Liberation theology, originating in the Roman Catholic community in Latin America in the 1950s, is a theological reinterpretation of the Christian faith with a renewed focus on the poor and oppressed. As its name suggests, liberation theology attempts to liberate people from unjust social, political and economic contexts.[footnoteRef:1] Liberation theology argues for a need for action against poverty, as opposed to idly sitting by while it occurs. Furthermore, liberation theology emphasises praxis over dogma, meaning that what a Christian believes must lead to action.  [1:  Laurens de Rooij and Joanildo Burity, ‘Liberation Theology’, Encyclopedia of Economics and Society, 2015 <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312292930_Liberation_Theology>.
] 

As Hellwig describes in her article Liberation Theology: An Emerging School,[footnoteRef:2] liberation theology began after pressure began to build for a pastoral response to injustice towards the poor. There were protests against the abuse faced by marginalised members of society, and as a reply to protests, the Roman Catholic Church held a conference at Medellin Colombia nicknamed C.E.L.A.M, which focused on ‘large scale and searching questions of social justice.’[footnoteRef:3] This meeting acknowledged that the Church had often sided with oppressive governments, and declared that in future it would be determinedly on the side of the poor.[footnoteRef:4]As a direct consequence of the Medellin Conference, several theologians developed a theology oriented towards the poor and oppressed, involving critical reflection on practice.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Monika K. H. Hellwig, ‘Liberation Theology: An Emerging School’, Scottish Journal of Theology, 30.2 (1977), 137–51 <10.1017/s0036930600025011>.
]  [3:  Hellwig, ‘Liberation Theology’. 
]  [4:  Alister E Mcgrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (Chichester, West Sussex ; Malden, Ma: Wiley, Blackwell, 2017) p. 90.  
]  [5:  Ibid., p. 90. 
] 

The term ‘liberation theology’ was coined by Peruvian priest Gustavo Gutierrez,[footnoteRef:6] who wrote possibly the most famous text on the topic, called On the Side of the Poor: The Theology of Liberation with Gerhard Ludwig Muller. Gutierrez’s book encompasses many of the key debates and proponents of liberation theology. While Gutierrez is arguably one of the most famous activists for liberation theology, there are other theologians who have argued similarly for the rights of the poor. For example, Jon Sabrino, a Jesuit Catholic priest known mostly for his contributions to Latin American liberation theology, said, ‘The poor are the authentic theological source for understanding Christian belief and practice.’[footnoteRef:7] Liberation theology focuses on biblical themes such as the God of Exodus, who freed the Israelite slaves from Egypt, as an example to support God’s advocation for the poor and oppressed. [6:  De Rooij and Burity, ‘Liberation Theology’. ]  [7:  Alister E Mcgrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (Chichester, West Sussex ; Malden, Ma: Wiley, Blackwell, 2017) p. 90. 
] 

Liberation theologians teach that theology should never be detached from political action and social movements in its cultural context.[footnoteRef:8] While classical western theology saw critical reflection come before action, liberation theology reversed this, encouraging action first.[footnoteRef:9] This made it unpopular with some traditional western theologians. Another famous criticism of liberation theology comes from its association with Marxism, as in practice, liberation theology is critical of capitalism and generally pro-socialism.[footnoteRef:10] As Marxism is famously anti-religion, this posed a problem for the theology’s religious basis. To combat this criticism, liberation theologians likened their use of Marxist ideals to Thomas Aquinas’ use of Aristotle in his theology; Aquinas similarly used a secular philosophy to support Christian beliefs.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  Ibid., p. 90. 
]  [9:  Ibid., p. 90.
]  [10:  Ibid., p.90.
]  [11:  Ibid., p. 90. 
] 

A point that liberation theologians have stressed is that God’s preference for the poor is ‘a fundamental aspect of the gospel, not some bolt-on option arising from the Latin American situation’.[footnoteRef:12] This is commonly supported by stories of Jesus helping the disadvantaged, and associating with the oppressed, such as women and the poor, despite the social ramifications of such action at the time.  [12:  Ibid., p. 90. 
] 

David Tombs likened liberation to if the figure of Christ the Redeemer overlooking Rio de Janeiro turned to face the shacks of the poor instead of the affluent areas like Copacabana and Ipanema.[footnoteRef:13] Instead of Jesus focusing on protecting the wealthy, liberation theology is revolutionary in its claim that, as Bonino taught, ‘God is clearly and unequivocally on the side of the poor.’[footnoteRef:14] [13:  David Tombs, Latin American Liberation Theology (Boston: Brill Academic Publishers, 2002) <https://brill-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/title/8064>. p. 2. 
]  [14:  McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, p. 90.] 
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