the same kind of dramatic conver
sion that came into the life of this first- 
century tax collector.10

Liberation on Three Levels
Manifesting the influence of the Brazil
ian Christian educator Paulo Freire,11 
theologians of liberation usually stress 
the need for emancipation on three lev
els. First, the poor, the woman, the His
panic, the Black, the Native American 
must experience psychological libera
tion whereby he/she moves from a 
state of "naive awareness” (wherein 
the real sources of oppression are un
recognized or are mythically explained 
and passively accepted) to a state of 
"critical awareness” in which the op
pressed discard the myths and begin to 
search for the real causes of their op
pression while at the same time assum
ing personal responsibility for 
changing their situation.

"In this process, which Freire calls 
conscientization, the oppressed person 
rejects the oppressive consciousness 
which dwells in him, becomes aware of 
his situation, and finds his own lan
guage. He becomes, by himself, less de
pendent and freer, as he commits 
himself to the transformation and 
building up of society.”12

Once a critical awareness is devel
oped, the oppressed are prepared to 
move to the second level, that is, 
through action-reflection to begin the 
struggle against the "obstacles of their 
humanization.”13

The third level is spiritual liberation 
from sin "which is the ultimate root of 
all disruption of friendship and of all 
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injustice and oppression.”14 The op
pressed do not, however, liberate them
selves from sin. Rather, it is Christ the 
Savior who sets them free, Christ who 
enables them to live in communion 
with Him and with one another.15

None of these levels is distinct from 
the others, nor are they necessarily 
chronologically successive. They are in
stead three interdependent "levels of 
meaning of a single, complex process,” 
which discovers its deepest meaning 
and final completion "in the saving 
work of Christ.”1®

Faith and Ideology,
Two Sides of the Same Coin
To those accustomed to theologizing in 
the traditional fashion, theologies of 
liberation appear to have all the ear
marks of ideology. The fact is, 
liberation theologians are ideological— 
consciously, specifically, unapologeti- 
cally ideological. But every significant 
movement which has mobilized the 
church has been generated and com
municated ideologically. Whether one 
thinks of Benedict’s dedication to 
monasticism, the rejection by St. Fran
cis of the pretentions of scholasticism, 
Luther’s determination to purge the 
church of error or Loyola’s determi
nation to purge the church of Luther
anism, the modern missionary 
movement, or the evangelism of Billy 
Sunday—all were based on ideology. By 
ideology, liberation theologians mean 
the conceptualization of the goal of 
one’s action and the specification of the 
most appropriate means for achieving 
that goal.

Throughout the world are individu
als and groups who are critically aware 
that they are suffering oppression. Tra
ditionally, the poor and the socially os
tracized who are professing believers 
have been advised to avoid involvement 
with those who are not Christians. But 

liberation theologians point out that 
the reading and interpretation of the 
gospel by Christians is inevitably condi
tioned by ideology. Thus Christian be
lievers are urged to join with those 
peoples and groups who are struggling 
for justice and liberation and then in 
the process of the struggle to reexam
ine "the gospel message from within 
the revolutionary commitment.”17

A biblical prototype of how ideology 
shapes interpretation can be seen in 
the case of the Syrophenician woman 
described in two of the gospels. The 
woman, a foreigner, came to Jesus to 
beg for His help for her daughter who 
"had an evil spirit in her” (Mark 7:25, 
GNB).18 Now had this woman based her 
faith and action on contemporary Jew
ish theology (and ideology), she would 
have considered herself unworthy, that 
is, insufficiently human to approach 
the Jewish teacher and miracle worker 
from Nazareth.

Leaving aside the hermeneutical 
difficulties involved in the interpreta
tion of this story—for according to the 
Gospel accounts Jesus did use some 
rather brusque language—the woman 
appealed to Jesus on the basis of her 
own historical situation, that is, her 
daughter’s affliction and on the basis of 
her (the woman’s) understanding of the 
nature of God and God’s love for all 
people.

When Jesus responded to her plead
ing by saying, "Let the children first be 
fed, for it is not right to take the chil
dren’s bread and throw it to the dogs,” 
the woman replied, "Yes, Lord; yet 
even the dogs under the table eat the 
children’s crumbs” (Mark 7:27-28, 
RSV).19 In effect she declared: "What 
you say is true, but isn’t God’s love 
sufficient to go around? Is there not 
some for everyone?” Not even the disci
ples at this point evidenced this kind of 
theological insight. In fact, they had 
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done their best to prevent the woman’s 
approaching Jesus—evidence that 
they, too, were ideologically condi
tioned. But here this Gentile woman— 
who was socially and religiously ostra
cized for two reasons, being a woman 
and being a Gentile—because of her 
ideology, effected a profound and last
ing change in the life of her daughter 
and eventually in the life of the church 
itself. Ideology is inevitably a dimen
sion of one’s theology, and one’s theolo
gy is an expression of one’s faith.

The problems which have given rise 
to liberation theologies are not new. 
Neither is this Christian concern for 
them new. But it is a fact that many 
have read and heard the gospel 
preached repeatedly without ever see
ing the inconsistency between the proc
lamation of God’s universal love and 
the sufferings, deprivation, and injus
tices which many millions in this world 
presently endure. Liberation theolo
gians are convinced that the gospel has 
not only spiritual but also political, so
cial, and economic implications. And as 
Gutierrez wrote in his first work, these 
implications can "become real and 
meaningful only by living and an
nouncing the Gospel from within a 
commitment to liberation, only in con
crete, effective solidarity with people” 
who are suffering. Only by participat
ing in their struggles can we under
stand the implications of the Gospel 
message and make it have an impact on 
history.”20
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Bonhoeffer’s Legacy to 
North America: Agenda 
for Liberating Praxis 
in a Local Church
ALFRED E. STAGGS

One of the main questions of the Third 
International Bonhoeffer Conference 
was: Can Bonhoeffer’s theology help 
the church cope with its situation in 
the 1980s? Can his theology help the 
church be a liberating church both for 
the oppressed and for the oppressors? 
The fact that the conference attracted 
approximately one hundred partici
pants from fifteen countries seems to 
affirm that we haven’t finished hearing 
from Dietrich Bonhoeffer.1

In 1965 Harve Cox stated: "We are in 
no sense finished with Bonhoeffer. Nor 
do I believe we can move 'beyond’ him 
until we begin to be the kind of Church 
he knew we must be, a Church which 
lives on the border of unbelief, which 
speaks with pointed specificity to its 
age, which shapes its meaning and mis
sion not for its own comfort but for the 
health and renewal of the world.”2

The theology and example of Die
trich Bonhoeffer has particular import 
for the Western Hemisphere with its 
existing impasse between Latin Ameri
can liberation theology and traditional 
North American theology. The chal
lenges of Latin American liberation 
theology are so radical and revolution
ary that North American churches will 
be forced to either further entrench 
themselves in their long-standing tra
ditional views or else respond positively 

to the liberation theology confronta
tion by drastically altering their styles 
of ecclesiology and their theological 
world views.

Bonhoeffer’s amazingly universal ap
peal uniquely qualified him to be the 
interlocutor for adaptation, appropria
tion, and response of North American 
churches to the evocative thought and 
action of Latin American theologians. 
The father of Latin American libera
tion theology, Gustavo Gutierrez, has 
acknowledged the importance of Bon
hoeffer’s life and thought. Gutierrez 
concedes that Bonhoeffer’s "testimony, 
and the paths he opens up, are charged 
with much potential for further ad
vance.”3 Bonhoeffer is regarded by 
most North American Christians to be 
a modern-day martyr, and his book The 
Cost of Discipleship is considered to be 
a classic by a large number of Ameri
can church leaders. A thorough study 
of the life and works of Bonhoeffer 
should provide North American Chris
tians an avenue by which to reappraise 
their Christianity in light of the chal
lenge of Latin American liberation 
theology. The starting point for ex
perimentation of a liberating praxis for 
North American churches is at the 
local church level.

The First Baptist Church of Litt
letown4 is an atypical, large, conserva
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tive, evangelical Southern Baptist 
church. The membership numbers 
around two thousand and consists of 
university professors and staff, farmers 
and ranchers, city and county officials, 
bankers, lawyers, business leaders, 
medical personnel, homemakers, and 
students. The region, which has a popu
lation of more than one hundred thou
sand, has in the last several years 
enjoyed a bonanza of oil and gas discov
eries. Many of the church’s members 
have reaped considerable gain from 
these oil and gas finds.

The First Baptist Church of Little
town is located near the old downtown 
district, an area that has been largely 
evacuated by business in favor of the 
more desirable commercial and resi
dential areas of the city. (It should be 
noted that some ten years ago, the con
gregation voted by a margin of one vote 
to remain in this area in lieu of moving 
to the suburbs.) Liberating praxis will 
find no greater test than in this very 
conservative, extremely patriotic, and 
increasingly wealthy constituency of 
the First Baptist Church of Littletown.

What in this locale, in this church in 
Littletown could be reevaluated in 
light of the method of Bonhoeffer? Can 
the theology and ethics of Dietrich Bon
hoeffer withstand the test of specificity 
to a particular church far removed in 
time and place from the context in 
which he developed his revolutionary 
concepts? It is here at this local-church 
level where the process of liberation 
has to occur in the United States if it is 
to occur at all. Donald Shriver noted 
that it is important "to follow the Bon
hoeffer method of calling for reflection 
from one’s own place of primary re
sponsibility, believing that any accu
rate locally focused Christian theology 
has a pertinance beyond its locality.” 
He added, "only in locality does theolo
gy take its first step towards universal

ity.”5
It is extremely difficult, if not impos

sible, to reduce the fertile thought of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer to any simple out
line. There are, however, three salient 
specifications from Bonhoeffer’s life 
and thought that can and should be ap
plied to the local church in North 
America. These specifications applied 
to the local church would further en
hance the spirit of ecumenism and 
brotherhood and sisterhood among 
Christians in North and South Ameri
ca. Latent in the thought of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer resides valuable clues to a 
proper North American response to 
Latin American liberation theology.

Accepting Guilt, 
the First Step to Church Renewal
In "An Open Letter to North American 
Christians,” sent in 1976 by thirteen 
Christian leaders from Latin America, 
a basis for the guilt of North American 
Christians is spelled out:

Today, we Latin Americans are dis
covering that, apart from our own 
weaknesses and sins, not a few of our 
misfortunes, miseries and frustra
tions flow from and are perpetuated 
within a system that produces sub
stantial benefits for your country but 
goes on swallowing us more and more 
in oppression, in impotence, in death.
... All this, our brothers and sisters, 
is carried out in the name of’democra
cy’ in the name of 'Western Christian 
Civilization,’ on the backs of our peo
ple.

Friends and fellow Christians, it is 
time that you realize that our conti
nent is becoming one gigantic prison 
... that human rights, the grand guid- 
lines of the Gospel, are becoming a 
dead letter.... This letter seeks to be 
an anguished, fervent call to your con
science.6

The passages in Bonhoeffer’s Eth
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ics speak of guilt in general terms. 
However, his own experience of guilt 
was terribly specific. What is the set
ting that forms the backdrop for 
these passages concerning the guilt 
of the church?

’’The Confession of Guilt” was 
written in September 1940, more 
than seven years after Hitler at
tained power and began his reign of 
terror. Bonhoeffer was aware of the 
crimes of Hitler from the days of 
their occurrence up to and even after 
his time of arrest in 1943. It should 
be noted that Bonhoeffer wrote these 
statements at the height of Hitler’s 
successes abroad and his popularity 
at home.7
The Church confesses... her timidity, 
her evasiveness, her dangerous 
confessions. She has often been un
true to her office of guardianship and 
to her office of comfort. And through 
this she has often denied to the out
cast and to the despised the compas
sion which she owes them. She was 
silent when she should have cried out 
because the blood of the innocent was 
crying aloud to heaven. She has failed 
to speak the right word in the right 
way at the right time.... The Church 
confesses that she has taken in vain 
the name of Jesus Christ, for she has 
been ashamed of this name before the 
world and she has not striven force
fully enough against the misuse of 
this name for an evil purpose. She has 
stood by while violence and wrong 
were being committed under cover of 
this name.

The Church confesses that she has 
witnessed the lawless application of 
brutal force, the physical and spiri
tual suffering of countless innocent 
people, oppression, hatred and mur
der, and that she has not raised her 
voice on behalf of the victims and has 
not found ways to hasten to their aid.

She is guilty of the deaths of the weak
est and most defenceless brothers of 
Jesus Christ.

