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2. (a)  Explain the basis of, and reasons for, the development of South 
American liberation theology.     [20] 
  


Liberation theology is a movement that sprang up amongst Roman Catholic priests in 
South America in the 1950s. Leonardo Boff, one of its main advocates, called it “faith 
confronting oppression”. It says that theology must focus on the suffering of poor and 
oppressed people. The word “liberation” is used because these thinkers believe that 
just giving money to the poor (aid) or helping the poor with economic development is 
not enough.  Society needs an entirely new structure. 
  
Liberation theologians argued that the Bible provided the basis for the movement  
demonstrating  God's  concern for the poor and oppressed – and that God wants us 
to be concerned as well.  Boff and others speak about Matthew 25:31-46 where 
Jesus judges people at the end of time based on how they treated the hungry, thirsty, 
prisoners, strangers – those on the edge of society. Other passages such as the 
story of the Exodus (Exodus 3:7,9) shows that God wants oppression to end. The 
Hebrew prophets (like Amos) speak about the injustice created by greed.  The book 
of Acts (chapter 2) refers to the church as a place of shared meals and where 
everyone contributed to a common fund to help those in need.   
 
Perhaps the most important basis of Liberation Theology was the incarnation – 
where God became a poor human, lived among the poor and died the death of a 
common criminal.  Boff mentions Philippians chapter 2 and Kenosis (God’s self -
emptying) as a theme rich Christians need to take seriously.  
 
Another liberation theologian, who was also responsible for its development was 
Gustavo Gutierrez, said that all of this is evidence of God’s “preferential option for the 
poor”. This does not mean that God “prefers” or loves poor people more than other 
people, but that they are his first priority – as it says in I Corinthians, “the last will be 
first”.  He, like many other priests, chose to move from religious houses and live with 
the poor.  
 
Boff's work was also one of the main reasons for the development of the movement. 
He argued that are different ways to see poverty. The first way is to see that it is the 
result of laziness or other forms of vice. Boff says that this is the view behind the 
giving of aid.  Another way to see poverty is that it comes from people being 
“backward” – underdevelopment. The solution then is to help people have 
technology, factories, and other signs of economic progress. The problem with this is 
that it ignores that the development of western countries has been a part of the low 
wages and poor factory conditions of 3rd world countries – a situation in Latin 
America in the post war period.  Liberation theologians see that the right way to see 
most poverty is as a by-product of capitalism – of an inhuman way of building society 
that always leaves the rich richer and the poor poorer.  
 
One of the primary reasons for the development of Liberation Theology was that it 
strove to be a bottom-up movement in practice, with biblical interpretation and 
liturgical practice designed by lay practitioners themselves, rather than by the 
hierarchy of the orthodox Church. Boff and Gutiérrez said that theology needs to start 
with practical matters -  “praxis” (right action - the struggle of the poor against the 
higher classes) and that theology needs more “orthopraxy” and less of an focus 
“orthodoxy” (right belief). This led to the view from the Vatican that Liberation 
theology has become confused with atheism and reduced the idea of “sin” to “class 
struggle”.  
 







As a result of the focus on 'praxis', Christian Base Communities were set up, 
consisting of illiterate peasants and proletarians, who were turned into self-reliant 
worshiping communities through the guidance of a priest or local lay member.  This 
meant that discussions within the church were oriented towards the conditions of the 
poor, which ultimately turned into a 'class consciousness' and increased the 
popularity of Liberation Theology.  Boff, Gutiérrez and others were criticised by some 
in the Roman Catholic Church because of their references to Marxist terms and 
theory. The Vatican claimed that Liberation theology had become confused with 
atheism and reduced the idea of “sin” to “class struggle” 
 
 












2. (a)  Explain the basis of, and reasons for, the development of South 
American liberation theology.     [20] 
  


 
Liberation theology comes from third world countries after World War II. It is 
concerned about the suffering of poor and oppressed people. Many Roman Catholic 
priests felt that the church was not doing enough and that lives needed to change for 
the better - this is why it came into being.  
 
