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HIST222
Unit 5 Assessment

“The Catholic Church as a Revolutionary Agent in Latin America”
Answer Guide

1. Leonardo and Clodovis Boff explain how the peasantry was harmed by the economic
changes of the 1950s and 1960s, specifically via rural marginalization and mass
migration of the impoverished peasants to urban shantytowns. This social unrest
created the background conditions under which the Catholic Church could operate as a
revolutionary agent.  For more information, see their section, “Social and Political
Development,” in their article, “A Concise History of Liberation Theology.”

2. In the 1960s, the Catholic Church began to take its social mission much more
seriously. The church created new institutions such as Young Christian Students,
Young Christian Workers, Young Christian Agriculturalists, the Movement for Basic
Education and other groups which had a specific focus on improving the material and
social conditions of people’s lives. These church institutions, combined with the mass
popular resentment of the socio-economic order at the time—especially resentment
toward the dominance of global capitalism—created the conditions in Latin America for
the development of Liberation Theology. For more information, see the section,
“Ecclesial Development,” in Leonardo and Clodovis Boff’s article, “A Concise History of
Liberation Theology.”

3. The four stages, as explained by Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, are as follows:
Foundational, Building, Settling-In, and Formalization. In the first stage, Foundational,
the clergy developed the general outlines for a religious theory of liberation. Important
thinkers during this time were Gustavo Gutiérrez, Juan Luis Segundo, and Lucio Gera.
In the next stage, Building, the clergy fleshed out the outlines created in the first stage
by providing doctrinal content in three areas: spirituality, Christology, and ecclesiology.
In the third stage, Settling-In, two important developments occurred. First, theologians
worked together to develop a consistent epistemological basis—or in other words,
agreeing on language and terminology. Second, the clergy linked theory with practice
by becoming involved in such secular matters as trade union politics and community
organization. In the final stage, Formalization, the doctrines of Liberation Theology
became codified so as to be more easily taught to a new generation of clergy and
layperson activists. For more information, see the section, “Formulation,” in the Boffs’
article, “A Concise History of Liberation Theology.”

4. Other groups that used insights from Liberation Theology included the black liberation
movement in the United States, feminists, Amerindians, urban slum dwellers, and
human rights activists. Liberation Theology is an important Latin American cultural
contribution to the struggle to improve the lives of the poorest of the poor which has
spread to other places around the world. For more information, see the sections, “The
Formalization Stage” and “Support and Opposition,” in Leonardo and Clodovis Boff’s
article, “A Concise History of Liberation Theology.”
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5. The Catholic Church’s magisterium, which monitors the development of new
theologies, published a report in 1984 that affirmed the purpose of Liberation Theology,
with a warning to all Christians to avoid an uncritical acceptance of Marxist principles.
(Note: Marxist principles formed an important theoretical foundation for criticism of the
capitalist order which Liberation Theology identifies as prime cause of the oppression of
the poor.) In general, the church has been supportive of Liberation Theology, even at
the highest levels, such as the Pope and Synod of Bishops, which have recognized the
positive contributions of Liberation Theology. For more information, see “The
Magisterium of the Church,” in Leonardo and Clodovis Boff’s article, “A Concise History
of Liberation Theology.”

6. The Vatican Council II (1962–1965) was a meeting dedicated to reevaluating the
Catholic Church’s relationship with the secular world. Convened by the Pope, the
Council consisted of bishops from around the world. One of the most important
changes to emerge from the Vatican Council II concerned liturgy. The bishops decided
that Mass no longer had to be conducted in Latin; instead, clergy could preach in
Spanish or Portuguese, which enabled them to better connect with poorer laypeople
who did not always understand Latin. This advanced one of the major goals of the
Vatican Council II, which was to encourage greater lay participation in the Catholic
Church. Furthermore, the Vatican Council generated an atmosphere that encouraged
clergy to ask questions about how the church could take a more active role in society,
which, in the Latin American context, led to questions about how the church could help
reduce extremes of wealth and poverty. For more information, see Phillip Berryman’s
article, “Church and Revolution.”

7. Camilo Torres was a Columbian priest born into an upper-class family who became
interested in questions of poverty and wealth. Berryman explains that Camilo Torres,
who was a guerilla warrior, became an important figure not because he fought against
an oppressive Colombian government but because he fearlessly followed his
theological insights about the political nature of Christian love, refusing to be silenced by
other church or governmental authorities. Torres believed that the Christian idea of
“love thy neighbor” was required of an entire society, not just individuals, and this insight
motivated his quest for social justice. For more information, see Berryman’s article,
“Church and Revolution.”

8. Berryman argues that in extreme circumstances, such as military dictatorships, the
Catholic Church is the only opposition to the power of authoritarian governments.
Berryman uses as his example the Chilean general and dictator, Augusto Pinochet, who
took power via a military coup. Berryman argues, using the Pinochet regime as his
example, that as political parties and trade unions became outlawed and the media
became censored, the Catholic Church was left standing as the only outlet for criticism
of the regime. Sadly, this did not mean that the church was left unmolested. In Chile
and in many other Latin American countries, the church’s criticism was met with heavy
resistance by brutal dictators, who killed hundreds of clergymen and women, even
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bishops who dared to oppose military dictators.  For more information, see Berryman’s
article, “Church and Revolution.”

9. In addition to supporting opposition to authoritarian regimes, the Catholic Church also
helped resolve conflicts via mediation. For example, in El Salvador, Archbishop Arturo
Rivera y Damas delivered proposals from the government to guerrilla rebels and vice
versa, enabling a dialogue that helped make peace negotiations possible. The clergy
played similarly important roles in other contexts, such as Guatemala and Chile. For
more information, see Berryman’s article, “Church and Revolution.”

10. Although civilian governments have returned to power throughout Latin America, the
poor have relatively little access to political power. Economically, the divide between
rich and poor has continued to grow, leaving many Latin Americans to face an uncertain
future of job losses, poverty, and crime. Although problems remain, Berryman explains
that the reemergence of democratic institutions, political parties, trade unions, and other
organizations has lessened the need for the Catholic Church to function as an agent of
social and political change as it once did during the period of military rule. Berryman
concludes by noting that the legacy of the progressive church may be picked up by a
new generation of reformers and activists as they face the social and economic
challenges posed by globalization.