By her own silence she has ren
dered herself guilty of the decline in 
responsible action, in bravery in the 
defence of a cause, and in willingness 
to suffer for what is known to be right. 
She bears the guilt of the defection of 
the governing authority from Christ.8 
The subject of guilt is one that is not 

foreign to most Southern Baptists. One 
can observe the present-day emphasis 
among Baptists for periodic church 
revivals. The preaching in these once- 
or twice-a-year meetings focuses gener
ally on the shortcomings or the sins of 
the individual members. During this 
week-long series of meetings, members 
are thus awakened to the need for 
confession of sins and guilt and renewal 
of commitment. Southern Baptists, 
with their rich history of revivalism, 
perhaps more than any other group of 
evangelicals, accept and understand 
the importance of preaching una
bashedly the reality of sin and the need 
for confession.

Guilt because of corporate sin is a 
different type of guilt than one’s guilt 
for individual vices. Baptists are not at 
ease in speaking to social issues, nor 
are they comfortable with the concept 
of corporate or collective guilt. As Rob
ert G. Torbet said in A History of the 
Baptists, ’’Baptists often have fallen 
short of emphasizing the need for unit
ed action in carrying out in social prac
tice all that Christ has taught; namely, 
to be peacemakers, to love one’s ene
mies, to feed and clothe the needy.9” 
The necessity for realization of corpo
rate guilt among American Christians 
is valid, but how is this connectedness 
between the situation of Latin Ameri
cans and the complicity of American 
Christians in the demise of their south
ern neighbors communicated?
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Addressing the problem of corporate 
guilt by the wholesale method or to a 
church at large would not be produc
tive. This has a danger of factionalizing 
the church and thus diverting real is
sues.

To begin such a process at church 
such as First Baptist Church, Little
town, a concept of ’’conscientization” 
must begin with a small number of peo
ple. This is an application of the 
method advocated by Paulo Freire; 
however, this would seek to establish 
"a pedagogy of the oppressor.” The pro
cess would not at first seek to link any 
praxis or action, although the goal 
would be such eventual action. The pro
cess of meeting with a few members of 
the church would lead one from a 
’’naive awareness”—which does not 
deal with problems, gives too much 
value to the past, tends to accept myth
ical explanations, and tends toward de
bate—to a ’’critical awareness”—which 
delves into problems, is open to new 
ideas, and leads to dialogue.10 As 
Freire’s goal is in the conscientization 
process for the oppressed person to re
ject the oppressive consciousness, so it 
would be for the ’’oppressor” to accept 
(toward eventual rejection) the oppres
sive consciousness.

This process is facilitated by sched
uled and unscheduled meetings. Much 
of the dialogue should occur around in
formal meetings as well as meetings 
which are designed only for discussing 
the issues of oppression. The basis for 
dialogue could be one of many books, 
such as Gutierrez’s A Liberation of 
Theology or Bonhoeffer’s Ethics. These 

would be assigned readings that could 
assist a church member to see the inter
connectedness between oppressed and 
oppressor and their particular identifi
cation as the oppressor in the eyes of 
many Latin American Christians.

It must be noted that Southern Bap

tists altogether will not be able or will
ing to adopt a base community idea. 
Bonhoeffer himself had great suspicion 
concerning small groups, as he ex
pressed regarding the Oxford Move
ment and also the Volksmission effort. 
Nevertheless, he also believed in the 
mutual strengthening and encourage
ment of Christians in smaller groups, 
as his Finkenwalde community repre
sented. However, he never intended 
that any community as the one de
scribed in Life Together should become 
the only true pattern of Christian liv
ing. Bonhoeffer’s aim was clearly stated 
in his Foreward:

An essential characteristic of the sub
ject treated here is that it can be fur
thered only through joint effort. 
Because it concerns, not an affair of 
private groups, but rather a test given 
to the church, it is likewise not a mat
ter of more or less accidental, in
dividual solutions, but of a common 
responsibility of the church. . . . The 
multiplicity of new forms of commu
nity within the church necessitates 
the watchful cooperation of all re
sponsible people.11
Therefore, a small group of conscien- 

tizing Christians do not substitute for 
the centrality of the larger church. 
Rather, the church causes such small 
groups to be responsible to the larger 
body of believers; and likewise this 
small group shares insight and new 
conviction with the church at large. In
deed, the validity of the consciousness- 
raising group will be demonstrated as 
the few group members are able to re
late to a large number of church mem
bers.

This small group should read, in ad
dition to texts of liberation themes and 
the works of Bonhoeffer, biblical texts 
with a new perspective, one gained 
from writers such as Gutierrez, Robert 
McAfee Brown, and Bonhoeffer. Bap-
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tists have prided themselves in their 
love and adherence to the truths of the 
Bible; and if any real change is to be 
seen, it will come only as a result of 
allowing biblical texts to impact the 
lives of individual and collective South
ern Baptists.

In the past six years, from 1977 
through 1983, a number of members of 
the First Baptist Church of Littletown 
have responded to the problems of jus
tice, of systemic evil, of collective guilt 
on the part of American Christians, 
though setting up dialogues for discus
sion of such issues was not systematic 
of methodological in nature. A more 
concerted conscientization could only 
yield the possibilities of a growing 
awareness of guilt and ultimately bring 
about responsible action by members of 
this church.

Moving the Local Church 
from Privilege to Nonprivilege
This aspect of putting into action a "re
sponse theology” for the local church 
will be more difficult to realize than the 
first aspect. While guilt over sin is cer
tainly not a farfetched idea in Baptist 
life, the idea of rejecting privilege will 
be much more difficult to accept. Part of 
the difficulty lies in the fact that Bap
tists are enjoying gigantic successes in 
terms of numbers, size of budgets and 
buildings, and greater social status. 
Nothing is quite as addictive as success, 
that is, success measured by one’s cul
ture. However, if Southern Baptists are 
ever to respond to the indictment of 
Latin Americans to American church
es’ slavery to materialism, the preva
lent style of ecclesiology will need to be 
reassessed.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote from pris
on that "as a fresh start she [the 
church] should give away all her en
dowments to the poor and needy.”12 His 
statement sounds strangely reminis

cent of Jesus’ statement to the rich 
young ruler. Taking the task of libera
tion theologians tack of "the preferen
tial option for the poor,” Southern 
Baptists will see the great disparity be
tween their church life and the meager 
existence of most of the people in the 
world.

One can observe by simply reading 
the weekly church bulletins that big 
money is now involved in running 
churches. One Southern Baptist church 
is launching a $34 million building pro
gram. Another church is completing a 
$100,000 television studio. The church 
at Littletown has a budget of over $1,- 
200,000, a 14 percent increase over the 
previous year’s budget. The church is 
still paying the debts of over $4,000,000 
worth of buildings which have been 
constructed in the last three years. One 
would venture to say that the Little
town church’s yearly budget would ex
ceed the combined budgets of all 
Protestant churches in a country like 
El Salvador. It is difficult to imagine 
how a church, such as the one at Little
town, can "opt for the poor” without 
confronting the obvious and conspicu
ous possession of money, status, and 
buildings.

Bonhoeffer’s notion of "the view from 
below” provides a perspective from 
which one can hold together many of 
the strands that characterize liberation 
theology, which is preeminently a way 
of looking at life "from below,” from 
the perspective of the poor, the dispos
sessed, the marginalized.13

Certainly there was nothing in Bon
hoeffer’s background to suggest that he, 
the son of affluent parents and the in
heritor of an orthodox Lutheranism, 
would cast his lot with what he termed 
"the outcasts and the reviled.”14 Bon
hoeffer’s life makes clear that those to 
whom it is initially foreign can, on occa
sion, adopt "the view from below” and 
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see life from that perspective because 
they are attempting to live from that 
perspective.15

One particularly relevant phrase 
which can here be seen as a key to Bon
hoeffer’s thought is, "that a perception 
cannot be separate from the existence 
in which it is gained.”16 In his own 
painful process of learning, Bonhoeffer 
discovered the vision of a transforma
tion process for Christianity—the liber
ation of his own church through a 
return to poverty; through a rejection 
of the position of hierarchical domi
nance which has developed theological
ly, as well as historically, legally, and 
economically; through a return to 
Christ’s way among humanity. Bonho
effer seemed to have had a premonition 
of the extent to which the ethic of our 
bond with the disadvantaged of this 
world would become a controversial 
subject in modern Christianity.17

Bonhoeffer’s life represents a proto
type of what American Christians can 
hope to do and be. His example shows 
us how it is possible for affluent church
es to experience a conversion and un
derstand from one’s own context the 
power of Scripture for the human con
dition.

How does this movement from privi
lege to nonprivilege occur? Of course, 
as this movement is progressing in the 
church at large, it is also being explored 
in the lives of individual members.

One of the first and most obvious 
plans to begin reassessing a church’s 
position of privilege is at the annual 
budget. The budget is a barometer of 
the mission and activities of the 
church, of how it understands its task. 
Second, and related to the church budg
et, are the expenditures for buildings. 
Building programs put enormous stress 
on a church’s financial resources, caus
ing that which is secondary in impor
tance (buildings) to become primary, 

ahead of the mission and ministry of a 
congregation. Additionally, large new 
buildings, even though situated in de
pressed areas of a town, will stand as 
symbols of the church’s level of socio
economic appeal. To whom is the 
church appealing, and who will pay? 
"Our tall, stately, imposing steeples 
speak not so much of our love of God, as 
it does our pride, our callousness, and 
our affluence.”18

The highly democratic polity of 
Southern Baptist churches will allow 
changes to occur in reversing the trend 
of gigantism. Members from the cons- 
cientization group can be a key to in
fluencing changes in the goals and 
fiscal structure of First Baptist Church, 
Littletown.

It is noteworthy that the Littletown 
Church did not move from its present 
location, since there is and has been a 
trend to relocate churches in the "nic
er” areas of towns. At the same time, it 
is counterproductive for the Littletown 
congregation to erect such formidable 
symbols to which the local community 
could hardly feel drawn.

The annual church budget of First 
Baptist Church, Littletown, has risen 
markedly every year in at least the last 
fifteen years. The basic line items on 
those budgets have changed little in 
those years, and percentages of giving 
have not altered much. For a church to 
begin to move toward nonprivilege 
status, it must invoke a zero increase in 
the annual budget, or a decrease, with 
an increase in percentage to line items 
that relate to benevolence, missions, 
world hunger offerings, and other items 
that do not represent spending on the 
local congregation. The Littletown 
Church would have made a great step 
by reducing instead of increasing their 
budget by 14 percent.

It may be too idealistic to believe that 
a church could give away all of its 
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possessions to the poor, though the 
recommendation of Bonhoeffer is worth 
heeding. However, if a church is ever to 
achieve a less privileged status, 
moratoriums will have to be placed on 
buildings and budgets. The goal of this 
twofold moratorium will lead the 
church, like the one at Littletown, to 
realize that its strength is not found in 
its privilege but rather in its lack of 
privilege. A church of nonprivilege 
must have great faith.