Leonardo Boff is one such theologian. He says that what people really need is not 
just handouts or to work in factories making things for rich people, but “liberation” – a 
real change in the way society works.  He says that the basis for liberation theology 
can be found within the Bible – especially the example of Jesus who lived with the 
poor, died poor and encouraged his followers to help the poor by giving food to the 
hungry and drink to the thirsty (Matthew 25).  There’s also the story of the Exodus 
where God leads his people away from slavery in Egypt. 
 
One of the reasons for the development of the movement, was that some priests in 
South America left the rich places they were living and live and helped poor people. 
Some even became revolutionaries and used the ideas of Karl Marx – saying that the 
poor classes needed to fight against the richer classes. A priest named Gutiérrez 
said that God wants the poor to go first.  
 
Not all Catholics agree with Liberation theology – in fact some of the popes in the 
70s and 80s were against it because Marxism is about atheism. But Liberation 
theologians have said that the church needs to focus less on “orthodoxy” and more 
on “orthopraxy” meaning that there needs to be more activity to help poor people and 
that rich people will only find the truth if they get active in helping poor people.  
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A Level Generic Band Descriptors  
 


Band Assessment Objective AO1 – Part (a) questions      20 marks 
Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of religion and belief, including: 


- religious, philosophical and/or ethical thought and teaching  


- influence of beliefs, teachings and practices on individuals, communities and societies  


- cause and significance of similarities and differences in belief, teaching and practice  


- approaches to the study of religion and belief. 


 
 
 
5 


17-20 marks 
 


 Thorough, accurate and relevant knowledge and understanding of religion and belief.  
 An extensive and relevant response which answers the specific demands of the question set.  
 The response demonstrates extensive depth and/or breadth. Excellent use of evidence and examples. 
 Thorough and accurate reference made to sacred texts and sources of wisdom, where appropriate. 
 Insightful connections are made between the various approaches studied. 
 An extensive range of views of scholars/schools of thought used accurately and effectively. 
 Thorough and accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 


 


 
 
4 


13-16 marks 
 Accurate and relevant knowledge and understanding of religion and belief.  
 A detailed, relevant response which answers the specific demands of the question set. 
 The response demonstrates depth and/or breadth. Good use of evidence and examples. 
 Accurate reference made to sacred texts and sources of wisdom, where appropriate. 
 Purposeful connections are made between the various approaches studied. 
 A range of scholarly views/schools of thought used largely accurately and effectively. 
 Accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context.  


 


 
 
3 


9-12 marks 
 Mainly accurate and relevant knowledge and understanding of religion and belief.  
 A satisfactory response, which generally answers the main demands of the question set. 
 The response demonstrates depth and/or breadth in some areas. Satisfactory use of evidence and examples. 
 Mainly accurate reference made to sacred texts and sources of wisdom, where appropriate. 
 Sensible connections made between the various approaches studied. 
 A basic range of scholarly views/schools of thought used. 
 Mainly accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 


 


 
 
 
2 


 


5-8 marks 
 


 Limited knowledge and understanding of religion and belief. Basic level of accuracy and relevance.  
 A basic response, addressing some of the demands of the question set. 
 The response demonstrates limited depth and/or breadth, including limited use of evidence and examples. 
 Some accurate reference made to sacred texts and sources of wisdom, where appropriate. 
 Makes some basic connections between the various approaches studied. 
 A limited range of scholarly views/schools of thought used. 
 Some accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 


 


 
 
1 


1-4 marks 
 


 Very limited knowledge and understanding of religion and belief. Low level of accuracy and relevance.  
 A very limited response, with little attempt to address the question.  
 The response demonstrates very limited depth and/or breadth. Very limited  use of evidence and examples. 
 Little or no reference made to sacred texts and sources of wisdom, where appropriate. 
 Very few or no connections made between the various approaches studied. 
 Little or no use of scholarly views/schools of thought. 
 Some grasp of basic specialist language and vocabulary. 


