LIBERATION THEOLOGY AS A
REVOLUTIONARY IDEOLOGY IN LATIN
AMERICA

ROBERTA STEINFELD JACOBSON

The doctrine of liberation theology in Latin American revolutionary
movements has sought to bridge the gap between Marxism and Catholicism,
by blending religions dogma and Marxist theory into @ plan of action for
improving social conditions. Roberta Steinfeld Jacobson outlines the attitudes
both of the Catholic Church and the Soviet Union toward this hybrid
doctrine. She then shows that liberation theology effectively promotes
revolution but so far has been unable to survive as an alternative to
traditional Catholic doctrine after the first phase of a revolutionary struggle
is over. She concludes with a discussion of policy recommendations for the
American government in coping with the influence of liberation theology on
revolutionary movements.

I. INTRODUCTION

The interaction of religion and politics has always been a potentially
explosive one, whether or not religious authority has tried to defend or
to challenge the status quo. In defusing this situation the policymaker
can treat political and religious upheaval as fundamentally separate, treat
the two as inextricable, or treat religion as one aspect of revolution. In
choosing the last of these options, however, the policymaker confronts a
combination so emotionally charged that formulating an effective policy
to cope with it is extremely difficult.

Radical religious movements affect the politics of the developing world
so profoundly that avoiding scholarly exploration of the topic is irre-
sponsible. In particular, Latin American governments must deal with
liberation theology if they are to address both insurgent and counterin-
surgent groups. The few serious attempts to look at the topic and its
revolutionary components have been partisan and therefore have promoted
neither understanding nor appropriate policy responses. Isolating the
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issue in a religious forum is however not only inappropriate but danger-
ously short-sighted.!

II. LiBERATION THEOLOGY

The doctrine known as the theology of liberation, although expounded
in many parts of the world, was first applied in Latin America, and only
there has the doctrine been translated into action. It is almost exclusively
expounded by Roman Catholics, although recently Protestant scholars
have explored similar themes. The theology posits that the poor, long
victimized by the rich, must translate Catholic teaching into action, in
order to change the social system and bring justice to this world, rather
than leaving it to the province of heaven. Under this scheme the parish
priest moves into direct contact with the poor; he lives with them and
helps them translate Catholicism into social action. The lower-ranking
clergy thereby become the focus of the new theology and gain power to
implement its teachings without direct orders from above.

Liberation theology differs from traditional Catholicism not in its
desire to improve the quality of earthly life but rather in its willingness
to endorse the overthrow of regimes blocking social change. It is precisely
this aspect of liberation theology which makes it compatible with revo-
lution. Clarence Brinton, among other social scientists, has identified
similarities between religion and revolutionary ideology:

in the years before the revolution actually breaks out . . . the
foundations of the revolutionary myth fare created} . . . .
Some such better world of the ideal is contrasted with this
immediate and imperfect world in all the ethical and religious
systems . . . notably in Christianity . . . . What differen-
tiates this ideal world of our revolutionaries from the better
world as conceived by more pedestrian persons is the flaming
sense of the immediacy of the ideal . . . .2

Catholicism thus need not be transformed a great deal to be considered
revolutionary. Furthermore, “popular” Catholicism as practiced by many
communities in Latin America is often a blend of local mythology and

1. For example, the Kissinger Commission refused altogether to deal with liberation theology. The
Denton Committee hearings did attempt to do so, but its efforts were so feeble as to be of little
value. See Appendix 1o the Report of the Bipartisan Commission on Central America (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1984); U.S., Congress, Senate, Subcommittee on
Security and Terrorism of the Committee on the Judiciary, Marxism and Christianity in Revolu-
tionary Central America, Rept. J-98-71, 98th Cong., 1st sess., 1983.

2. Clarence Crane Brinton, The Anatomy of Revolution (New York: Vintage Books, 1965), pp.
50-51.
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orthodox Catholic thought; it is therefore not difficult to modify tradi-
tional doctrine while still representing it as Catholicism.

Another factor which links Catholicism with revolutionary ideology is
the church’s organizational structure. What the church offers the revo-
lutionary is ideal: an organization which meets regularly and which is
attended by a large proportion of those who have no stake in the outside
system. The potential revolutionaries learn from an early age to conform
to a rigid hierarchy and to accept its instructions unquestioningly without
demanding any immediate or tangible rewards. Furthermore, the Church
suits the revolutionary’s purpose in that directives, decisions, and the
followers’ fate are not vested in a body of peers, but are ultimately in
the hands of a distant hierarchy, culminating in the Pope. Catholic
revolutionaries can thus accept support and direction from behind-the-
scenes actors such as Cubans or Soviets, who are assumed to have greater
sagacity than lower-ranking interpreters of doctrine. Like the priest, in
his world of spiritual devotion, practicing Marxists live in the pure and
ideal world of the socialist state.

Revolutionaries become accustomed early to the hierarchical structure
of the organization and to the secrecy and the distinction berween leader
and follower. This system closely resembles both the traditional Catholic
Church and the newer Christian base communities, whose bible study
groups correspond nicely to Marxist “cells.”