Taking a Stand Politically
The writings of Bonhoeffer remind us 
that Christ is not to be found building 
successful religious organizations but 
in forming human community among 
the poor and suffering of the world and 
that faith in Jesus’ God means full, ac
tive commitment in human solidarity. 
This is "the church (which) now stands 
in place of religion: and that is bibli
cal.”19

Bonhoeffer wrote in his "Outline for 
a Book” in the Letters and Papers from 
Prison these incisive words about Prot
estantism: "The Protestant Church: 
Pietism as a last attempt to maintain 
evangelical Christianity as a religion. 
Sociologically: no effect on the masses- 
interest confined to the upper and 
lower middle classes. A heavy incubus 
of difficult traditional ideas. The deci
sive factor: the church of the defensive. 
No taking risks for others.”20

American churches, especially 
Southern Baptist churches, have not 
found it easy to express themselves in 
the political arena. Most often, the kind 
of political influences that conservative 
churches have given is one of silence. 
Silence is, of course, interpreted by 
public policymakers as agreement. Si
lence then, in the face of systemic injus
tices, becomes complicity. Shriver 
spoke to the place of the church in the 
politics of America: "An organized 

church remains the unnegotiable 
requisite of political vision and political 
capacitation in crisis-pressed American 
society. Here the meaning and the re
sults of Bonhoeffer’s great turn toward 
the church in his 1932 experience of 
"becoming a Christian” remain an ex
ample rich with instruction for Ameri
cans, especially pietistic Americans.”21

A number of contemporary writers 
have drawn parallels with what is per
ceived as potential fascism in the Unit
ed States. Heinz Eduard Todt’s belief is 
that our judgment on the church in 
Germany in 1933 turns out to be a judg
ment on ourselves. Present-day church
es can be equally guilty if they 
maintain that political opinions are 
formed in the privacy of their own in
dividual member’s conscience without 
relation to what happens in groups of 
Christians and the established 
church.22

Godsey and Kelly suggested two ele
ments of Bonhoeffer’s thought which 
are significant to today’s American 
church. First, they maintained that if 
the church in America took seriously 
its ministry in the midst of a suffering 
world, as Bonhoeffer suggested, "it 
would not only change the form of the 
church but would again give the church 
a hearing in the public domain that it 
does not now have.” Second, Godsey 
and Kelly contend that to locate God 
and the ministry of the church in the 
midst of that world is to imply that the 
task of the church is political in natu
re.23

Robert McAfee Brown alluded to two 
presuppositions that are especially im
portant for the renewed political vision 
of American churches. Brown main
tained that lack of political involve
ment is in actuality an acceptance of 
the status quo. Second, he suggested 
that the gospel of love compels us to act 
on behalf of those who are in need and 
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to act on their behalf.24 All American 
Christians are by their citizenship com
plicit in violence. Political considera
tions are already present and 
preexistent. In Latin American coun
tries, regimes that engage in torture 
are dependent on the United States for 
the economic assistance that keeps 
them in power and dependent on the 
United States for military hardware 
that discourages uprisings against 
them. We not only condone the use of 
torture; but we also sponsor it.25 Die
trich Bonhoeffer’s words are particular
ly poignant in this regard:

Christianity stands or falls with its 
revolutionary protest against vio
lence, arbitrariness and pride of 
power, and with its pleas for the weak. 
. . . Christendom has adjusted itself 
far too easily to the worship of power. 
Christians should give much more 
offense, shock the world far more than 
they are now doing. Christians should 
take a stronger stand in favour of the 
weak rather than consider the pos
sible moral right of the strong.26 
The Baptist Church in Littletown, as 

stated previously, is situated in a politi
cally conservative region. In 1980 Lit
tletown’s congressman became known 
as one of the chief architects of an eco
nomic plan which drastically cut social 
service benefits and at the same time 
cuts taxes for upper-income families. 
He has also consistently voted against 
bills that would promote economic aid 
to needy Third World countries. The 
poor of Littletown, of the United States, 
and of the world have suffered from 
these compassionless fiscal policies.

It is noteworthy that there were 
many influential business, university, 
and political leaders within the Little
town Church’s membership who 
strongly and openly supported their 
congressman. When these economic 
plans were revealed, there was not a 

single voice of dissent to be heard from 
the church on behalf of the marginal
ized people whose lives would be ad
versely affected by these proposals. The 
church at Littletown missed a marvel
ous opportunity to express solidarity 
with those who had little political clout. 
A common reason offered by church 
members for their silence is that "the 
church should stay out of politics.” 
However, when issues of gambling and 
use of alcohol are considered in the 
halls of government, the Littletown 
church has spoken out publicly against 
legislation that would encourage gam
bling or the use of alcoholic beverages. 
First Baptist Church, Littletown, has 
not really situated itself in the de
pressed section of town.

In the summer of 1981, one of the 
staff members of the church encoun
tered a refugee from El Salvador who 
was working in Littletown and hiding 
from immigration authorities to avoid 
deportation to San Salvador. Realizing 
that deportation would mean certain 
death upon arrival in his country, the 
assistant pastor began seeking ways to 
acquire asylum status for this refugee. 
Although the minister was unsuccess
ful in obtaining asylum for this young 
man, it was a significant step of 
solidarity. The First Baptist Church of 
Littletown should be sensitive to the 
plight of other such refugees and even 
consider providing sanctuary to these 
disenfranchised individuals.

Gerhard Bethge suggested that 
"Bonhoeffer’s realization in Tegel of his 
own capacity to be a liberating neigh
bor to his fellow-man flows over into his 
description of what the nature of a fu
ture Church should be.”27 The Ameri
can church, a church like the First 
Baptist Church of Littletown has had 
the challenge of Latin American libera
tion theology placed before it. How can 
a priviledged church, a church iden
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tified with the oppressors, ever hope to 
respond to the challenges from the 
Christians to the South? Dietrich Bon
hoeffer, a member of a likewise privi
leged church, a church which was to 
become identified and complicit with 
oppression, offers the American church 
an example of the kind of road it must 
begin to travel. The languished cries of 
oppression’s victims worldwide de
mand that we, local American church
es, begin our journey.

Epilogue
After functioning for more than a year 
in my first assignment as senior pastor, 
I understand better the difficulties that 
come with trying to effect change. One 
of the choice bits of wisdom I received 
in clinical pastoral education was the 
need for the pastor to accept or meet 
people where they are. So many of our 
church members, I have discovered, are 
attempting to find wholeness within 
themselves—finding victory in and 
through depression, fear, or grief. Oth
ers are seeking to find hope for a failing 
marriage or a word of grace for a mar
riage that has failed. For this reason, 
we must continue to speak the good 
news to our church members and to un
saved people. Truly the prophet-priest 
dichotomy has relevance at this very 
point. We must seek to open our eyes to 
a suffering world while at the same 
time speaking the word of grace to 
those in our churches.

Latin American liberation theology 
does have a poignant message, a mes
sage of prophetic proportions. The mea
sure of our spiritual gratitude may well 
be gauged in our willingness to change 
radically our style of living and our 
style of "doing church.” In respect to 
Latin Americans, we North Americans 
have the power and ability to be their 
word of grace by the commitments we 
make with our priorities, our politics, 

and our possessions.
We cannot adapt Latin American lib

eration theology to the North Ameri
can church. However, we can respond 
to its timely and prophetic message by 
the reordering of our lives, by allowing 
ourselves to be liberated from our cul
tural and traditional restraints, by al
lowing the process of conversion to 
have its full effect in our lives.
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Redefining Evangelism
JAMES L. EVANS

Whenever the word evangelism comes 
up in Southern Baptist circles, one 
prevalent meaning is usually intended 
—attempting to convert the lost to 
Christianity. Also implied in the cur
rent use of the term evangelism is the 
desire to incorporate converts into 
churches. Thus evangelism might be 
generally defined as the activity of 
churches to increase their membership 
by converting unsaved people to Chris
tianity. There is no doubt that this defi
nition is in keeping with the New 
Testament portrait of ’’evangelism” 
and the function of the New Testament 
’’evangelist.” However, there are other 
meanings and other functions of evan
gelism suggested by the New Testa
ment which the current definition does 
not generally take into account. As a 
result, a shift of focus has occurred 
which has placed one aspect of evange
lism above all others, perhaps at the 
exclusion of all others. If this is so, then 
an unfortunate narrowing of the mean
ing and purpose of evangelism prevails 
among ’’evangelical” churches and 
should be corrected as quickly as pos
sible.

One way of refocusing or redefining 
evangelism is to make a careful study 
of the role of evangelism in the minis
try of Jesus and in the early church. 
Through such a study it will be possible 
to notice several levels of activity in
volved in New Testament evangelism 
and from that develop a series of priori
ties of evangelism which will allow cur
rent evangelistic practices to be 
evaluated and redirected. A study of 
the word evangelism itself will also as

sist in gaining a perspective on its 
meaning and function. We will begin 
with this procedure first.

Evangel, Evangelion, Evangelist, Evangelism 
The cluster of words listed above all 
have as their root the Greek word 
euangelion. Surprisingly, this word is 
usually translated as ’’gospel.” The 
source of the word gospel is a moderniz
ing of the old English word godspell 
which means ’’God’s message.”

The word euangelion literally means 
’’good message,” ’’good report,” or 
’’good news.” In Greek sources outside 
the New Testament the word was often 
associated with messages regarding 
successful military campaigns. Often 
when a messenger would bring ’’good 
news” of some battle, the king or other 
dignitary would reward the messenger 
for being the bearer of good news. In 
time, the gift which was given to the 
messenger was also called an ’’euange
lion.”1

In the New Testament the meaning 
is more specific. The euangelion is the 
report that God has drawn near. Jesus 
announced that ’’the kingdom of God 
has drawn near, repent and have faith 
in the euangelion"(Mark 1:15). Where 
Jesus spoke of the euangelion of the 
kingdom, Paul spoke of the "euangelion 
of Jesus Christ,” thus linking the proc
lamation of the kingdom to Jesus’ own 
identity as the Messiah—both being 
’’good news.” The final step in the de
velopment of the use of euangelion is its 
presence as a description of a particu
lar type of literature, namely ”a Gos
pel.” Mark’s opening words are: ’’The 
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beginning of the gospel (euangelion) of 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 
1:1).

Initially then, the good news was 
about God’s kingdom and its dawning 
in history. Then Jesus’ role as Messiah 
was designated by Paul as "good news.” 
Finally, the preaching about these 
events (either actual preaching or writ
ten preaching such as Mark’s Gospel 
represents) came to be designated as 
euangelion—"good news.”

It is clear from this survey that the 
current emphasis of "evangelistic 
preaching” is very much in line with 
the New Testament portrait of the 
meaning of euangelion. However, there 
is more to the meaning of "good news” 
in the New Testament than just its 
proclamation. There is a steady empha
sis on the results of the good news in the 
lives of those who have experienced it. 
There are clear examples of not only 
proclaiming the good news but also 
demonstrating the good news. It is in 
the area of demonstration that contem
porary evangelism has become defi
cient. A brief examination of the 
ministry of Jesus and the practices of 
Paul and the early church will help 
make this point clear.

The Ministry of Jesus
In Jesus’ first sermon before His home 
congregation in Nazareth, He de
scribed His mission using the words of 
the prophet Isaiah: "The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me, because he has anoint
ed me to preach good news [euangelion] 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 
release to the captives and recovering 
of sight to the blind, to set at liberty 
those who are oppressed, to proclaim 
the acceptable year of the Lord” (Luke 
4:18-21; see Isa. 61:1-2).

Thus from the outset Jesus described 
His proclamation as being addressed to 
the poor and intended its effect to be 

the lifting of the fallen, giving hope for 
the hopeless. A careful examination of 
the activity of Jesus reveals that He 
practiced what He preached. His asso
ciation with the despised elements of 
Jewish society—prostitutes, tax collec
tors, lepers, and "sinners”—clearly de
monstrates His conviction that "good 
news” means ministry to and for the 
underprivileged and dispossessed. It 
should also be noticed that Jesus treat
ed these people with the greatest re
spect and compassion. Jesus spoke 
many harsh words in the course of His 
life; but they were always directed to 
those who held places of respectability 
and privilege, never to the poor or des
pised.

One of the most graphic examples of 
Jesus’ strategy regarding "preaching 
the gospel” is found in Mark 1:40-45. 
Lepers were regarded as unclean and 
untouchable by virtually all Jewish 
people. However, when this leper peti
tioned Jesus for help, Mark informs us 
that the first thing Jesus did was touch 
him (1:41). Jesus did not have to touch 
him; He could have healed him with 
the power of His word. However, this 
man had been excluded from society 
and was hated and feared by all. Jesus’ 
touch let him know that he had value 
as a human being, that he was accept
ed, that he was an equal—a brother. 
The leper needed more than just heal
ing from his disease; he needed the as
surance of acceptance. Jesus accepted 
him as a fellow human being and pro
claimed the "good news” to him with a 
touch.

Examples of this emphasis in Jesus’ 
ministry could be multiplied many 
times (see Matt. 5:42; 11:2-6; 12:9-13; 
Mark 2:1-12; 2:15-17; 10:17-22; Luke 
6:17-36; 12:32-34; 13:10-17; 14:12-14; 
16:19-31; 18:35-43; 19:1-10; 21:1-4. Com
pare especially the judgment scene in 
Matt. 25:31-46). What becomes clear in 
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all of these instances is that Jesus com
bined preaching with action. He not 
only told the needy about the good 
news; He also demonstrated its practi
cal effects. As a matter of fact, it ap
pears in many instances that an 
opportunity for preaching was created 
by Jesus’ ministry to the needy. The 
euangelioib-good news—was that God 
had drawn near. The results were a 
studied compassion for the poor and the 
downtrodden.