 
N.B.   A maximum of 2 marks should be awarded for a response that only demonstrates 
          'knowledge in isolation' 


 


0  No relevant information. 
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2. (a) Explain the basis of, and reasons for, the development of South 
American liberation theology.  [AO1 20] 


 
Candidates could include some or all of the following, but other relevant 
points should be credited.  
 
 Liberation theology is a radical movement that originated in South 


America in the 1950s.  The movement is encapsulated in Leonardo 
Boff's statement that “we can be followers of Jesus and true Christians 
only by making common cause with the poor and working out the gospel 
of liberation.” 


 Boff is an influential advocate for liberation theology, Boff criticises the 
hierarchical and authoritarian nature of the Catholic Church, calling it 
“fundamentalist” and proposes new models of community and co-
operation for the church. 


 Boff teaches that, while the church must pay attention to the historical 
and the factual elements of the Christian/Catholic faith, it must also apply 
that history to the present and meet the needs of contemporary 
Christians (many of whom live in poverty).  The emphasis is on the 
reinterpretation of biblical texts (particularly the gospels) to demonstrate 
Jesus’ particular concerns for the poor – as well as being poor himself, 
the gospels portray Jesus as defending the poor and outcast. 


 Gustavo Gutiérrez Merino is also credited as one of the founders of 
liberation theology – for him, true ‘liberation’ encompasses political and 
social liberation (i.e. the elimination of the causes of injustice and 
poverty); the freeing of the poor, oppressed, and marginalised from 
“those things that limit their capacity to develop themselves freely and in 
dignity”; and freedom from sin – a renewal of relationship with God and 
fellow humans.  He argues that the Bible, and particularly the gospels, 
demonstrate a “preferential option for the poor.” 


 Another reason for its development was that some radical priests 
became involved in politics and trade unions; they aligned themselves 
with violent revolutionary movements; some showed their solidarity with 
the poor by moving from religious houses into poverty stricken areas. 


 Another reason for its development was that it was based on the idea that 
the poor should take the example of Jesus and use it to bring about a just 
society.  Most controversially, the church should ally itself with the most 
disadvantaged in society to bring about social change.  


 
This is not a checklist, please remember to credit any valid alternatives. 


 
  












2. (a)  Explain the basis of, and reasons for, the development of South 
American liberation theology.     [20] 
  


Liberation theology is a movement that sprang up amongst Roman Catholic priests in 
South America in the 1950s. Leonardo Boff, one of its main advocates, called it “faith 
confronting oppression”. It says that theology must focus on the suffering of poor and 
oppressed people. The word “liberation” is used because these thinkers believe that 
just giving money to the poor (aid) or helping the poor with economic development is 
not enough.  Society needs an entirely new structure. 
  
Liberation theologians argued that the Bible provided the basis for the movement  
demonstrating  God's  concern for the poor and oppressed – and that God wants us 
to be concerned as well.  Boff and others speak about Matthew 25:31-46 where 
Jesus judges people at the end of time based on how they treated the hungry, thirsty, 
prisoners, strangers – those on the edge of society. Other passages such as the 
story of the Exodus (Exodus 3:7,9) shows that God wants oppression to end. The 
Hebrew prophets (like Amos) speak about the injustice created by greed.  The book 
of Acts (chapter 2) refers to the church as a place of shared meals and where 
everyone contributed to a common fund to help those in need.   
 
Perhaps the most important basis of Liberation Theology was the incarnation – 
where God became a poor human, lived among the poor and died the death of a 
common criminal.  Boff mentions Philippians chapter 2 and Kenosis (God’s self -
emptying) as a theme rich Christians need to take seriously.  
 
Another liberation theologian, who was also responsible for its development was 
Gustavo Gutierrez, said that all of this is evidence of God’s “preferential option for the 
poor”. This does not mean that God “prefers” or loves poor people more than other 
people, but that they are his first priority – as it says in I Corinthians, “the last will be 
first”.  He, like many other priests, chose to move from religious houses and live with 
the poor.  
 