Liberation theology’s theoretical basis lies in the Second Vatican Coun-
cil (Vatican II), in which the Church openly endorsed attempts to move
Catholicism away from its historical alignment with the middle and
upper classes of developing countries and to expand efforts to help the
poor. The Council provided a basis for the fundamental documents of
liberation theology, which emerged from the Second General Conference
of the Latin American Episcopate (CELAM) in Medellin, Colombia in
1968. One document illustrated the tone and substance of the Church’s
new stance:

We deplore the fact that every attempt to regain just rights,
sometimes violent in cast because there seems to be no other
recourse, is labeled communism when in fact, it is simply
mass rebellion against a situation of injustice that is no longer
tolerable.3

3. Therrin C. Dahlin, Gary P. Gillum, and Mark L. Grover, eds., The Catholic Left in Latin America:
A Comprebensive Bibliography (Boston: G. K. Hall & Co., 1981) p. xxxiii, quoting “Peruvian
Bishop’s Commission for Social Action,” in Between Honesty and Hope (New York: Maryknoll
Publications, 1970), pp. 72-73.
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The Episcopate concluded in the Medellin documents that the Church
should focus on “basic structural conditions” of Latin American society
“which were impeding the achievement of basic human dignity by the
masses. "4

There are many who view Medellin as an aberration — the result of
general social upheaval in the world to which a liberal Pope responded.
To see liberation theology and its extensive acceptance by Catholic hi-
erarchy in the late 1960s as purely circumstantial is to underestimate
both the theologians writing on the subject and the Catholic hierarchy.
However, there is also little doubt that the Church hierarchy quickly
backed away from the more radical statements produced at the Medellin
meetings. In 1972 CELAM elected a conservative leadership and by 1973
the group had dismantled most of the “radical” departments studying
and writing on liberation theology. By 1979 and the Episcopate meeting
in Puebla, Mexico, liberation theology had lost a good deal of support
from CELAM. The Church hierarchy apparently feared that allowing
lower ranking clergy to implement new policies would weaken its own
institutional authority. Now, in 1986, the Vatican is continuing its
opposition to liberation theology, and future support seems highly un-
likely.>

Liberation theology developed along with and in response to “depen-
dency theory,” which called for developing states to free themselves from
the economic bonds through which industrial states exerted political
influence on them. In 1971 Gustavo Guttierez, a Peruvian theologian,
published his Teologia de la Liberacion (Theology of Liberation), in which he
directly addressed the political development dilemma then raging in
Latin America. Gutierrez wrote:

Among more alert groups today, what we have called a new
awareness of Latin American reality is making headway. They
believe that there can be authentic development for Latin
America only if there is liberation from the domination ex-
ercised by the great capitalist countries, and especially by the
most powerful, the United States of America.$

Liberation theologians like Gutierrez considered themselves to be “round-
ing out” dependency theory by adding the religious and psychological

4. See ibid., p. xxxiv.

5. See, for example, E. J. Dionne, Jr., “New Vatican Effect on Theology Seen,” New York Times,
4 April, 1986, p. A3, and “Vatican Backs Struggle by Poor to End Injustice,” New York Times,
6 April, 1986, p. 1.

6. Gustavo Gutierrez, Theology of Liberation New York: Orbis Books, 1973), excerpted in Monzhly
Review, 36 (July-August 1984):98.
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dimensions, the “process of the emancipation of man in history,” to its
economic and political objectives.”

The Brazilian educator Paulo Freire’s concept of “conscientization,”
(conscientizagio) which suggested that people could not be educated until
a “critical awareness” had been created, also influenced liberation theol-
ogy. According to Freire, dialogue between leader and follower creates a
more conscious person, who can then reject his oppressive surroundings
and become more independent. In accordance with this theory, liberation
theology relies heavily on biblical exegesis, particularly those portions of
the Bible which explore God’s preferential treatment of the poor, Christ
as a revolutionary, and possibilities for changing an unjust society. In
The Gospel in Solentiname, Ernesto Cardenal, the poet and priest who is
presently Minister of Culeure in Nicaragua, describes the bible study
meetings that took place in the monastic community of Solentiname in
Lake Nicaragua during the mid-1970s. In the quotations that follow and
many others in the book, Cardenal guides the discussion with his com-
ments. The reading concerns the birth of Jesus.

Oscar: The shepherds wouldn’t even have wanted to go there
[to a rich person’s home had Jesus been born there} because
they would have seen he wasn’t coming for them but for the
rich.

I [Cardenal} said: And the rich don’t need liberation. What
liberation do the rich need! . . .

Francisco: And the poor also have the chance to be great, like
the Messiah who was born like the common people.

I said: The people really have great abilities that only need to
be developed. When the people have education, enough
food . . ..

Natalia: Like in Cuba, where all the children are healthy.
They're all taken care of when they’re sick and everything. If
you're old they take care of you. They give you everything
you need and you're healthy and eager to work. And there
the poor can learn a profession. And where can anybody do
that here?®

7. Ibid., p. 101.
8. From Ernesto Cardenal, The Gospel in Solentiname (New York: Orbis Books, 1976), quoted in
Monthly Review, 36 (July-August 1984):11
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III. CHRISTIAN BASE COMMUNITIES

The transition of liberation theology from theory to political action is
achieved through Christian base communities (comunidades eclesiales de base,
or CEBs). These are “small, lay-led groups of people, primarily poor,
who combine consciousness raising, bible study, worship, mutual help,
and (often) political action in defense of their rights.” They sprang up
rapidly in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s in the poor neigh-
borhoods surrounding the latge cities of Latin America. Ciudad Sandino,
a poor neighborhood of Managua, for example, began organization as a
CEB and developed into one of the most politically active areas of the
revolution, producing many Sandinista recruits. CEBs in El Salvador
have also been extremely influential in revolutionary movements there.
Father Jose Inocencio Alas began his work in El Salvador in 1968, and
within one year there were 32 CEBs. He helped create the FAPU, a mass
political organization which represented the first direct link between the
church and a revolutionary movement.