In this regard Jesus was clearly 
fulfilling the insights of Israel’s great 
prophets. Amos had spoken of the in
justice practiced by political and reli
gious leaders supposedly representing 
God’s will upon the earth. In powerful 
words he declared: "Hear this word, 
you cows of Bashan, who are in Sa
maria, who oppress the poor, who crush 
the needy, who say to their husbands, 
'Bring, that we may drink!’ The Lord 
God has sworn by his holiness that, be
hold, the days are coming upon you, 
when they shall take you away with 
hooks” (Amos 4:1-2, RSV).2

In another passage the angry 
prophet speaks with authority against 
those who selfishly pursue their own 
way: "They hate him who reproves in 
the gate, and they abhor him who 
speaks the truth. Therefore because 
you trample upon the poor and take 
from him exactions of wheat, you have 
built houses of hewn stone, but you 
shall not dwell in them; you have plant
ed vineyards, but you shall not drink 
their wine” (Amos 5:10-11, RSV). The 
prophet also listed the many vices 
present among the leaders of Israel and 
pronounced judgment upon them, in
cluding turning "aside the needy in the 
gate” (Amos 5:12, RSV).

In an impressive passage, though not 
unique in content, Isaiah recorded the 
hardships of the returning exiles as 
they tried to rebuild their lives in 

Jerusalem. Faced with awesome hard
ships, certain religious leaders suggest
ed a fast be declared so that God might 
see their plight and relieve their suffer
ing. To this suggestion Isaiah delivered 
a powerful word from the Lord: "Is not 
this the fast that I choose: to loose the 
bonds of wickedness, to undo the things 
of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, 
and break every yoke? Is it not to share 
your bread with the hungry, and bring 
the homeless poor into your house; 
when you see the naked, to cover him, 
... if you pour yourself out for the hun
gry and satisfy the desire of the afflict
ed, then shall your light rise in the 
darkness” (Isa. 58:6-7,10, RSV).

Jesus was certainly aware of these 
prophetic insights. His own first ser
mon had been drawn from this se
quence of sermons delivered to the 
suffering exiles (see Isa. 61:1-2). Jesus 
understood that self-seeking religious 
and political structures had excluded 
certain people from the resources of 
life. His own vision of the final judg
ment is cast in words strikingly similar 
to those of the prophets (see Matt. 
25:31-46).

In His own teaching and activity, 
Jesus decidedly took the side of the 
poor and disenfranchised. He an
nounced blessings on the poor and con
demnation on the privileged (see Luke 
6:20-31). He associated with the down
cast and the despised. He offered hope 
and identity to those who had no voice 
or power or means. The unmistakable 
impression emerges that the proclama
tion of the "good news” by Jesus meant 
a new approach to the dispossessed ele
ments of His society. God had drawn 
near, He went first to the poor.

The Early Church
The portrait of the early church found 
in the Book of Acts reveals that the first 
Christians clearly understood the im
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plications of Jesus’ teaching and 
evangelistic practice. As soon as the 
church became an identifiable commu
nity, they immediately took steps to 
minister to the poor (see Acts 4:32-37).

Many commentators have taken 
great pains to point out that the so- 
called "primitive communism” de
scribed in Acts 4:32-37 was a dismal 
failure. That much is true. But it 
should also be noticed that the impulse 
to do such a thing, the attempt to redis
tribute property and wealth, was the 
direct result of the early church’s un
derstanding of the ministry of Jesus. 
The experience of the "good news” in 
their lives led to the desire both to pro
claim that good news and to demon
strate its effects.

Obviously, disposing of all of one’s 
means and giving everything away is at 
best a temporary and faulty solution to 
the problem of poverty. However, a sys
tematic sharing of means with the un
derprivileged has the advantage of 
potentially raising the status of the 
poor while not impoverishing those 
having financial resources. Something 
along these lines seemed to be at work 
in the later chapters of Acts where a 
systematic food distribution to widows 
and orphans was organized by the apos
tles. It is important to note that two 
crucial functions of the early church 
were clearly indicated by the division of 
labor (see Acts 6). The apostles were to 
continue in study and proclamation, 
while the newly elected servants were 
to oversee the practical application of 
the good news. It should not be surpris
ing to learn that among these ministers 
of the practical side of the gospel was 
Stephen, the first Christian martyr, 
and Philip who is called "the evange
list” (see Acts 21:8).

The clear indication from the report 
of Acts is that early Christian procla
mation was twofold, embodying both 

preaching and social ministry. There 
seems to have been an early and dy
namic conviction that Christianity was 
something to proclaim but also some
thing to practice. The practice of early 
Christianity was a deep and active com
passion for the poor and the needy.

Paul
Although Paul’s letters do not provide 
us with a complete picture of his 
preaching strategy, there are enough 
clues in the letters to support the pat
tern seen in Jesus’ ministry and the 
early church. The letters themselves 
reveal the two-sided nature of "'good 
news.” Almost all of Paul’s letters are 
clearly marked by two distinct sections. 
The first section usually deals with 
theological matters and roughly con
forms to his proclamation of the gospel. 
The second half of the letters is almost 
always practical in nature, giving spe
cific instructions on how those who 
have received the good news ought to 
live. Thus even in Paul’s letters procla
mation and demonstration are clearly 
tied.

Perhaps even more revealing is 
Paul’s attempt to raise a love offering 
for the poor in Jerusalem. Apparently, 
an informal agreement was reached be
tween Paul and the leaders of the 
Jerusalem church for Paul to bring aid 
to the poor there (see Gal. 2:10). Paul 
replied that this was something he was 
prepared to do. The next several years, 
judging from his letters (see 2 Cor. 8—9; 
Rom. 15:25-31), were spent in an ear
nest attempt to collect and deliver this 
offering to the poor. Apparently the off
ering had become large; the Book of 
Acts reports that seven representatives 
from Gentile congregations accom
panied Paul in his trip to Jerusalem to 
deliver the offering.3

Incidentally, Paul was well aware of 
the danger of traveling to Jerusalem.
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But his desire to minister to the needs 
of the poor there and his dedication to 
Jew and Gentile equality compelled 
him to make the journey which ulti
mately marked the end of his life (see 
Acts 24—28). Interestingly enough, the 
passages in Paul used by contemporary 
Christians to promote tithing come 
from those sections where Paul was ad
vocating support for the poor in Jerusa
lem (see 2 Cor. 8:1-15; 9:1-15).

The Epistle of James
The dual nature of the "good news” is 
perhaps no where more pointedly ex
pressed than in the Epistle of James. 
Here the brother of the Lord wrote, 
"True religion and undefiled before the 
Father is this: to minister to orphans 
and widows in their affliction” (Jas. 
1:27, author’s translation). In an even 
more direct statement he said: "If a 
brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack 
of daily food, and one of you says to 
them, 'Go in peace, be warmed and 
filled,’ without giving them the things 
needed for the body, what does it profit? 
So faith by itself, if it has no works, is 
dead” (Jas. 2:15-17).

This sampling of New Testament 
teaching has sought to demonstrate 
that evangelism in the ministry of 
Jesus and in the understanding of the 
early church was both proclamation 
and demonstration. One element of the 
early church that may have attracted 
many people to early Christianity was 
the generosity and compassion of early 
Christians. They were won over by ex
pressions of love and kindness not by 
coercive conversion tactics or organiza
tion.

In light of the scriptural evidence, it 
is alarming to note the trend of contem
porary Christian evangelism. Procla
mation is emphasized, and personal 
witnessing is encouraged, but all of this 
effort seems to be directed strictly to 

converting the lost and incorporating 
the converts into churchgoers. Evange
lism and ministry are collapsed into 
one notion; win the lost! Where is the 
demonstration of the good news? 
Where is the relief for the poor? Where 
is encouragement for the downtrodden 
and hope for the hopeless?

Of course, it is not hard to under
stand how this situation has come 
about. The modern church must sur
vive in a success-oriented society. Min
isters and churches must be able to 
prove they are successful by visible, 
tangible proofs—big budgets; big build
ings; and rapid, numerical growth. It is 
hard to measure, in the short run, the 
success of ministering to the poor, 
teaching someone to read, helping a 
displaced laborer find another skill, or 
helping the elderly find meaningful ac
tivity. Sometimes ministry to the down
trodden is strictly forbidden by 
prejudice and suspicion. Often it re
quires crossing long-held boundaries of 
race and social status. But none of this 
justifies the church’s failure to com
plete its mission to the world. Procla
mation and zealous soul winning are 
only one side of evangelism. Creative 
and proactive strategies which minis
ter to the poor and downtrodden are 
also evangelistic concerns.

What it boils down to is this: How 
does the Christian church measure its 
success? If only the total number of 
baptisms each year or the size and 
beauty of buildings stand out as yard
sticks, it is possible that precious re
sources will be channeled into these 
"proofs” of success and away from hurt
ing human beings.

If, however, we redefine evangelism 
and refocus the thrust of ministry to 
include practical demonstrations of the 
effect of the good news, then the mea
sure of success will not be how much or 
how many we have but how much we 
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do. An outpouring of love, a committed 
and substantive outreach to the needy 
in our communities will achieve suc
cess at a new level of importance.

Incorporating a dynamic demonstra
tion of the effects of the good news into 
local churches will require a complete 
reorientation of priorities. It will re
quire courageous preaching and educa
tion to sensitize congregations to the 
twofold responsibility implied by good 
news. In some instances it will even re
quire the adoption of new life-styles or 
the adoption of new and sometimes 
alien values in order to allow affluent 
Christians the opportunity to identify 
with those who are impoverished and 
emotionally oppressed. This is a tall 
order but no less than the good news 
deserves. The following may serve as 
the beginning of a strategy for minis
try, a ministry which both proclaims 
and demonstrates the good news of 
Jesus Christ.

Many churches conduct community 
surveys from time to time to determine 
who around them are unchurched. 

—This activity should be augmented by 
a canvas which seeks to discover what 
the needs are of those around the local 
church. Who are the hurting, the poor, 
the lonely, the illiterate, the unem
ployed, the frightened? Churches can
not begin to minister to the needs of 
those around them until they know 
what those needs are.

At the same time, surveys can be 
taken of church members. This will 
allow congregations to discover what 
human resources are available for 
meeting the needs of the needy.

Alternative uses for church buildings 
can open many new possibilities for cre
ative ministry.—Many church-owned 
facilities are well equipped for educa
tion, for feeding, for recreation, and for 
child care. Why should these material 
resources be used just on Sunday or 

special occasions? Classroom space 
could be used for literacy classes; nur
sery facilities could be transformed into 
low-cost or even free day care centers 
for working mothers; recreational 
facilities could open a whole new world 
for many lonely, elderly persons. Kitch
ens could be opened to the hungry. A 
terrible lapse in stewardship occurs 
when well-equipped buildings lie 
unused and empty most of the time.

The kind of ministry suggested thus 
far will obviously cost money.—There
fore, churches willing to engage in a 
dynamic and complete, evangelistic 
program will have to do some serious 
reevaluation of budget priorities. Some 
creative approaches to the use of 
money will be necessary. This can be 
accomplished in two ways. First, any 
and all new construction should be 
carefully evaluated. It was reported a 
few years ago that Southern Baptist 
churches paid more in interest on 
building loans than was given to the 
Cooperative Program. Creative solu
tions to the problems of space and com
fort could free thousands of dollars for 
social ministry projects. Second, the ad
dition of paid staff members to perform 
specialized ministries often consumes 
considerable amounts of church reve
nue. This is especially a problem when 
quite often, within local congregations, 
there are many talented and well- 
equipped laypersons who could handle 
the ministry needs on a volunteer basis. 
The addition of staff members should 
be carefully evaluated before commit
ting the church’s resources to some
thing that could conceivably be 
accomplished for free.

In the final analysis, however, Chris
tians will simply have to give more. 
Church members, through educational 
projects and dynamic preaching, must 
be led to see the desperate plight of 
many of the people around them. The 
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adoption of what Carlyle Marney called 
the "principle of parsimony,” that is, 
taking only what is necessary to live, 
would free a good deal of money for 
ministry causes. In a world of hunger 
and starvation, with many in our own 
neighborhoods unable to participate in 
the full advantages of our society, with 
illiteracy and unemployment persis
tent realities in virtually every commu
nity, Christians should question how 
much luxury and affluence they can 
really afford. This is a sensitive area, 
and each congregation will have to 
struggle through their own questions of 
how much is enough. Jesus, however, 
suggested that the inordinate concern 
for what we wear and where and how 
we live is something totally unchristian 
(see Matt. 6:25-34).