Boff's work was also one of the main reasons for the development of the movement. 
He argued that are different ways to see poverty. The first way is to see that it is the 
result of laziness or other forms of vice. Boff says that this is the view behind the 
giving of aid.  Another way to see poverty is that it comes from people being 
“backward” – underdevelopment. The solution then is to help people have 
technology, factories, and other signs of economic progress. The problem with this is 
that it ignores that the development of western countries has been a part of the low 
wages and poor factory conditions of 3rd world countries – a situation in Latin 
America in the post war period.  Liberation theologians see that the right way to see 
most poverty is as a by-product of capitalism – of an inhuman way of building society 
that always leaves the rich richer and the poor poorer.  
 
One of the primary reasons for the development of Liberation Theology was that it 
strove to be a bottom-up movement in practice, with biblical interpretation and 
liturgical practice designed by lay practitioners themselves, rather than by the 
hierarchy of the orthodox Church. Boff and Gutiérrez said that theology needs to start 
with practical matters -  “praxis” (right action - the struggle of the poor against the 
higher classes) and that theology needs more “orthopraxy” and less of an focus 
“orthodoxy” (right belief). This led to the view from the Vatican that Liberation 
theology has become confused with atheism and reduced the idea of “sin” to “class 
struggle”.  
 



Sticky Note

Accurate knowledge of key terms. Excellent use of a key quote, puts the rest of the response in context.



Sticky Note

Thorough and accurate reference made to sacred texts.



Sticky Note

Insightful connection with theory elsewhere in the Spec.



Sticky Note

Thorough and accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 



Sticky Note

An extensive and relevant response that answers the specific demand of the question. 



Sticky Note

Thorough and accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context.







As a result of the focus on 'praxis', Christian Base Communities were set up, 
consisting of illiterate peasants and proletarians, who were turned into self-reliant 
worshiping communities through the guidance of a priest or local lay member.  This 
meant that discussions within the church were oriented towards the conditions of the 
poor, which ultimately turned into a 'class consciousness' and increased the 
popularity of Liberation Theology.  Boff, Gutiérrez and others were criticised by some 
in the Roman Catholic Church because of their references to Marxist terms and 
theory. The Vatican claimed that Liberation theology had become confused with 
atheism and reduced the idea of “sin” to “class struggle” 
 
 



Sticky Note

Relevance? 



Sticky Note

An extensive and relevant response that answers the specific demand of the question. 

Band 5 20 marks

Explores the theological reasons as  'basis' a  candidate could also have legitimately referred to the contextual historical evidence – the inactivity of the Church in Southern America  to alleviate poverty, whilst remaining wealthy itself.












2. (a)  Explain the basis of, and reasons for, the development of South 
American liberation theology.     [20] 
  


 
Liberation theology comes from third world countries after World War II. It is 
concerned about the suffering of poor and oppressed people. Many Roman Catholic 
priests felt that the church was not doing enough and that lives needed to change for 
the better - this is why it came into being.  
 
Leonardo Boff is one such theologian. He says that what people really need is not 
just handouts or to work in factories making things for rich people, but “liberation” – a 
real change in the way society works.  He says that the basis for liberation theology 
can be found within the Bible – especially the example of Jesus who lived with the 
poor, died poor and encouraged his followers to help the poor by giving food to the 
hungry and drink to the thirsty (Matthew 25).  There’s also the story of the Exodus 
where God leads his people away from slavery in Egypt. 
 
One of the reasons for the development of the movement, was that some priests in 
South America left the rich places they were living and live and helped poor people. 
Some even became revolutionaries and used the ideas of Karl Marx – saying that the 
poor classes needed to fight against the richer classes. A priest named Gutiérrez 
said that God wants the poor to go first.  
 