It should be pointed out however, that CEBs did not develop without
a good deal of resistance from right-wing government factions and private
groups. In 1970, Father Alas was kidnapped, beaten and left for dead
in a rural area, all agree because of the political work he was doing.
Similarly, Ernesto Cardenal’s religious community on Solentiname, while
not strictly a CEB (more of a retreat or commune), was almost completely
razed by Somoza’s National Guard in 1977.

According to Father Christopher Brickley, a Maryknoll priest who
worked with CEBs in the poor barrios around San Salvador, the CEBs in
El Salvador threatened not just the conservative upper class but also the
Church hierarchy and the government of El Salvador.!! Both viewed any
achievements of the CEBs as implicit criticisms of their own ability to
provide for the needy.

This type of resentment and fear occurred in most places where CEBs
took hold, further politicizing their work. This is not to suggest, how-
ever, that CEBs became political only in response to actions designed to
curb their work. Christian base communities were specifically designed
to create political leaders. Religious training was organized around
Freire’s principles of consciousness raising so that these Christians would
act to change the social structure of Latin American society. Furthermore,

9. Phillip Berryman, “Basic Christian Communities and the Future of Latin America,” Monthly
Review, 36 (July-August 1984):27.

10. See Tommie Sue Montgomery, “Cross and Rifle: Revolution and the Church in El Salvador and
Nicaragua,” Journal of International Affairs, 36 (Fall-Winter 1982-83):214.

11. Interview with Father Brickley, Maryknoll Residence, Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts, 10 May
1985.
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these communities enabled such political aspirations to be pursued within
the context of the Catholic Church, which has overwhelming support in
Latin America and which provides a ready infrastructure with a system
of regular meetings.

There are also those who credit CEBs with providing the impetus for
democratization in parts of Latin America. During the years of military
rule in Brazil, for example, the religious groups were among the only
ones allowed to meet, thus immediately becoming vehicles for political
action. The CEBs produced some of the pressure that led to demonstra-
tions for direct elections and popular support for the return to democracy.

It is important to remember that while liberation theology was highly
publicized during the 1970s and early 1980s, its proponents are still a
small minority of clergy and theologians in Latin America. CELAM, the
Latin American Episcopal Conference, was headed for most of the last
decade by an extremely conservative archbishop from the Dominican
Republic, Alfonso Lopez-Trujillo. Lopez-Trujillo had stated on numerous
occasions that he strongly opposed liberation theology and worked ac-
tively against its proponents.

The movement has also lacked charismatic heros who can rally support.
Until recently the only true leader was Camilo Torres, who died almost
20 years ago. Torres was a Colombian priest who turned revolutionary
when he claimed there was no longer peaceful recourse for social change
in Colombia, and joined Marxist guerrillas in the jungle. In 1966 Co-
lombian counterinsurgency troops killed him, thereby creating a true
martyr for the Catholic left. Although some claim that Torres is a
prototype,'? this is clearly not the case on any large scale. For a time
after Medellin the number of Latin American priests allying themselves
with socialists did grow, but no other well-known priests actually have
rejected their religious calling and left the priesthood to take up arms.
As the memories of Torres fade, they are less effective as a recruitment
tool. .

IV. SoviET BLOC THINKING ABOUT LIBERATION THEOLOGY

Liberation theology would appear to be the Soviet Union’s dream in
which the most recalcitrant Western institution, the Roman Catholic
Church, finally allies itself with the revolutionary struggle. Similarly, it
could be a new and highly productive mechanism for Soviet power
projection in the Third World. The Soviets do not seem to have taken
full advantage of this possibility, even when liberation theology was at

12, Therrin C. Dahlin, Gary P. Gillum, and Mark L. Grover, eds., The Catholic Left in Latin
America: A Comprebensive Bibliogaphy, p. xxxil.
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its height during the mid-1970s. Soviet bloc writings on liberation
theology show a basic wariness; this purported ally of the Marxist-Leninist
struggle is not to be trusted.

Marxists need not redefine liberation theology in their own terminol-
ogy, as much of the original language is Marxist. It asks:

“on whose side are the broad masses of the people? What is
required for their happiness? [And} it replies that under con-
ditions of injustice and oppression . . . decisive revolutionary
activities against imperialism are needed.!®

This fairly accurate representation of the theory comes not from a liber-
ation theologian, but from a Soviet bloc scholar. In an issue of World
Marxist Review in the mid-1970s, during a roundtable discussion between
“Marxist scholars and Christian theologians,” the lines of cooperation and
conflict were drawn in detail. According to Dr. Walter Hollitscher, a
faculty member of Karl Marx University in Leipzig,

Cooperation between Marxists and Christians is possible and
necessary. . . . There are about one billion practicing Chris-
tians in the world, more than 600 million of whom are
Catholics, a large proportion of them working people. It
would be inconceivable for the Communist movement to leave
so large a population out of the reckoning.

Cooperation between Marxists and Catholics as defined by most Soviet
scholars is a purely practical macter.