What has been suggested here is in 
many ways radical. That, of course, is a 
matter of perception. To the early 
Christians, the suggestions outlined 
here would have seemed perfectly ac
ceptable. They probably would wonder 
why we have waited so long to do these 
things and have these concerns. For 
them, as it was for Jesus Himself, evan
gelism is more than just converting the 
lost to Christianity. Evangelism is the 
proclamation and the demonstration 
that God has drawn near. His drawing 
near means salvation and healing. In 
its practical effect, the presence of God 
in this world, exercising His will 
through the lives of the recipients of 
the good news, means hope for the 
downtrodden. It means that oppressed 
people of this world will have a voice, 
that the lonely and despised will have 
an advocate. Like Jesus Himself, we 
become people who practice what we 
preach.

The strategy outlined in this study 
will allow Christian churches to 
become involved in dynamic and effec
tive ministry. Proclamation takes on a 

decided seriousness among church 
members when it is coupled with an 
active concern for the needy.

James Pleitz said once in a sermon 
that he thought people were attracted 
to Jesus because it felt good to be 
around Him; He cared about people, 
and they knew it! In the same way, peo
ple in our communities who are in 
need, who have suffered from the pains 
of poverty, age, or discrimination, can 
also be attracted to our message by an 
active and genuine demonstration of 
the effects of that message. We may 
prove ourselves successful by creating 
artificial standards of accomplishment, 
but we will not succeed in "evange
lism” unless we are prepared to prac
tice what we preach. The most effective 
and honest fulfillment of the Great 
Commission will be an earnest attempt 
to demonstrate, in terms of practical 
kindness, the effects of the good news.
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Suicide: a
Historical-Ethical
Analysis
LAYNE E. SMITH

The couple’s suicide letter read, "We 
hope you will understand what we have 
done, even though some of you will 
disapprove of it and be disillusioned by 
it. We are both increasingly weak and 
unwell, and who would want to die in a 
nursing home?”1

This letter could have come from 
many elderly couples who commit sui
cide every year, but it did not. The let
ter was written by Paul Van Dusen, 
former president of Union Theological 
Seminary, and his wife, Elizabeth. On 
January 29, 1975, Elizabeth died of an 
overdose of sleeping pills while Paul’s 
failure to digest his pills kept him alive. 
On February 13, 1975, a heart failure 
accomplished what the pills had failed 
to do.2 Van Dusen’s unsuccessful at
tempt at suicide and his wife’s success
ful one reminded the theological 
community, in a very intimate way, 
that there are no easy answers to the 
continuing ethical problem of suicide. 
This paper will attempt to clarify the 
issues surrounding this ethical prob
lem.

In order to understand the scope and 
intent of this paper, a definition of sui
cide must be understood. Suicide is 
defined as

the human act of self-intentioned ces
sation. That is, (1) suicide is a human 
act; (2) it combines both the person’s 
conscious wish to be dead and his ac
tions to carry out that wish; (3) the 

suicidal motives of the deceased may 
be inferred and his behavior inter
preted by others, using such evidence 
as a suicide note, spoken testimony, or 
a retrospective reconstruction of the 
victim’s intention; (4) the goal of the 
action relates to death rather than to 
self-injury, self-mutilation, inimical 
or self-reducing behaviors; and (5) 
there is a focus on the concept of the 
termination of a life.3

This paper will be concerned, 
primarily, with a historical-ethical 
analysis of the phenomenon of suicide. 
The paper will make no attempt to pro
vide a program of suicide prevention. 
Neither will the paper consider the eth
ical problem of euthanasia, even 
though it has many points of similarity 
with suicide.

In order to understand the magni
tude of the problem of suicide, this 
paper will first address itself to a brief 
statistical analysis. Following this, 
some historical and contemporary ap
proaches to suicide will be explained. 
Understanding the historical and con
temporary dialogue concerning suicide 
is essential to any legitimate ethical in
sights.

The Statistics on Suicide
Eighty percent of the people in the 
United States admit to having "played” 
with suicidal ideas.4 No one knows the 
precise number of those who commit 
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suicide, but at least forty thousand peo
ple complete suicide every year in the 
United States alone.5 Some experts 
maintain that as many as one million 
attempt suicide and ninety to one hun
dred thousand actually complete sui* 
cide each year in this country. One of 
the reasons for the vast difference in 
the statistics is the fact that many 
deaths which are listed as "accident” 
may have been suicides.6

Suicide is a major health and social 
problem, ranking in the top ten causes 
of death among American adults. Only 
accidents cause more deaths among 
adolescents and children than suicide. 
While adults over sixty-five make up 
about 10 percent of the population, 
they account for 25 percent of all re
ported suicides.7

The methods of suicide vary. Guns 
and explosives are most popular, while 
overdoses of drugs are second. Ameri
cans are inventive in finding ways to 
end their own lives.8

"Although women attempt suicide 
three times as frequently as men, mien 
complete suicide three times as often as 
women.”9 Men tend to use more violent 
means than women. White-collar 
professionals, divorced persons, senior 
adults, adolescents, and children are all 
high suicide risks.

The suicide rates change with the 
geography and the time of year. San 
Francisco receives the dubious distinc
tion of being the "suicide capital” of the 
nation with a rate two and a half times 
that of the national average. Other 
high risk areas include Las Vegas, Los 
Angeles, Miami, and St. Petersburg. 
Peak months during the year for sui
cide are April and May. With the excep
tion of Christmas time, suicide rates in 
the winter are much lower.10

As extensive as suicide is in the Unit
ed States, it is surpassed by Hungary, 
Austria, Czechoslovakia, Finland, West 

Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Switzer
land, Japan, and France. Italy, Ireland, 
and Egypt, however, have much lower 
rates.11

From these figures, it is evident that 
suicide is a worldwide phenomenon 
touching every social class, age group, 
and race. What has been the tradition
al stance toward this phenomenon of 
suicide? First, this paper will consider 
the philosophical-historical approaches 
to suicide and then the religious-his
torical approaches.

Philosophical-Historical Approaches to Suicide 
Historically, the phenomenon of sui
cide has raised some moral and ethical 
questions. Is suicide ever morally per
missible? Under what conditions, if 
any, is suicide permissible? Inherent in 
the issue of whether a person has the 
right to take his life under any circum
stances is the inevitable tension be
tween personal freedom and social 
responsibility. Historically, the an
swers have been far from unanimous.12

Socrates judged suicide as wrong in 
most cases and maintained that man 
had no right to take his life.13 Plato, in 
reporting Socrates’ views, generally 
condemned suicide. He felt that man 
was his own best friend and thus had no 
right to injure himself. He felt that sui
cide was cowardly and an offense 
against the state. Man, according to 
Plato, is a soldier of God with an ap
pointed duty that must not be shir
ked.14 However, he did permit some 
exceptions that largely destroyed the 
significance of his argument. He main
tained that suicide was proper when 
commanded by the judgment of the 
state. He also allowed for suicide on the 
basis of intolerable stress or a major 
disgrace.15

Aristotle, however, made no mention 
of divine prohibition in his condemna
tion of suicide. He stressed man’s duty 
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to the state in his argument against sui
cide. He condemned suicide as an act of 
cowardice to be avoided by responsible 
men.16

The Greek Epicureans, on the other 
hand, felt that man had the right to 
take his own life. Their hedonistic ap
proach maintained that when life 
became devoid of pleasure man was 
morally correct in committing suicide. 
Homer also felt that suicide was allow
able when there was a loss of meaning 
and worth in life.17

Roman philosophy, influenced by 
Stoicism, generally advocated suicide 
as a means of escape from all kinds of 
misery, even though there were some 
who opposed it. Seneca, the main advo
cate of suicide, remarked that it was a 
man’s own fault if he suffered since he 
could end his misery by suicide.18 As 
receptive to the idea of suicide as they 
were, however, the Stoics were emphat
ic that it was not to be an impulsive act 
due to a temporary confusion of values. 
It was to be decided upon only after all 
arguments for and against it had been 
carefully considered and weighed.19

The same tension between social re
sponsibility and personal freedom is 
evident in later philosophical thought. 
Kant held that human life was sacred 
and was to be preserved at all cost. Ac
cording to Kant, suicide was inconsis
tent with reason because of the dignity 
of man. Kant believed that each person 
has a definite place in the universal law 
of nature. Schopenhauer, along with 
Kant, was against suicide. He main
tained that the suicidal person has the 
will to live, but he does not like the 
conditions under which he is forced to 
live. He saw the ascetic life, not suicide, 
as the way to negate life’s bad condi
tions.20

On the other hand, Hume asserted 
that man had the right to take his own 
life. Suicide was not viewed by Hume as 

contrary to nature since he felt that 
nature left it to the individual how he 
should dispose of his life. Nothing hap
pens against God’s will, Hume believed, 
since according to religious beliefs God 
has foreseen everything. Suicide was 
not viewed by Hume as an offense 
against society nor was it an offense 
against self.21

These philosophical views indicate 
the continuing dialogue concerning so
cial responsibility and personal free
dom. With these issues in mind, the 
religious-historical approaches to sui
cide will now be considered. First the 
Jewish approach will be examined fol
lowed by the biblical and early Chris
tian approaches.

Religious-Historical Approaches to Suicide
The Jewish faith, beginning with Jose
phus, a Jewish historian, has generally 
condemned suicide. He felt that suicide 
was contrary to the common nature of 
all animals. His second argument was 
that man’s soul was a depositum re
ceived from God and should not arbi
trarily be cast off.22 The condemnation 
of suicide was, however, excepted 
"when a threat of death was used to 
force a Jew to betray his faith, to com
mit another grave sin (such as adul
tery), or to affect his action in time of 
war.”23 A more recent stance on suicide 
is reflected by Reines who condemns 
suicide on the basis of the dignity of the 
individual and the belief that life is al
ways worth living. At the same time, 
however, he maintains that the current 
Jewish position exhibits considerable 
understanding of the psychological mo
tives involved in suicide. He asserts 
that although the condemnation is 
based on fixed ethical principle, the ac
tual practice displays a realistic flexi
bility.24

This ambivalent attitude toward sui
cide is evident in Christian teachings 
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and writings. Suicide is mentioned only 
six times in the Old Testament and 
twice in the New Testament.25 No
where in the Bible is suicide expressly 
prohibited, although some interpreters 
have drawn prohibitory implications 
from Romans 14:7-9, 1 Corinthians 
6:19, and Ephesians 5:29. In any case, 
silence on a specific act should not be 
construed to be consent. Some inter
preters argue that suicide violates the 
sixth commandment which prohibits 
murder. Stalter said that according to 
the sixth commandment, man has no 
right to take life, even his own.28 How
ever, there seems to be a difference be
tween suicide and murder. For 
example, it might be ethically proper 
for a man to take his life for a noble 
cause, when he would have no right to 
kill another for the same cause. It 
would appear that the moral question 
of suicide cannot be logically deduced 
from the prohibition on murder.27

Suicide was practiced freely and 
openly among early Christians. The 
suicide of the martyrs was not consid
ered displeasing to God. Tertullian ex
horted Christian prisoners awaiting 
martyrdom to be willing to bear torture 
and death for the glory of God and for 
eternal recompense. In religious fervor, 
many committed suicide in order to 
enjoy the bliss of paradise sooner. Rath
er than to lose their virginity, women 
were encouraged to take their own lives 
during this early Christian era.28

Augustine was opposed to the prac
tice of suicide. His viewpoint was prob
ably influenced by the morbid tendency 
to seek martyrdom and the Stoic exhor
tation to suicide.29 Augustine de
nounced suicide even in cases of 
forcible rape because he felt that rape 
did not destroy the crown of virginity.30

Augustine’s teachings became firmly 
entrenched in the church and were 
eventually included in church law. The 

Council of Arles (452), the Synod at 
Auxerre (578), the Council of Braga 
(563), the Council of Toledo (693), and 
the Synod of Nimes (1284) all either 
condemned suicide or assessed some 
form of punishment for suicide and at
tempted suicide. These councils denied 
full burial rites to suicide victims, 
refused mass for them, and excluded 
from the church those who had at
tempted suicide. These punishments 
were severe enough, but popular cus
tom instituted such atrocities as driv
ing a stake through the body of the 
suicide and dragging the corpse 
through town.31

By the time Aquinas addressed the 
phenomenon of suicide in his Summa 
Theologica, suicide was viewed as not 
only a sin but also a crime. Aquinas was 
not totally satisfied with Augustine’s 
condemnation of suicide, so he 
proposed three different arguments. 
First, he maintained that suicide is con
trary to man’s natural inclinations to 
love himself. Second, he condemned 
suicide on the basis that man is a part 
of the community and every part be
longs to the whole. Therefore, man is 
not free to take his own life. This sec
ond argument was borrowed by Aqui
nas from the Platonic school. Third, 
man’s life is God’s gift and taking it is 
a sin against God. In other words, sui
cide is an act against one’s self, the com
munity, and God.32 He also affirmed 
Augustine’s stance that the sixth com
mandment prohibits suicide. He even 
maintained that "the person who kills 
a fellow creature does not renounce the 
protection of God to the same degree, 
for he kills only the body, whereas the 
self-murderer kills both the body and 
soul.”33 Following Aquinas’ condemna
tion of suicide, the barbaric treatment 
of suicides continued into the seven
teenth century.