Not all Catholics agree with Liberation theology – in fact some of the popes in the 
70s and 80s were against it because Marxism is about atheism. But Liberation 
theologians have said that the church needs to focus less on “orthodoxy” and more 
on “orthopraxy” meaning that there needs to be more activity to help poor people and 
that rich people will only find the truth if they get active in helping poor people.  
 
 
 
 



Sticky Note

Rather weak expression – meaning?



Sticky Note

Mainly accurate but could be more detailed – where, exactly did it arise?



Sticky Note

Whose lives? Why? 




Sticky Note

This is accurate – and there is use of some texts, though this could be expanded. Some evidence of scholarly views. 



Sticky Note

It would be good to see more detailed specialist language here like “preferential option for the poor” – though what has been written is accurate. 



Sticky Note

True but this could be strengthened by being more precise.



Sticky Note

Good to see more specialist terms here used in the right way, though this could be developed. 

Band 3 – 10 
Satisfactory response  which generally answers the demands of the question.
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2. (a) Explain the basis of, and reasons for, the development of  South American 
liberation theology. [20] 
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2. (b)  ‘The response of the Roman Catholic Church to liberation  
theology was mainly positive.’ Evaluate this view.   [30] 


 
There have been many different responses to liberation theology from Roman Catholics 
across the world – both positive and negative.  
 
The positive attitude taken by some stems from the fact that Liberation theology is, after all, 
a movement that originated from within the Roman Catholic church, involving priests, like 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, who have been trained and educated in Catholic schools. Their books on 
the subject are about Christian theology, showing how revelation and tradition relate to 
extreme poverty. Liberation theology has come out of their pastoral work, to address the 
suffering of poor people, who are mainly religious and Catholic.  At the same time that 
Liberation Theology was growing, Vatican II, a major council of the church, insisted that the 
church is a “church of the poor” and that theology should address modern issues – such as 
poverty and oppression. In fact, Leonardo Boff, Gustavo Gutiérrez and others have said that 
liberation theology should be seen as bringing these themes of Vatican II to life.  
 
Official documents of the Roman Catholic church (such as “The Instruction on Certain Aspects 
of the Theology of Liberation”) have used terms from liberation theologians such as 
“liberation” and “preferential option for the poor”.  These documents make it clear that 
salvation is indeed more than a spiritual matter and involves the humane treatment of people 
such as fair wages and good working conditions.  These documents agree with the idea of 
liberation theologians that God “prefers” the poor not in the sense of loving them more than 
others, but that they are a priority for God as revealed in the Bible: “the last shall be first”. 
Key councils and meetings of the Roman Catholic church have affirmed the many of the ideas 
of Liberation theology. For example, the Latin American Episcopal Council that met in 
Columbia in 1968; affirmed many ideas of Gustavo Gutiérrez, including the idea of base 
communities (church groups in remote areas fighting for justice). 
 
However, after Vatican II and the spread of liberation theology in Latin America, the church 
grew concerned about liberation theology for a number of reasons.  Cardinal Ratzinger (later 
Pope Benedict XVI) warned that liberation theology was not taking traditional theology 
seriously enough. For example, it could lead people to think that economic change alone 
could end sin or bring about the Kingdom of God. Sin is bigger than economics, he insisted.  
He was also concerned about using only political interpretations of the Bible and neglecting 
spiritual interpretations. An example of this is the Atonement: Jesus is viewed only as a moral 
example, a martyr for the cause of the oppressed. This leaves out many of the other themes 
of redemption on the cross that have been looked at by theologians such as Anselm, Luther, 
Augustine and others.  
 
Many Catholic theologians have criticized the use of Marxist terms and ideas in liberation 
theology. For example, they have pointed out that Marxism is not a science that helps us 
understand society, but an “ideology” in conflict with Christianity because it is atheistic. 
Marxism’ justifies violence in the name of class struggle, but Christianity does not endorse 
violence, say many Catholics.  The church in Rome was also criticizing liberation theologians 
as it was concerned loss of freedom of religion in communist bloc countries. How can 
Marxism truly be helpful since it leads to religious oppression – they asked? 
 