[It} meets a pressing need for a united anti-imperialist front
and should help to solve acute social contradictions which
arise and exist objectively. . . . under the influence of revo-
lutionary struggle in which they take part, some believers are
capable of assimilating progressive political ideas, including
certain of the Communists’ political conclusions. !>

After affirming the need for cooperation, the first hints of doubt about
the “believers’” ability to be truly Communist arise and continue to
pervade Marxist writings about the Church.

13. 1. Osinskiy, “A Quick and Unjust Trial, or How the Vatican is Intensifying Pressure on
Progressive Priests,” Se/’Skava Gazeta, 17 November, 1984, as reprinted in Joint Publication
Research Service (heteinafter referred to as JPRS) report UPS-84-112, p. 46.

14. “Differences in Outlook and in Political Cooperation: Meeting of Marxists and Catholics,”
World Marxist Review, 17 (June 1974):74.

15. Todor Stoichev, “Ideological Aspects of the Dialogue with Believers,” World Marxist Review, 17
(October 1974):76-77.
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What Soviet bloc scholars identify to overcome this dilemma is the
possibility of two churches. They thereby differentiate between the old
enemy, the Vatican, and the “‘new Church’ [which is} opposed to con-
servative and reactionary religious doctrines and movements.”'¢ In these
two churches there is the “good” Church and the “evil” Church, the
former aiding the revolutionary struggle and coming from “the people”
(liberation theology and CEBs) and the latter suppressing it from above
(the Vatican). The Church can be progressive or destructive to the rev-
olution but it can also be progressive or destructive to the socialist state.
This is where distrust of religious actors is most apparent.

in socialist society . . . the church is attempting rather actively
to interfere in politics, sometimes playing a destabilizing role.
This is attested to by the example of Poland, where the
church, although it does not support any open confrontation
with the authorities and attempts to take the position of
arbiter, has occupied an obviously destructive role.'

The example of Poland is repeatedly used to emphasize that Communists
must constantly be on guard against the Church rearing its reactionary
head, even if at times that Church purports to be an ally of the revolution.
In face, Soviet literature specifically states that, historically, “revolution-
ary figures who adhered to religious ideology became only temporary
fellow travelers of the revolutionary, anti-imperialist forces.”!8

The general trend in Soviet bloc writings vis-a-vis liberation theology
is an extremely cautious optimism. If the Catholic Church is truly
committed to the revolution, then Marxist revolutionaries should en-
courage it and use its potent control of the people. However, once the
socialist state has been created, the Church usually becomes a hindrance
to “further progressive reorganization” and so true revolutionaries must
restrain it. Accordingly, standard operating procedure of Soviet power
projection in the third world encourages the growth of the clerical
revolutionary and utilizes the power of Church, never forgetting that the
Church is not a true Marxist-Leninist believer in the long run. One
article by a member of the Polish Communist party for example, outlines
specific ‘rules’ for Marxist-Catholic cooperation.

These rules assert that “secular” Catholic groups in socialist countries
may contribute to social and political activity if the groups have a political

16. 1bid., p. 76.

17. G. Yatkonis, “On the Fronts of the Ideological Struggle: Progressive Movements and the
Position of the Faithful,” Vilnius Kemmunist, 9 (September 1984), reprinted in JPRS report
UPS-84-112, p. 43.

18. Ibid., p. 45.
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orientation that does not conflict with socialist doctrine and criticize
social structure in a constructive manner which does not “exceed realistic
possibilities of satisfying the demands it may contain.” Finally, these
groups should conduct their public activity without any political cleri-
calism or attempts to inject religion into the public life of believers.?

Catholic activity must be severely circumscribed to keep it acceptable
to socialism, a fact which further highlights the difficulty of molding
Catholic thought (even liberation theology) to Marxist ideology. Soviet-
bloc scholars rarely attempt to explore the inclusion of Christian beliefs
in Marxist ideology, and when they do so they usually conclude thart the
two are mutually exclusive. In the roundtable discussion referred to
above, for example, one participant begins by saying, “Ideological dif-
ferences are no obstacle to cooperation between Christians and Marx-
ists,”? but statements such as “Mutual understanding can be obtained
without renouncing one’s ideas, nor does cooperation mean ideological
coexistence,”?! and “Cooperation with Christians does not imply that
Marxists should take a conciliatory stand on religious ideology”?* belie
the tactical nature of the alliance between Catholicism and Marxism.

The essential problem with such an alliance is that Communists “al-
ways remember that {tolerance}l must be subordinate to the revolutionary
party’s main task to carry forward the working people’s fight against the
exploiters”?® The more optimistic explorations by Soviet bloc scholars of
cooperation between Marxists and liberation theologians appeared during
the early and mid-1970s. By 1980 the positive example of the Nicaraguan
revolution was overshadowed by the Catholic influence on resistance to
the communist government in Poland. In 1979 Pope John Paul II made
it clear the church would pursue a more conservative line concerning the
radical clergy, especially in Latin America. John Paul II is also Polish,
and his conservatism in the Third World notwithstanding, he has pre-
sented grave difficulties for the Soviet Union in Poland. The Pope’s
attitude reinforced a long-standing Soviet distrust of Catholicism that
neither liberation theology nor the Nicaraguan revolution could com-
pletely overcome.

19. Tadeusz Jaroszewski, “Socialism and the Left Catholic Interpretatioin of Christian Humanism,”
World Marxist Rview, 17 (August 1974):104.