John Donne, the dean of St. Paul’s 
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Cathedral, was one of the first Chris
tian writers to start a reaction against 
the widespread atrocities and the exist
ing attitude of the church toward sui
cide.34 In his book Biathonatos, Donne 
was among the first to suggest that the 
circumstances surrounding the suicide 
should be taken into account when con
sidering the morality of the act. How
ever, he did agree with Augustine that 
suicide was not to be allowed in order to 
avoid the consequences of a sinful act. 
On the other hand, he asserted that the 
ban against suicide was not applicable 
to every act of self-destruction.35 He 
was especially opposed, however, to the 
idea that suicide was an irremissible 
sin because repentance was impossible. 
He thought that this conclusion placed 
an undue limitation on the power of a 
compassionate Deity. Donne’s radical 
departure from the accepted opinion 
had an influence on current thinking 
and reflected the more liberal approach 
that was becoming more popular.36

We turn now from the religious-his
torical approaches to contemporary 
views on suicide.

Contemporary Non-Christian 
Approaches to Suicide
The landmark sociological work on sui
cide was accomplished by Emile Durk
heim. His approach differed from the 
moralistic and individualistic analysis 
of suicide in that he related suicide to 
social factors based on statistics and 
proposed a sociological typology of sui
cidal persons. "Durkheim sought to 
classify suicide according to social 
types, to specify the social conditions 
responsible for them, and to explain the 
social suicide rate of a given population 
in terms of the degree of social cohesion 
or integration.”37 He attempted to es
tablish a definite correlation of suicide 
with residence, marital status, econom
ics, and religious ties. He emphasized 

the primary importance of social condi
tioning in the suicide decision. 
Throughout his and most other socio
logical investigations, however, no at
tention is given to the items of moral 
discourse. There may be an implicit ref
erence to ethical decisions by means of 
emphasizing that suicide is largely the 
result of a variety of social forces and 
not just a matter of personal ethics. 
Suicide is viewed within the society as 
a whole which implies that the societal 
forces must be the starting point for 
ethical dialogue. The role of the in
dividual in the decision-making process 
is deemphasized.38 "Because the in
dividual is enmeshed in the suicidal 
tendency of a group owing to which sui
cide results, the act as such cannot be 
moral or immoral.”39 Suicide becomes 
a sociological problem, revealing the 
condition of the society.

It is not unusual to find moral im
plications and arguments in the litera
ture of psychology and psychiatry. 
Freud believed suicide to be the result 
of aggressive and guilt feelings that are 
kept within the self. In Freud’s system, 
the ego is the center of decision making 
and meaning patterns of life. From this 
construct, Freud made an ethical judg
ment regarding suicide. He viewed sui
cide and murder as being the same type 
of impulse action, suicide being aggres
sion turned upon the self. The implicit 
value judgment is this: Murder is high
ly destructive and is to be disapproved 
and prevented; suicide is identical in 
kind with murder; therefore suicide is 
also to be disapproved and prevented.

Jung’s methodology is different from 
the Freudian perspective. In Jung’s 
psychology, both the ego and the phe
nomenon of self are centers for mean
ing and value patterns. While the ego is 
important in the decision-making pro
cess, the self is absolutely crucial to any 
decisions. The self exhibits a dark side 
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and a light side. If the dark side is 
prevalent, then death may appear to be 
a more desirable value. Also crucial to 
the suicide decision, in Jung’s view, are 
the unconscious longings for rebirth.

Another major shift in methodology 
is evident in the personal construct the
ory of George Kelly. He attempted to 
determine what the actual event of sui
cide accomplishes for the one attempt
ing it. The important value is whether 
the suicide can be viewed as validating 
life. In this system, primary value is 
placed on life; but under certain condi
tions suicide is seen as the only way to 
validate life. This construct attempts to 
determine whether the individual is 
trying to validate or terminate life by 
examining what the person died for 
and what constructs of life, truth, and 
anticipations were validated in the 
act.40 There are two basic situations in 
which Kelly approves of suicide. The 
first is the situation of '"realism,” in 
which the course of events has become 
so obvious that no purpose will be 
fulfilled by awaiting the outcome. The 
second is that of indeterminacy, in 
which everything is wholly unpredicta
ble. It is not entirely clear whether the 
second category embraces a pattern of 
escape. Presumably it does not.41

James Hillman, a Jungian analyst, 
has been forceful in defense of the sui
cide decision. Hillman claimed that 
physical life may have to be thwarted 
in order for the soul to fully realize it
self. He believed that the negative pre
suppositions of law, medicine, and 
theology have prevented an adequate 
understanding of suicide.42

This brief review of psychology re
veals a variety of views towards suicide. 
With the exception of men such as 
Kelly and Hillman, psychology has 
generally addressed suicide on the 
basis of a negative attitude toward it.

A brief word needs to be added re

garding the general view of law toward 
suicide. The law has generally con
demned suicide in prohibitive and re
strictive terms. Until recently in Brit
ain, for instance, the result of suicide 
was forfeiture of property rights to the 
state. The use of prohibitive legislation 
is now, however, on the decrease. The 
present concern in most legal circles is 
to specify situations in which the act of 
suicide might be considered justifia
ble.43

As is true with any complex issue, 
there are many ways of approaching 
suicide. Each approach has its unique 
way of interpreting and pronouncing 
judgment on this phenomenon. It is 
clear from the three previous sections 
that none of the approaches endorses 
wholesale suicide. Even the Stoics 
placed restrictions on the act. The only 
two choices that seem to avail them
selves are suicide under limited condi
tions or no suicide at all. If the former 
is chosen, under what conditions can 
suicide be justified? As seen in the three 
previous sections, a noticeable lack of 
unanimity exists concerning justifiable 
conditions for suicide. What does con
temporary theology have to say about 
suicide? As expected, much controversy 
on both sides of the issue is evident.

Contemporary Theological 
Approaches to Suicide
With the exception of Dietrich Bonho
effer and Karl Barth, few twentieth
century theologians have developed a 
systematic theology towards suicide. 
Bonhoeffer’s stance is based on his as
sertion that man is free to accept life or 
reject it.

The freedom in which man possesses 
his bodily life requires him to accept 
this life freely, and at the same time 
it directs his attention to what lies 
beyond this bodily life and impels him 
to regard the life of his body as a gift 
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that is to be preserved and as a sac
rifice that is to be offered.44

While a person has the relative free
dom to accept life or destroy it, God has 
ultimately reserved the right to deter
mine the end of life. Bonhoeffer sees 
suicide as a person’s ultimate attempt 
at self-justification. Suicide is sin, ac
cording to Bonhoeffer, because it dis
plays a lack of faith in a living God. 
The freedom to die is abused if it is used 
without faith in God. Persons’ attempt 
at self-justification is a sin, and there
fore suicide is a sin.

Prohibitive law or the assertion that 
suicide rules out repentance is not suffi
cient ground on which to condemn sui
cide, according to Bonhoeffer. The only 
cogent reason is that there is a God over 
persons, and suicide denies this fact. 
One in despair will not listen to the law. 
The only hope for that one is the saving 
deed by God offering a new life to be 
lived on the strength of God’s grace. So 
God gives persons the freedom to give 
their lives to something greater, but it 
is not God’s will that persons should 
arbitrarily use their freedom to turn 
against Him.

In concrete situations, however, it is 
usually difficult, if not impossible, to 
discern whether a person is sacrificing 
life for a higher good or whether he is 
seeking to justify himself. In such in
stances, Bonhoeffer feels that judgment 
must be suspended.45

Barth emphasizes persons’ responsi
bility to protect and maintain life 
which is on loan from God. Barth 
agrees with Bonhoeffer that one may be 
led by God to sacrifice his life but only 
in rare cases. In any other instance, sui
cide is human glorification and is self- 
murder which is a sin. One on the brink 
of suicide is a sovereign who does not 
know what to do with that sovereignty. 
He feels dreadfully alone because God 
is hidden from him.

The message of the gospel, according 
to Barth, is that God says to us, "Thou 
mayest live.” We are not alone because 
the gracious God is all around us. We 
are able to live in freedom as we realize 
that only God is sovereign. God alone 
bears the responsibility for life.

Both of these contemporary theolo
gians seem to be in basic agreement 
concerning suicide. They generally con
demn suicide on the basis of their doc
trine of God. They focus their attention 
toward man in discussing the meaning 
of life. They seem to shift from an abso
lute condemnation of suicide toward an 
understanding of man’s existential 
predicament.46

The final section attempts to go 
beyond Bonhoeffer’s and Barth’s as
sessments and deal with modern trends 
in theological ethics.

Ethical Insights Concerning Suicide
Three main factors have been influen
tial in bringing about a reassessment of 
the Christian attitude towards suicide. 
First, the Bible is no longer considered 
to be a codebook of ethics by many. In 
other words, Christians are more gen
erally concerned with discussing the 
issue in the context of grace and not 
law. Second, the Christian today lives 
in a world of deep psychological insight. 
Third, the rise of the totalitarian state 
and its means of extracting confessions 
has raised anew the questions of suicide 
under certain conditions.47

Two of the major options of present
day theological ethics are the situation 
ethic and the rule ethic or modifica
tions of these. The most prominent 
proponents of the situation or contextu
al ethics are such Anglican theologians 
as James Pike, John Robinson, and Jo
seph Fletcher. The system "rests on 
general principles, none of which is re
garded as universal law and all of 
which may be supplanted by the cir
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cumstances of a particular situation.”48 
Proponents of case-centered ethics 
claim that their approach accomplishes 
what code ethics can never accomplish, 
which is the ability to answer why a 
certain act is right or wrong or at least 
most prudent in terms of the intrinsic 
factors of a particular situation. They 
view it as "an attempt to take seriously 
the empirical world and the data of per
sonal relationships as crucial to moral 
decisions.”49

The sustaining principle in this ap
proach to ethics is love. This ethic 
claims to seek the good for anyone and 
everyone. Fletcher isolated four factors 
regarding love that are crucial in deci
sion making: (1) What end product is 
desired? (2) What means should be em
ployed to bring about the desired end? 
(3) What is the motive or drive behind 
the act? (4) What are the direct and in
direct consequences of this act in both 
the immediate and remote future? 
"Thus love examines the relative facts 
of the situation in the indicative mood; 
discovers what it is obligated to do, 
what it should do in the normative 
mood; and what love demands it ought 
to be.”50

For situation ethics, then, the ques
tion of suicide must always deal with 
an individual in a concrete situation. 
The fact of being alive is not as impor
tant to this approach as are the condi
tions under which the individual lives. 
In some cases of terminal illness, for 
instance, situation ethics may well de
termine that suicide is the most loving 
thing to do. However, in certain situa
tions suicide may not be the most lov
ing thing to do.

James T. Laney, however, disagreed 
with the situational approach to the 
suicide question. He accused situation 
ethics of a social hedonism where the 
"good,” which he sees as minimization 
of pain and hardship, is the basis for 

moral justification. Laney asserted that 
there are bonds of human trust that 
can withstand the pain and agony of 
terminal illness. The family of a suicide 
victim, said Laney, may not view the 
death as "good,” even in the latter 
stages of terminal illness. He believes 
suicide to be unethical not only because 
it is the taking of a life, but also because 
it is inevitably social. He views suicide 
as a condemnation of all of life and thus 
of those who live on after.51

Another approach to theological eth
ics is Paul Ramsey’s emphasis on rules 
of action that embody love. He believes 
that there are normative rules govern
ing a situation through which love can 
be best expressed. He does realize that 
there are situations which are not cov
ered by rules per se. In these instances, 
the individual must make his own deci
sion on the basis of the context. How
ever, regarding exceptions to rules, 
Ramsey asserts faithfulness and loyal
ty. He stresses covenant obligations to 
both God and men. His main focus, 
then, is on rules and not exceptions to 
the rules. Ramsey’s ethic is based on 
the concept of obedient love. "Christian 
ethics originates from two sources of 
Christian love: (1) God’s righteousness 
and love; and (2) the reign of this righ
teousness in the kingdom of God. In 
obedient love, a Christian is bound to 
the covenant of righteousness and jus
tice under the reign of God.”52 A rule 
ethic comes from this covenant rela-, 
tionship, but it also shows itself in 
terms of love for one’s neighbors.