Even though there have been some very harsh responses to liberation theology, it is difficult 
to say that it has either been mainly positive or mainly negative – if anything the Catholic 
response has been increasingly more positive. For example, when the current Pope (Francis) 
was a young priest, he criticized Liberation theology in many of the ways noted above.  Yet, 
over the years he became more sympathetic to it and in 2012 he invited Gustavo Gutiérrez as 
a special guest of honour at the Vatican. This suggests he approves of at least some of his 
ideology. Though he has not described himself as a liberation theologian, Pope Francis has 
written extensively on the dangers of capitalism in ways similar to liberation theologians. 
 












2. (b)  ‘The response of the Roman Catholic Church to liberation  
theology was mainly positive.’  
Evaluate this view.       (30) 
 


This statement is not entirely true because, Liberation theology is both loved and hated by 
Roman Catholics. For example, you could argue that it is mainly positive because it is a totally 
Catholic idea, it was invented by Catholic priests because of the suffering of members of their 
churches.   
 
On the one hand, the Roman Catholic Church believes that the poor should be helped – 
Vatican II talks about this quite a bit. Liberation theologians say that their fight to help 
suffering people is totally based on Catholic theology, the Bible and the views of the church. 
In fact, Ratzinger uses the term “liberation” to describe salvation – he says that people 
should be helped to have a good life in all areas of life.  
 
On the other hand, it is not all a ‘bed of roses’ for liberation theology – Cardinal Ratzinger 
didn’t like it because it is not spiritual enough. He thinks that the world needs more than a 
better economy and that the oppressed can become the oppressors like they did in Russia 
and other countries when they banned Christianity.  
 
If you say that the Bible is all about politics then you miss how important it is to deal with 
Sin.  Also, Marxism (which many liberation theologians say they like) is atheist – so how can 
those ideas be used with Christianity?  
 
So, there are a lot of different responses to liberation theology. However, times have moved 
on now and Gustavo Gutierrez (a liberation theologian) is an old man now, and he was just 
invited to the Vatican in 2012 as a guest of honour. 
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Band 
Assessment Objective AO2- Part (b) questions   30 marks 


Analyse and evaluate aspects of, and approaches to, religion and belief, 
including their significance, influence and study. 


5 


25-30 marks 
 


 Confident critical analysis and perceptive evaluation of the issue. 
 A response that successfully identifies and thoroughly addresses the issues raised by the question set. 
 Thorough, sustained and clear views are given, supported by extensive, detailed reasoning and/or evidence. 
 The views of scholars/schools of thought are used extensively, appropriately and in context. 
 Confident and perceptive analysis of the nature of connections between the various elements of the 


approaches studied. 
 Thorough and accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 


 


4 


19-24 marks 
 


 Purposeful analysis and effective evaluation of the issue. 
 The main issues raised by the question are identified successfully and addressed. 
 The views given are clearly supported by detailed reasoning and/or evidence. 
 Views of scholars/schools of thought are used appropriately and in context. 
 Purposeful analsysis of the nature of connections between the various elements of the approaches studied. 
 Accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 


 


3 


13-18 marks 
 


 Satisfactory analysis and relevant evaluation of the issue. 
 Most of the issues raised by the question are identified successfully and have generally been addressed. 
 Most of the views given are satisfactorily supported by reasoning and/or evidence. 
 Views of scholars/schools of thought are generally used appropriately and in context. 
 Sensible analysis of the nature of connections between the various elements of the approaches studied. 
 Mainly accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 


 


2 


7-12 marks 
 


 Some valid analysis and inconsistent evaluation of the issue. 
 A limited number of issues raised by the question set are identified and partially addressed. 
 A basic attempt to justify the views given, but they are only partially supported with reason and/or evidence. 
 Basic use of the views of scholars/schools of thought appropriately and in context. 
 Makes some analysis of the nature of connections between the various elements of the approaches studied. 
 Some accurate use of specialist language and vocabulary in context. 