20. Rudolf Weiler, “Differences in Outlook and Political Cooperation,” World Marxist Review, 17
(August 1974):80.

21. Walter Hollitscher, “Differences in Qutlook and Political Cooperation,” World Marxist Review,
17 (August 1974):81.

22. N. Kovalsky, “Differences in Outlook and Political Cooperation,” World Marxist Review, 17
(August 1974):81.

23. Todor Stoichev, “Ideological Aspects of the Dialogue with Believers,” World Marxist Review, 17
(August 1984):73.
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V. LATIN AMERICAN MARXISTS

Latin American Marxists, in contrast to their Soviet bloc counterparts,
have embraced an alliance with the Roman Catholic Church with an
exaggerated enthusiasm to prove to Moscow that their revolutionary
intentions are viable in Latin American society. Latin American Marxists
defend the alliance by stressing that their own revolutionary doctrine
will produce a socialist state different from that which orthodox Marxist-
Leninist principles prescribe. They insist that liberation theology and
Marxism should diverge because of traits peculiar to Latin America.

Roqué Dalton, a Salvadoran poet and revolutionary thinker, wrote in
1968 that the Catholic Church in Latin America had changed sufficiently
for elements within it to be welcomed into the communist struggle, even
though he conceded some ideological differences. He placed emphasis on
the distinctions in Latin America that make this combination feasible.

In Latin America Catholics . . . have played a considerable
role in the revolutionary struggle. Communists should not
adopt the criteria of a decrepit anti-clericalism. Our experience
so far and the new conditions prevailing in the world, afford
. . . every opportunity for achieving a unity with Catholics
that will mean much more than just a muffling of differ-
ences.

In the early seventies, the alliance between Marxists and Christians
appeared to be growing in importance and made its headquarters in
Santiago under the Allende government. After the CELAM meeting in
Medellin in 1968, a group of priests in Chile formed the Group 80
Movement (Jos Ochentz), which became “Christians for Socialism” in 1971.
During the group’s first assembly in 1972, over 400 delegates attended.
Under the propitious environment of the leftist government then in
power in Chile, the assembly produced documents that Father Phillip
Berryman, an American priest who has worked with CEBs in Panama
for decades, described as “oven-fresh” Marxism.2’

Basically, the documents underlined the impossibility of a “third way”
between capitalism and socialism, concluding that, “There are only two
possible solutions in Latin America, either a dependent capitalism, and
consequently underdevelopment, or socialism.”?¢ Along with Christians

24. Roqué Dalton, “Catholics and Communists in Latin America: Some Aspects of the Present
Situation,” World Marxist Review, 11 (January 1968):89-90.

25. Phillip Berryman, “Christian Delegates, Marxist Language,” Commonweal, 16 June 1972, p.
324.

26. Paraphrasing by Alvaro Delgado, “Latin America’s Priests in Revolt,” Commonweal, 16 June
1972, p. 74; for exact quote, see Phillip Berryman, “Christian Delegates, Marxist Language,”
p. 324.
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for Socialism in Chile, there were many other organizations founded
during the early seventies, such as Priests for the Third World in Ar-
gentina. They were designed to help cement the marriage of Catholics
and Communists but weakened considerably after the Allende regime
fell in Chile. Most Latin American Marxists stress the loss of their
headquarters in Santiago as a critical strategic loss for the movement.
Similarly, the military government that took power in Argentina in 1976
and the decade of repression and disappearances that followed (including
the loss of many priests), severely curtailed the fledgling alliance in that
country.

Some Latin American Marxist writing contains the same guarded tone
as Soviet writing with regard to the relationship between Catholicism
and Communism. Few Catholic documents are as openly Marxist as the
one the first assembly of Christians for Socialism published. A Colombian
Marxist explains that it would “be a gross exaggeration to say that the
renovators {progressive elements within the Catholic Church} are imbued
with Marxist ideas. It is not their purpose to master the most advanced
science, but rather to adapt it to the needs of the Church and thus win
the sympathy of the exploited.”?’ At times it is Latin Americans them-
selves who contend that even on their continent the alliance is invalid
and revisionist.?® Although Latin American Marxists try harder than do
Soviet ideologues to join the two philosophies, they too end up wary of
the Church, even in its most progressive form. At the height of liberation
theology’s influence in the mid-70s, the enmity between the two groups
was subordinated at the insistence of the radical clergy that the bonds
could be strengthened in an auspicious political climate. The traditional
mistrust resurfaced when conservative military regimes were established
in important countries such as Argentina, Chile, and Brazil, as well as
when the Church’s own conservatism reasserted itself.

The Latin American Marxists with the greatest stake in reconciling
liberation theology and Marxism are those who are themselves liberation
theologians. They attempt to justify the alliance, as do some Marxists,
by claiming Marxism is the external, political-economic side of liberation,
whereas their doctrine provides its internal, psychological-religious di-
mension.? Gustavo Gutierrez speaks of Christians modifying and adapt-
ing Marxism to make it appropriate for Latin America exactly as do non-
Cartholic Marxists:

27. Alvaro Delgado, “Latin America’s Priests in Revolt,” p. 72.

28. juan Rosales, “Revolution, Socialism, Theology,” World Marxist Review, 18 (June 1975):86.