Concerning suicide, Ramsey never 
explicitly states his position. However, 
it seems that his methodology would 
argue against suicide. Suicide violates 
the love commandment and the cove
nant of obedient love in that it is selfish 
disobedience and has an evil effect on 
one’s neighbors.53

Is there any way to reconcile these 
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two opposing views? Can both ethical 
context and ethical rules be useful? 
Lum believes that H. Richard Nie
buhr’s ethics of responsibility may help 
solve the controversy between contex
tual and rule ethics.

Niebuhr’s ethics revolves around the 
concept of action appropriate to the 
total interaction as response and as 
anticipation of further response. He 
holds that all moral action is response 
to meaningful action in awareness by 
the individual. Furthermore, action
response is based on the interpreta
tion to the questions, What is going on 
and What is being done to me?54 

Persons are morally responsible for 
their action responses in that responses 
are made in anticipation of reactions to 
their reactions. This responsibility im
plies a social nature to our ethical deci
sions. Persons’ response is actually 
response to God who is acting in all ac
tions upon persons. However, at the 
same time significant contextual ques
tions may be asked such as: "What is 
happening? To whom or what am I re
sponsible?”

In the context of suicide, this ethic of 
responsibility can argue that suicide is 
destructive in that the individual self is 
in relation with others through interac
tion. It can be argued that the suicidal 
person displays no responsibility to God 
and others. There is a distrust of God 
along with internal conflict. "He (the 
suicidal person) is in need of life-giving 
process, the restoration of trust, and 
the affirmation of God.”55 Meaningful 
contextual questions can be asked in 
conjunction with ethical rules for one’s 
response to God’s action.

In the history of human thought and 
practice, with few exceptions, suicide 
has generally been discouraged. In 
terms of a personal response, two bibli
cal images present themselves, namely 
acceptance and hope. If persons can un

derstand that forgiveness and accep
tance are built into the very structure 
of the universe, then the suicide prob
lem is diminished. The gospel gives us 
hope, but a realistic hope. Suicides 
occur when one has lost hope. Hope 
cannot be pushed on us but must be 
drawn from Him. Acceptance and hope 
are the basis for meaningful life.

The Christian has three basic options 
concerning suicide: (1) He may believe 
that suicide is always wrong in every 
situation. (2) He may believe that sui
cide is not always a failure to God, him
self, and others but forbid it on the 
basis that it may be construed to be 
such a failure. (3) He may think suicide 
is permissible under certain conditions. 
If he thinks it is permissible under cer
tain conditions, he will most probably 
want to circumscribe these situations 
stringently.56
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Alcohol/Drugs Education 
That Works!
DAVID R. WILKINSON

No one involved in the ministry of the 
local church, especially in pastoral care 
to families, is unaware of the tragedies 
associated with abuse of alcohol and 
other drugs. The pain and the anguish 
are clearly evident.

The question is what to do about it. Is 
there a program of alcohol and drugs 
education for the local church that 
really works?

Some preliminary observations are 
in order. First, the historically strong 
position of Southern Baptists against 
the use of alcohol has unfortunately 
lured many churches into doing no al
cohol and drug-abuse, preventive edu
cation at all. Despite the evidence, 
many Southern Baptists refuse to 
recognize that we have a drug problem.

Second, it is time to admit that what
ever we have been doing in the area of 
alcohol and drug abuse education it 
hasn’t been dramatically successful.

The Mulford study of drinking prac
tices among American religious groups 
showed that Baptists have the lowest 
percentage of drinkers of any major 
denomination. That’s the good news. 
The bad news is that 48 percent of Bap
tist adults do drink. And of those who 
do drink, a larger number become al
coholic than in any other major reli
gious group in the country.1

A national study of young people 
found that one fourth of active South
ern Baptist church youth have used al
cohol in the past year. Nine percent of 
them have used some kind of hard drug 
in the past twelve months.2

For the world in which the church 
lives and ministers, the statistical pic
ture is even more frightening:

• Drug use continues to move down 
the school grade ladder at an alarming 
pace. Today, most first-time use of al
cohol, marijuana, and tobacco takes 
place before tenth grade. Average age 
for first use of alcohol is twelve. Fifty- 
five percent of teenagers have tried 
alcohol before they enter high school.3

• Seventy percent of American 
adults drink.4

• The prevalence of drinking and 
driving means that one of every two 
persons reading this article will some 
day be involved in an accident with a 
drunk driver.5

The urgency and scope of the drug 
problem—both for Southern Baptists 
and society—demand some new and 
creative approaches to prevention edu
cation.

Third, a church’s program of drug
abuse, preventive education should be 
distinct from its ministry of pastoral 
care to persons caught up in the trau
ma of drug abuse. To cope effectively 
with the problem, the church must do 
both. And one cannot replace the other.

As with any moral issue, there is no 
magic formula for an effective program 
of drug and alcohol abuse education. 
But the following suggestions may help 
you structure a program that will work 
in your church situation.

1. Get the facts—People don’t need to 
be overloaded with statistics, but they 
need to be (and want to be) acquainted 
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with the relevant facts. In addition to 
reliable and up-to-date information 
about alcohol and other drugs available 
from a variety of sources, church lead
ers should be familiar with organiza
tions in the local community which 
specialize in prevention and treatment.

2. Be biblicaL—Effective alcohol/ 
drugs education must be biblically 
based. Except for references to alcohol, 
the Scriptures say little about drug 
abuse as we know it today. But the 
Bible does provide basic principles and 
guidelines for making decisions about 
alcohol and other drugs.    23456

3. Be positive—Insensitive condem
nation is unnecessary and often coun
terproductive with both adults and 
young people. The negative, destruc
tive impact of drugs should be com
municated, but a better alternative 
also must be presented. The truth is 
that life lived without recreational 
drugs of any kind is better in quality 
than life lived with them. Christians 
are to live by the power of the Spirit (1 
Cor. 6:9-20) not by dependence on 
chemical stimulation.

4. Search for effective role models. 
—The church’s lay leaders must recog
nize the need for consistent life-styles. 
Young people are particularly adept at 
seeing the hypocrisy, for example, in an 
adult leader’s condemnation of drug 
abuse when the same person smokes 
tobacco. Tobacco, in fact, serves as the 
entry-level drug for most Americans.7

5. Call for action and commitment. 
—To share information is not enough. 
Personal choice must be emphasized: 
"It is your decision to live a drug-free 
life.” Personal commitment and com

2 LEAP: Listening to Young Adolescents and Their Parents, 
(Minneapolis, MN: Search Institute, 1984).

3 Alcohol Awareness: a Guide for Teenagers and Their Parents 
(Nashville: Christian Life Commission of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, 1984; Facts for Planning, Alcohol and Youth, Na
tional Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, Fall 1981; and 
Student Drug Use, Attitudes, and Beliefs, National Trends 1975- 
82, National Institute on Drug Abuse, 1983.

4 Fourth Special Report to the U.S. Congress on Alcohol and 
Health, 1981.

5 Abstracts and Reviews in Alcohol and Driving, April 1981.
‘See, for example, "The Bible Speaks on Alcohol,” a pamphlet 

published by the Christian Life Commission, SBC.
7 Student Drug Use. . . , and Drugs Awareness: a Guide for 

Youth and Youth Leaders, (Nashville: Christian Life Commis
sion, SBC, 1984).

munity support are essential in order 
to resist today’s drug-saturated culture.

6. Focus on preventive education. 
—The time to begin to teach children 
about Christian attitudes toward al
cohol and other drugs is when they are 
children, not when they are teenagers. 
Preventive education must begin early.

7. Remember the family context. 
—Find ways to help parents educate 
their children. Drugs/alcohol educa
tion can be one facet of the church’s 
ongoing commitment to strengthening 
families.

8. Utilize special resources.—Aware
ness materials which may be ordered at 
cost from the Christian Life Commis
sion are listed below.

9. Finally, listen;—Teaching seldom 
occurs without communication, and 
communication never takes place with
out listening. Feedback is vital. Listen 
prayerfully to the heartaches, the 
dreams, and the problems of persons 
affected by alcohol and drug abuse. 
Then formulate educational strategies 
to address those real-life needs.

’Ronald D. Sisk, "The Drug Culture: Why Some Baptists Do,” 
address given at Glorieta Baptist Conference Center, July 2, 
1984.
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Christian Life Commission Resources
The following resources may be or
dered at cost from the Christian Life 
Commission:

Alcohol Awareness: a Guide for Teen
agers and Their Parents. A thirty-two- 
page guide for six emphasis sessions 
covering facts about alcohol, why peo
ple drink, drinking and driving, biblical 
guidelines, making your own decisions 
about alcohol, and ways to help others.

Drugs Awareness: a Guide for Youth 
and Youth Leaders. Five emphasis ses
sions dealing with "What Are Drugs?” 

"Why Do People Use Drugs?” "Drugs 
and the Bible,” "Deciding About 
Drugs,” and "Living Drug Free.”

Drunk Driving: a National Disgrace 
and What to Do About It. A booklet 
with practical suggestions for effective 
action.

The Bible Speaks on Alcohol; Issues 
and Answers: Alcohol; Issues and An
swers: Drugs; Critical Issues: a Case for 
Abstinence, and Christian Life Style for 
Youth: Drugs. Brief presentations in 

pamphlet form.

"I will give peace” (1 Chron. 22:9)

Peace is a gift of God. Without peace, a political leader has not fulfilled his responsi
bility to the nation.

David was probably the greatest king in the history of the covenant people. Yet 
because he was a man of war, he was not allowed to build the Temple of God. The 
Temple was to be built by a man of peace.

Solomon was not a perfect man. The people were not a perfect nation. Yet Solomon 
was a man of peace, and the nation enjoyed a time of peace and rest during his reign.

Peace as a gift of God does not depend on human perfection. It does not require 
spiritual purity. It does, however, depend on the desire of the people to receive peace. 
If Solomon had not been a man of peace, God could not have given peace and rest 
to the land in his day.

How our nation and our world long for peace! How we grow weary of war and the 
rumors and threats of war!

Day of Prayer for World Peace is a day to call upon God to give to us that which 
He gave to Solomon. Like Solomon, we are imperfect. We find ourselves unable to 
agree on the best ways to attain peace. But as Christians, we are in accord in 
believing that we can pray for peace and that God is able to give it to us in ways 
we cannot comprehend.
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Book Reviews__________
Model for Christian Wholeness. Dan 
Ivins. Nashville: Broadman, 1985. 112 
pages. $4.25. Paperback.

Model for Christian Wholeness, by Dan 
Ivins, is a book about the relations of 
God, persons, and wholeness. Its con
cern is to effect the vitality of God in 
the lives of people, individually and col
lectively, to enable people to become 
whole persons. Dan Ivins, pastor of the 
Baptist Church of the Covenant (Bir
mingham, Alabama) and a graduate of 
Southern Baptist Theological Semi
nary, feels that this concern is best 
facilitated by the modeling of our lives 
after Jesus Christ, Jesus of Nazareth, 
the Word of God, and Jesus’ own model 
of the Suffering Servant. Isaiah’s Suff
ering Servant was characterized by 
compassion, a people orientation, in
volvement, freedom, and service. The 
Servant’s goals were healing, libera
tion, and wholeness, while the instru
ments to accomplish these ends 
included acceptance, service, suffering 
love, and hope.

Ten chapters constitute Ivins’ devel
opment of a model of Christian whole
ness based on the Suffering Servant 
quality of Jesus’ life. In chapter 1, "A 
Man Full of God,” the author helps 
Christians discover or rediscover the 
historical Jesus and the essence of 
Jesus’ life as a man full of God who 
overcame the separation between God 
and man.

Chapter 2, "Being Comfortable with 
Yourself,” based on the reality of the 
incarnation, well demonstrates that 
Jesus wasn’t afraid to be human, a per
son. Wholeness escapes us, unlike 
Jesus, because we distort our humanity 

and individuality by being less than we 
are.