 


1 


1-6 marks 
 


 A basic analysis and limited evaluation of the issue. 
 An attempt has been made to identify and address the issues raised by the question set.  
 Little attempt to justify a view with reasoning or evidence. 
 Little or no use of the views of scholars/schools of thought. 
 Limited analysis of the nature of connections between the various elements of the approaches studied. 
 Some use of basic specialist language and vocabulary. 


 
 


0  No relevant analysis or evaluation. 
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2. (b) 'The response of the Roman Catholic Church to liberation theology was 
mainly positive.’  


  Evaluate this view. [AO2 30] 
 


Candidates could include some or all of the following, but other relevant 
points should be credited.  


 
 Terms such as the “preferential option for the poor” and even “liberation” 


were quickly adopted by the Roman Catholic Church to describe their 
work, which implies a positive response to the basis of liberation theology. 


 Despite some criticisms, Cardinal Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI) 
praised liberation theology’s focus on justice, emphasis on Christian 
responsibilities towards the oppressed, and its rejection of violence. 
Although the media highlighted his negative comments, Ratzinger’s 
response certainly had some positive elements. 


 Gustavo Gutiérrez and Leonardo Boff were both Roman Catholic priests – 
since the movement arose from within the Roman Catholic Church, it 
cannot be said that the response was entirely negative. 


 On the other hand, Pope John Paul II responded negatively to liberation 
theology in the 1980s, criticising it for having become highly politicised. 
Since Pope John Paul II was so opposed to the communist regimes in 
Eastern Europe, he could not sympathise with priests in Latin America 
who were working with communist revolutionaries. 


 Similarly, liberation theology views social justice as the main aim of the 
church, which was understood as a partly secular goal.  Although the 
Roman Catholic Church values social justice, Pope John Paul II asserted 
that some of these secular goals can make the church into a secular 
political/cultural institution and rob the Christian faith of its power to free all 
human beings from sin.  


 Although some of the key terms of liberation theology were quickly 
adopted (see above), some have argued that this was done to 
reappropriate the language, so as to undermine the early liberation 
theology movement. 


 Liberation theology set out to challenge the Roman Catholic Church and 
call into question issues such as hierarchy within the church and what the 
main focus of life should be (getting manageable living conditions, as 
opposed to focusing on life after death).  Liberation theology succeeded in 
its aim of causing debate in the Roman Catholic community and creating 
new ways of approaching social justice issues. 


 
Overall, candidates should engage with the debate and come to a 
substantiated evaluation regarding the issue raised. 


 
  












2. (b)  ‘The response of the Roman Catholic Church to liberation  
theology was mainly positive.’ Evaluate this view.   [30] 


 
There have been many different responses to liberation theology from Roman Catholics 
across the world – both positive and negative.  
 
The positive attitude taken by some stems from the fact that Liberation theology is, after all, 
a movement that originated from within the Roman Catholic church, involving priests, like 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, who have been trained and educated in Catholic schools. Their books on 
the subject are about Christian theology, showing how revelation and tradition relate to 
extreme poverty. Liberation theology has come out of their pastoral work, to address the 
suffering of poor people, who are mainly religious and Catholic.  At the same time that 
Liberation Theology was growing, Vatican II, a major council of the church, insisted that the 
church is a “church of the poor” and that theology should address modern issues – such as 
poverty and oppression. In fact, Leonardo Boff, Gustavo Gutiérrez and others have said that 
liberation theology should be seen as bringing these themes of Vatican II to life.  
 