29. See Gustavo Gutierrez, “Liberation and Development,” Cross Currents, 21 (Summer 1971):243-
256.
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there has been an enormous re-evaluation of Marxism by
Christians, resulting in 2 much more positive judgement of
Marxist thought as a tool to help in understanding the social
and economic reality of Latin America . . . what is happening
in Latin America is less a dialogue between Christians and
Marxists (although this also exists) than a takeover by Chris-
tians of the heritage of Marx.30

Gutierrez reinforces a Marxist’s worst fears by speaking of Christians co-
opting Marxism to suit their needs and goals, not joining the revolu-
tionary struggle by accepting Marxist doctrine in its entirety. A review
of the Soviet and Latin American Marxist literature as well as writings
of liberation theologists exposes the basic disagreements and historical
distrust which renders the potential alliance impossible.

In addition to Marxism’s uncompromising hostility toward religion,
the distinctly different socio-economic emphasis of the two philosophies
accounts for the mistrust between the two. Neither communist nor
Catholic writers note that liberation theology is geared to the desperately
poor in the shanty towns of Latin America rather than to the proletariat.
In fact the liberation theologians’ preferential treatment for the poor does
not coincide with the Marxist favoring of the worker. Michael Novak
recognizes this contradiction: “As Marx himself said, it does little good
to socialize poverty.”?! Marginal, underemployed, illiterate Catholics
mobilizing in CEBs are not the middle class revolutionaries whom Latin
American Marxists want to be leaders in their scruggle.

Although revolutionary leaders and insurgent movements have devel-
oped from CEBs, it has not occurred as often as some American conset-
vatives predicted when discussing the “dangers” of liberation theology.
Even if liberation theology and Marxism could be fully integrated, a firm
and functional alliance designed to create the cadres needed for a revo-
lution is not guaranteed. However, in such cases where the preconditions
for revolution are very strong, as in Nicaragua prior to the Sandinista
take-over, the differing aims of the two groups do not doom the alliance
in the short term. While the Marxist elements succeed in creating the
party leaders and revolutionaries, the radical clergy in CEBs arouse or
raise the consciousness the poor who comprise a majority of the population
in the urban areas critical to the success of the revolution. They also
greatly aid the cause by harboring revolutionaries, sustaining them when
they can, and taking part in “spontaneous” mass demonstrations which
the insurgents orchestrate.

30. Ibid., pp. 269, 271.
31. Michael Novak, #id., p. 13.
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VI. NICARAGUA

Liberation theology has made the greatest inroads into political life in
Nicaragua. The successful Nicaraguan revolution has enabled the Church
to translate its theories into political action, both during and after the
Sandanista victory. Nicaragua therefore provides an ideal case study for
the practical implications of liberation theology, for in no other country
have the conditions for both it and revolution been so favorable.

Nicaragua was the great hope of the radical clergy and during the
revolution their dream was fulfilled: clergy and Catholic lay leaders took
an active part in a revolution which was often defined in religious terms.
Although priests did not take up arms against Somoza, they strongly
influenced the training, support and maintenance of the Sandinista Front
for National Liberation (FSLN). On an island in Lake Nicaragua Father
Ernesto Cardenal founded the lay monastery of Solentiname in 1966.
Cardenal had spent many years outside the country, mainly traveling and
studying. While living in the United States for a number of years, he
was impressed with the writings and monastic lifestyle of Thomas Met-
ton, a trappist monk whose varied writings and interests included unify-
ing the contemplative life with that of the wanderer and social reformer,
and who was once a member of a New York Communist group. Cardenal
founded Solentiname to express his commitment to Merton’s teachings
and to live with the people and bring the Church to the poor. However,
few doubt that Solentiname became much more than a religious retreat.
Attracted by Cardenal’s brand of revolution and religion, Solentiname
drew a great many young people who were recruited by FSLN and trained
on the islands during the mid-1970s.

Cardenal never denied that Solentiname served as a training ground
for FSLN youth, but justified it by explaining that when they “decided
to take up arms. . . . They did it for . . . their love of the kingdom of
God, for the ardent desire that a just society be implanted, a real and
concrete kingdom of God here ort earth.”3? Although Cardenal never
took up arms himself, he acknowledged that the use of violence could
be legitimate. After he was first contacted by the FSLN, he explained,
“it was my job to travel to Cuba and there I saw that the Cuban
Revolution was love for one’s neighbor, the Gospel put into practice,
efficacious charity.” He came to see that “in Nicaragua armed struggle
was becoming increasingly necessary.”3* This statement contrasts quite

32. Ernesto Cardenal, “A Letter to the People of Nicaragua,” reprinted in Monthly Review, 36 (July-
August 1984):118.

33. From E! Nuevwo Diario, 22 February, 1983, as reprinted in JPRS report 83237, Country Section,
Nicaragua, pp. 63-64.
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dramatically with Cardenal’s explanation of how violence came to be used
by young men and women spontaneously taking up arms out of religious
fervor.