Not only is Jesus our model of being 
human, but Jesus models the highest 
possible relationship with God; this 
forms the theme of chapter 3, "Being 
Intimate with God.”

Chapter 4, "Being Involved with Peo
ple,” argues that total involvement 
with persons as persons follows as a log
ical consequence of intimate acquain
tance with God.

Chapter 5, "Withstanding the Pres
sures of Life,” shows how Jesus dealt 
with the stresses of life.

Because the lack of wholeness often 
derives from a misuse of power, in 
chapter 6, "Loving Power,” Ivins pre
sents Jesus as a loving companion who 
adopted the way of openness, creativi
ty, and freedom rather than the way of 
dominance, control, and superiority. 
Service, sacrifice, and suffering love— 
these shape God’s power, and so should 
form the substance of discipleship.

Chapter 7, "Free to Serve,” focuses 
on humility and service. Ivins pointed
ly observes: "We are short on serving 
people in Jesus’ name. We may be a 
'people of the Book,’ as many claim, but 
we are not ready to take it seriously. 
Literally, maybe (in places), but not 
seriously.”

Chapter 8, "Redeeming Our Suffer
ing,” stresses Jesus’ willingness to 
suffer as well as suffering’s transforma
tion from destruction to reconciliation.

Chapter 9, "Hope That Deserves Its 
Name,” secures the role of realistic 
hope in Christian wholeness.

The last chapter, "Balancing,” un
derscores the importance of being a bal
anced person.
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Ivins’ book offers us the paradigm for 
wholeness, Jesus Christ. Jesus was un
afraid to be human, fully human, in ho
listic relationship with God and other 
persons. Ivins well establishes that the 
wholeness of Jesus should be the whole
ness of a disciple of Christ, and he has 
highlighted key elements in wholeness. 
In our fragmented world and in our 
fragmented Christian experiences of 
the fullness of the gospel, his book pos
sesses significant relevance.

The soundness of the book grows out 
of Ivins’ blending of a New Testament 
perspective on Jesus Christ and no lit
tle enlightenment from experience and 
study. The book effectively presents a 
germinal statement of the nature of 
wholeness. But the germinal quality of 
the book forms its strength and its 
weakness. As a reader of the book, I was 
challenged to think my own thoughts 
and to dialogue with the author.

The book is an excellent jumping off 
place for a personal and systematic 
treatment of wholeness. Yet, as a read
er, I was disappointed as well by the 
germinal quality of the book. It offers 
many good examples of its points, but 
little explanation accompanies many of 
the examples. By way of illustration, 
Ivins argues that Jesus never let any
one pressure him, because he marched 
to the sound of a "different drummer.” 
What does this image imply? I have a 
general impression, but exactly what 
does this mean in terms of the cultural 
patterns, the socioeconomic relations, 
the value and the idea systems, and the 
various relationships in society? Ivins 
doesn’t say.

On other occasions Ivins presents the 
right idea but fails to develop it. For 
example, he says: "We can suffer posi
tively or negatively. Our model is God’s 
Son who was able to take an instru
ment of death (a cross) and bring life 
from it.” The disciple is urged to do the 

same. But how; what are the dynamics 
for such transformation? The image of 
the cross is superb. I could wish, how
ever, for a systematic analysis of the 
image.

These weaknesses lessen the quality 
of the book but not its value. It soundly 
presents the much-needed theme of 
wholeness—the essence of reconcilia
tion.

Frank Louis Mauldin
Professor of philosophy 
University of Tennessee 

Martin, Tennessee

Richard Furman: Life and Legacy. 
James A. Rogers. Macon: Mercer Uni
versity Press, 1985. 325 pages. $24.95.

We are indebted to James Alton Rogers, 
editor emeritus of the Florence, South 
Carolina Morning News for this defini
tive biography of a formative Baptist 
leader. It is written in an interesting 
style and yet is thoroughly document
ed.

Richard Furman, born in 1755, was 
converted at the age of fifteen under 
the fervent preaching of Separate Bap
tist Joseph Reese. Three years later he 
was ordained to the Baptist ministry. 
His father was a schoolmaster and 
wealthy planter in the High Hills of 
South Carolina. Richard became a stu
dent for life and an advocate of educa
tion, especially for the ministry. This 
passion resulted in the establishment 
of Furman University in Greenville, 
South Carolina, and the Southern Bap
tist Theological Seminary which relo
cated from Greenville to Louisville, 
Kentucky, in 1877. Furman’s dual em
phasis was evangelistic fervor and in
tellectual integrity.

As a young pastor, Richard Furman 
was a patriot of the American Revolu
tion. He and his family had to flee the 
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army of British General Lord Cornwal
lis, who offered a thousand pounds ster
ling for Furman’s capture.

Furman served eighteen years as 
pastor of the High Hills Baptist Church 
which ordained him. At the age of 
thirty-six, he was called to become pas
tor of the first Baptist church in the 
South—Charleston. There he succeed
ed Oliver Hart. He served that distin
guished pulpit until his death in 1825.

Richard Furman was an influential 
leader in South Carolina and far 
beyond. He was a delegate to the State 
Constitutional Convention. There Fur
man took a stand in favor of religious 
liberty and the separation of church 
and state. He participated in the official 
visits of George Washington and La
fayette to Charleston.

Few men of his day were more inter
ested in missions than Richard Fur
man. He supported the British 
Missionary Society and William Carey 
in India. He was a missions leader in 
America, serving as the first president 
of the Triennial Convention. Furman 
worked with Luther Rice in missions 
and education. He sent a number of stu
dents to Rhode Island College (now 
Brown University). He converted Silas 
Mercer to the importance of ministeri
al education. This later led to the estab
lishment of Mercer University, Baylor 
University, and Southwestern Baptist 
Theological Seminary.

Richard Furman was married twice 
and had seventeen children. While he 
was an effective preacher, ironically 
Furman had little success in making 
religious converts of his family mem
bers.

Rogers presents Furman sympatheti
cally, but like Oliver Cromwell’s por
trait, "warts and all.” He tells about 
personality conflicts and points of disa
greement. He even tells about some of 
the skeletons in the family closet. Over

all the book shows us a human and 
dedicated man. Furman was a pastor, 
evangelist, educator, physician, plant
er, and patriot. He was a man of his 
times, as reflected in his defense of slav
ery. Rogers points out that the inven
tion of the cotton gin increased the 
growing of the crop in the South by 
fiftyfold, making the use of slaves an 
economic necessity.

In 1818, Furman led the First Baptist 
Church of Charleston to construct the 
lovely building still in use. He was also 
the father of the South Carolina State 
Baptist Convention, and he was influ
ential in the establishment of the Uni
versity of South Carolina in Columbia 
and the nomination of its first presi
dent.

The book has been attractively pro
duced by the Mercer University Press. 
It is bound in purple, the Furman Uni
versity color. Rogers has included sev
eral helpful appendixes of Richard 
Furman’s addresses and position pa
pers. The work also contains thirteen 
pages of bibliography and a helpful in
dex. It is a significant contribution to 
our understanding of both Baptist his
tory and one of our stellar leaders.

Alton H. McEachern
Pastor

First Baptist Church 
Greensboro, North Carolina

How to Recover from Grief. Richard 
Lewis Detrich and Nicola J. Steele. Val
ley Forge: Judson Press, 1983. 125 
pages. $7.95. Paperback.

This book was written for those whose 
loved ones have died and for those who 
try to help friends whose loved ones 
have died. The authors are a husband 
and wife team who got interested in the 
subject of bereavment through offering 
seminars on "Beyond Sorrow.” Dick 
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eventually wrote his doctoral disserta
tion on the subject. In the book they 
provide the reader with information 
and support concerning the grief as 
well as trying to let the book become a 
catalyst for growth. The book is defi
nitely written for the layperson rather 
than the professional helper.

The first chapter makes a slow and 
sentimental approach to the subject. 
Chapter 2 is a discussion of the authors’ 
four stages of grief.

The third chapter on "Anger and 
Grief’ is one of the three best chapters 
in the book. The authors are convincing 
in saying that anger is a normal part of 
grief and may be directed toward God 
or the deceased. They end this chapter 
with a number of good suggestions for 
dealing effectively with anger.

My biggest disagreement with the 
entire book came in chapter 4, "Guilt 
and Grief.” The authors stated un- 
equivocably that "guilt is the coat of 
anger turned inside out. . . . Anger 
turned inward upon ourselves can 
become guilt” (p. 49). Most writers con
clude that anger turned on oneself pro
duces depression. There are several 
other theories of depression, but this 
one is the best known and most widely 
held.

One of the other chapters I liked was 
chapter 6, "What’s Normal and Abnor
mal in Grief.” The authors made the 
following summary statement, "What 
would normally seem abnormal is per
fectly normal in grief!” (p. 67). They 
proceeded to discuss this in a way that 
should be comforting to grieving read
ers.

The chapter entitled "Why” was also 
good. It dealt with the meaning and 
theology of understanding the death of 
a loved one.

Each chapter ends with a section 
called "Questions for Growth and Dis
cussion.” There is a space left for the 

reader to write in responses and date 
them. Rereading the book is suggested 
by the authors as the reader moves 
through the process of grieving.

Richard Dayringer
Department of Medical Humanities 

Southern Illinois University 
School of Medicine 
Springfield, Illinois

Shapers of Baptist Thought. James 
E. Tull. Macon: Mercer University 
Press, 1984. 255 pages. $14.50.

Mercer Press is to be commended for 
making James E. Tull’s Shapers of Bap
tist Thought available through its 
ROSE series of scholarly reprints. If 
forthcoming volumes in the series are 
of this one’s quality, students of the 
represented subjects will be well 
served.

Tull has written an intellectual his
tory, a history of thought. This type of 
history is not in vogue among profes
sional historians at this time, but it re
mains a valuable methodology 
nonetheless. Tull’s purpose is to 
present the thoughts of significant Bap
tist thinkers who represent, and in 
some cases shaped, the intellectual 
framework of various movements that 
have affected Baptist history.

The subjects for his study are well 
chosen. John Smyth, Roger Williams, 
Isaac Backus, Andrew Fuller, Alexand
er Campbell, J. R. Graves, William 
Newton Clarke, Walter Rauschen- 
busch, and Martin Luther King, Jr. are 
the Baptist leaders selected for exami
nation. As Tull is careful to note, sev
eral of these persons would not be 
considered "Baptist heroes.” All, 
though, have decisively influenced the 
shape of Baptist thought and practice 
in their own and subsequent times.

Tull’s methodology involves provid
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a brief biographical sketch followed by 
a fairly comprehensive survey of each 
person’s thinking as found in their own 
writings. I found Tull’s use of rather 
lengthy and frequent citations from the 
primary sources to be most gratifying, 
demonstrating as it did his willingness 
to let these Baptist thinkers speak for 
themselves. Of course, Tull provides 
adequate interpretation of the primary 
materials and interacts well with se
lected secondary sources.

This book deserves a far wider read
ing than it is likely to receive. Certain
ly, it should be used at the college and 
seminary level as a parallel reading in 
Baptist history courses. The footnotes 
will help many students begin to learn 
to find their way among important pri
mary sources. Pastors, too, will benefit 

from reading the volume. At the very 
least, they will come to grips with what 
these historical figures actually 
thought rather than what pastoral 
mythology says they thought. The es
says are also an excellent source of good 
illustrative materials for sermons and 
teaching outlines on Baptist heritage, 
religious freedom, justice, the church, 
revivalism, and soul liberty. Finally, a 
careful reading of the book will help 
pastors get in touch with the diversity 
of thought that has been characteristic 
of the Baptist movement.

Michael A. Smith
Pastor

Bellevue Baptist Church 
Nashville, Tennessee

Where could you go to find a collection of books on teaching 
methods that have been used throughout our convention’s history 
or to find Sunday School records of individual churches, associa
tions and states?

HISTORICAL COMMISSION, SBC 
NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE

The four miles of shelving in the Southern Baptist Historical Library & Archives 
house more than 19,000 books and 70,000 Baptist annuals (association, state, & 
convention); Baptist newspapers; periodicals & pamphlets; audio & video recordings; 
photographs; denominational archival records; and 15,000 reels of microfilm. Copies 
from our microfilm collection are available for you to purchase. For a listing of this 
film, please contact us.

Feel free to visit our facility on the fourth floor of the new SBC building, 901 
Commerce Street, Nashville, TN 37203, (615) 244-0344.
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