Official documents of the Roman Catholic church (such as “The Instruction on Certain Aspects 
of the Theology of Liberation”) have used terms from liberation theologians such as 
“liberation” and “preferential option for the poor”.  These documents make it clear that 
salvation is indeed more than a spiritual matter and involves the humane treatment of people 
such as fair wages and good working conditions.  These documents agree with the idea of 
liberation theologians that God “prefers” the poor not in the sense of loving them more than 
others, but that they are a priority for God as revealed in the Bible: “the last shall be first”. 
Key councils and meetings of the Roman Catholic church have affirmed the many of the ideas 
of Liberation theology. For example, the Latin American Episcopal Council that met in 
Columbia in 1968; affirmed many ideas of Gustavo Gutiérrez, including the idea of base 
communities (church groups in remote areas fighting for justice). 
 
However, after Vatican II and the spread of liberation theology in Latin America, the church 
grew concerned about liberation theology for a number of reasons.  Cardinal Ratzinger (later 
Pope Benedict XVI) warned that liberation theology was not taking traditional theology 
seriously enough. For example, it could lead people to think that economic change alone 
could end sin or bring about the Kingdom of God. Sin is bigger than economics, he insisted.  
He was also concerned about using only political interpretations of the Bible and neglecting 
spiritual interpretations. An example of this is the Atonement: Jesus is viewed only as a moral 
example, a martyr for the cause of the oppressed. This leaves out many of the other themes 
of redemption on the cross that have been looked at by theologians such as Anselm, Luther, 
Augustine and others.  
 
Many Catholic theologians have criticized the use of Marxist terms and ideas in liberation 
theology. For example, they have pointed out that Marxism is not a science that helps us 
understand society, but an “ideology” in conflict with Christianity because it is atheistic. 
Marxism’ justifies violence in the name of class struggle, but Christianity does not endorse 
violence, say many Catholics.  The church in Rome was also criticizing liberation theologians 
as it was concerned loss of freedom of religion in communist bloc countries. How can 
Marxism truly be helpful since it leads to religious oppression – they asked? 
 
Even though there have been some very harsh responses to liberation theology, it is difficult 
to say that it has either been mainly positive or mainly negative – if anything the Catholic 
response has been increasingly more positive. For example, when the current Pope (Francis) 
was a young priest, he criticized Liberation theology in many of the ways noted above.  Yet, 
over the years he became more sympathetic to it and in 2012 he invited Gustavo Gutiérrez as 
a special guest of honour at the Vatican. This suggests he approves of at least some of his 
ideology. Though he has not described himself as a liberation theologian, Pope Francis has 
written extensively on the dangers of capitalism in ways similar to liberation theologians. 
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2. (b)  ‘The response of the Roman Catholic Church to liberation  
theology was mainly positive.’  
Evaluate this view.       (30) 
 


This statement is not entirely true because, Liberation theology is both loved and hated by 
Roman Catholics. For example, you could argue that it is mainly positive because it is a totally 
Catholic idea, it was invented by Catholic priests because of the suffering of members of their 
churches.   
 
On the one hand, the Roman Catholic Church believes that the poor should be helped – 
Vatican II talks about this quite a bit. Liberation theologians say that their fight to help 
suffering people is totally based on Catholic theology, the Bible and the views of the church. 
In fact, Ratzinger uses the term “liberation” to describe salvation – he says that people 
should be helped to have a good life in all areas of life.  
 
On the other hand, it is not all a ‘bed of roses’ for liberation theology – Cardinal Ratzinger 
didn’t like it because it is not spiritual enough. He thinks that the world needs more than a 
better economy and that the oppressed can become the oppressors like they did in Russia 
and other countries when they banned Christianity.  
 
If you say that the Bible is all about politics then you miss how important it is to deal with 
Sin.  Also, Marxism (which many liberation theologians say they like) is atheist – so how can 
those ideas be used with Christianity?  
 
So, there are a lot of different responses to liberation theology. However, times have moved 
on now and Gustavo Gutierrez (a liberation theologian) is an old man now, and he was just 
invited to the Vatican in 2012 as a guest of honour. 
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2. 


(b) 'The response of the Roman Catholic Church to liberation theology was 
mainly positive.’ 
Evaluate this view. [30] 
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