But Cardenal did more than simply remain in Solentiname and harbor
FSLN members, although reports of his role during the revolution are
confused. Testifying before Congress, one former FSLN member claimed
both Ernesto and Fernando Cardenal (his brother, also a priest and
Sandinista government member) were involved in forced conscription
efforts by the FSLN. He also described a mass he said Ernesto Cardenal
gave to a group of Sandinistas in the mountains of Nicaragua in 1978:
“For example, he told us that God . . . does not exist . . . that God is
the revolution . . . that Jesus Christ is the Sandinistas.”?*  The new
revolutionary Catholic Church in Nicaragua is called the popular church
and those who support it see institutional Church resistance to it as
understandable in Marxist terms because this popular church threatens
the domination of the Vatican. In fact, the popular church was developed
and promoted essentially as a parallel structure to the legitimate Catholic
hierarchy to provide a religious counterpart to revolutionary structures.
The FSLN knew that in a strongly Catholic country these religious
organizations would be extremely attractive and would help dilute the
strength of the traditionally conservative Catholic Church. The creation
of the popular church follows classic revolutionary strategy, in which
insurgent groups set up parallel political and social structutes to provide
those services which the government previously provided, and thereby
wean the population away from the old regime; to reduce the influence
of the potentially anti-revolutionary Catholic Church the FSLN set up
parallel religious structures. This tactic was greatly facilitated by liber-
ation theology’s premise of moving the Church out of the hands of the
powerful higher hierarchy and into the hands of lower ranking priests,
lay leaders and ‘the people’.

In an interview in the Soviet publication Latinskaya Amerika in 1982,
Fernando Cardenal discussed the role of the Church and liberation the-
ology in Nicaragua. Large portions of the interview are quoted below
because of the representative nature of the statements.

The Medellin decisions allowed many clergymen to participate
in the revolutionary reforms on the continent. . . . the Latin
American “liberation theology” was not the creation of arm-
chair scholars or professors of theology. It was engendered by
political fighters, acting in conjunction with the people. . . .

34. Subcommittee on Security and Terrorism, Marxism and Christianity in Revolutionary Central
America, testimony of Miguel Bolanos Hunter, p. 96.
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It is precisely because Nicaragua’s example could have too
much influence on the millions of believers throughout Latin
America that the reactionary segment of the top Catholic
clergy . . . are making every effort to neutralize this influ-
ence. . . . For this purpose, they have sent us many priests
who are loyal to the principles of the traditional church, and
they are striving to win the support of Nicaraguan church
leaders, particularly Monsignor Obando y Bravo.?

That there are two churches in Nicaragua, as Fernando Cardenal implied
in 1982, appears even more obvious in 1985; there is the traditional,
institutional Catholic church, with Cardinal Obando y Bravo at its head,
and the popular church, of which the numerous CEBs are part. Geraldine
O’Leary de Macias, a former American Maryknoll nun married to a former
deputy Sandinista Minister of Labor, pointed out in 1983 that

The FSLN continues to cultivate the base Christian commu-
nities and call them “the good Christians”. But the FSLN has
turned against Archbishop Obando, calling him an anti-
Christ, because he has challenged their human rights viola-
tions and their systematic elimination of the political oppo-
sition.36

The present Sandinista government’s involvement with the theology
of liberation in both pre- and post-revolutionary settings has emphasized
both the role that religion can play in aiding revolutionary movements
and the problems encountered after a successful revolution. Michael
Novak pointed out the fatal flaw of liberation theology: “The worst
mistake of ‘liberation theology’ in Latin America is to fail to give adequate
attention to the institutions of political economy to be built after the
revolution. Too much romantic attention is given to the exodus and to
the struggle of revolution.”  In Nicaragua, liberation theology con-
fronted for the first time the problem of “the Church’s” identity after
revolution. The dilemma has both political and religious components.
When insurgents create parallel political and social structures, they as-
sume that when the revolution succeeds, old governmental structures
will fall and the ones created by the insurgency will supercede them.
The parallel institutions thus move into vacated government structures,

35. Fernando Cardenal, Latinskaya Amerika, 10 (October 1982):69-84, in JPRS Soviet Union report
83022 (1983) pp. 50-51.

36. Geraldine O'Leary de Macias, “The Popular Church as Foreign Intervention,” Catholicism in
Crisis, September 1983, p. 33.

37. Michael Novak, “From Social Justice to Political Economy,” The Priest, 40 (July-August
1984):16 (emphasis in original).
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albeit with new goals, organizational outlines and personnel. Problems
occur, however, when it is discovered that “you cannot kill the church.”8
The popular church, CEBs, and parallel religious structures cannot move
into the areas of the traditional Church because the traditional church
not only still exists, but still receives the support of the Vatican, which
in spiritual matters is more influential than the new revolutionary gov-
ernment. Two churches remain, one working with and one increasingly
working against the new socialist government, a problem which neither
Sandinista strategists, nor liberation theologians foresaw.

The religious, or Church component of the “two church dilemma”
results from the continued strength of the traditional Catholic chusrch.
Pope John Paul II's influence over the Catholic population countries in
Central America is enormous, and his opinions often carry more weight
than any member of the popular church. In addition, the overwhelming
majority of Nicaraguan Catholics do not practice the religion in any
organized sense but may be quite aware of directives from both the Pope
and Cardinal Obando y Bravo. I travelled to Central America in February
of 1983, one week before the Pope’s visit to the region. The countries
were electrified by the prospect of receiving the pontiff. The problem for
the popular church is that the Pope’s attitude toward the Nicaraguan
church has changed markedly. In February of 1980, for example, the
Pope endorsed a pastoral letter which stated that

the Church must be on the side of those who fight to transform
the productive use of land and other resoutces to permit man
to live and make of our country of Nicaragua a land of justice,
solidarity, peace and liberty. . . . If this means socialism we
[bishops] have no objections.3®

Yet more recently the Pope told Nicaraguan bishops that the idea of a
people’s church was an “absurdity.”#° Cardinal Obando y Bravo, who had
been an outspoken critic of the Somoza regime (many credic him with
helping stir popular support for the revolution), has subsequently become
an increasingly outspoken critic of the Sandinista government in matters
of both church and state. His election to the college of Cardinals in June
1985 was a severe blow to the Ortega government and sent the message
to Central American Catholics that the Vatican fully supported a vocal

38. Tommie Sue Montgomery, “Cross and Rifle: Revolution and the Church in El Salvador and
Nicaragua,” p. 221.

39. Reprinted in the San Juan Star, March 5, 1980, as quoted in Catl Marzani, Monthly Review, 34
(July-August 1982):30.

40. From letter to Nicaraguan bishops; see “They Shoot Priests Don’t They?” The Economiss, March
5, 1983, p. 32.
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critic of the Sandinista government. The message was not lost on Ortega,
who immediately attempted to repair the growing rift between his gov-
ernment and the institutional Catholic Church by negotiating directly
with Church leaders in August, but the talks proved inconclusive. In
early January 1986 the Sandinistas closed the Catholic radio station
because it would not broadcast Ortega’s year-end speech. Later that
month Cardinal Obando leveled his strongest criticism to date against
the Nicaraguan government while on a tour to the United States. The
Sandinistas’ response was to condemn the Cardinal as a political actor
working in concert with the Reagan administration.

VII. CONCLUSION: AMERICAN PoLiCy OPTIONS

In the introduction of this study, three options for the policymaker
were outlined regarding religion and the revolutionary process: treating
the two separately, treating the two as inextricable, or treating religious
movements as a facet of the revolutionary process. In the particular case
of liberation theology and revolution in Latin America, the third option
is both the most appropriate and most effective. The facts demonstrate
that neither the Soviet Union nor its regional proxy, Cuba, have made
great strides in igniting the revolutionary potential of the Catholic
Church in Latin America. Even in Nicaragua, as the National Bipartisan
Commission on Central America (the “Kissinger Commission”) pointed
out. “The ‘popular church’ is well financed and includes a number of
foreign priests. But the majority of priests in Nicaragua apparently still
remain loyal to the established Church hierarchy.”¥! This remains the
case today, as Cardinal Obando y Bravo becomes more outspoken in his
opposition to the Sandinista government.

Soviet reticence can be attributed to Marxism’s traditional and abiding
apprehension of the Catholic Church, which is reinforced by uarest in
Poland and by the presence of an anti-Soviet pope. Furthermore, the
Soviets are incapable of manipulating the Church as effectively as they
would like. As far as the Soviets are concerned, in Nicaragua it has
proven an unwieldy, and perhaps ultimately unsuccessful, source of
strength for socialist governments. In contrast to the foreign control of
top ranks of the intelligence apparatus in Nicaragua, it is impossible to
replace the religious hierarchy with Soviet bloc priests who could infiltrate
the organization. The popular church, therefore, relies upon the unwav-
ering loyalty and obedience of primarily Nicaraguan clergy. In addition,

41. Appendix, p. 37.
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the parallel structure it creates cannot supplant the established hierarchy
in the long run. Finally, the Soviet attempt at co-opting and controlling
religious life in the country is likely to fail when it finds itself confronting
the Pope’s representative, whose authority often supercedes that of the
lower-ranking radical clergy for the Latin American Catholic.

In view of the Catholic Church’s suspicion toward liberation theology,
of the difficulty of reconciling it with Marxism, and of the Soviet Union’s
wariness in dealing with the subject, perhaps the best American policy
on this subject is no policy at all. The Catholic Church is much better
equipped and arguably more entitled to cope with this particular problem
of religion and politics. Furthermore, a policy of benign neglect regarding
the people’s church in Nicaragua may be the most efficacious as its
successes seem minimal. There is no question that in certain cases and
under specific circumstances, this new religious trend has fostered revo-
lutionary tendencies, yet any covert or overt policy by the United States
to thwart such a relationship would be seen as (and indeed would be)
the worst kind of overstepping of the church-state boundary and would
complicate an already controversial political and military role in the
region.

Many have noted the high percentage of foreign priests in the radical
clergy and working within CEBs, and there are those who, ironically,
blame the preponderance of North American priests, nuns, and mission-
ary workers for the infusion of radical and revolutionary ideas into Latin
America. Yet for the U.S. government to recall all those American clergy
and lay workers in CEBs in Latin America would violate basic constitu-
tional rights. Furthermore the “religious problem” would not vanish if
expatriates were removed, for Latin Americans would merely continue to
work in the CEBs which the Americans have established. Latin American
clergymen developed liberation theology; to ignore this fact or to assume
that revolutionary movements in Latin America must be imported from
the Soviet Union and Cubea is simplistic. Equally misleading is the theory
that removing their influence would quash all revolutionary tendencies
in the area. Such anachronistic beliefs seem finally to have died out
regarding political upheaval in Latin America, with almost all scholars
in agreement that the root causes of such movements are indigenous. It
would be foolish to revive them in the religious sphere, for that would
lead to a dangerous and unworkable foreign policy for the United States.

The conclusion of this study is not a recommendation that liberation
theology be ignored altogether. American policy-makers should look
carefully at religious movements and their impact on revolutionary efforts
as they decide on appropriate foreign policy responses, especially in the
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developing world. The religious component has played a visible role in
insurgency movements, in Latin America and certainly in Moslem coun-
tries, and the United States has often found itself unprepared to integrate
this factor into the foreign calculus; continued failure to address this
issue in policy preparation would have disastrous consequences.



